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INTRODUCTION 

Thia study has been prepared under contract with the Northeaot n.eaional 

Office, National Park Service, June 29, 1965. Dy its terms I a.m to provide 

"A Report on Elli:; !Gland ao an Immigrant Depot, 1090 -1954, 11 to be a thoroucih 

documented study of the period durin~ which E llis foland served as the principal 

immigration depot in the United States, plus a brief account of the earlier history 

of the Ioland. The orcanization and administration of the immigrant depot arc to 

be stressed, with attention to structural development on the Island during the 

period. 

The resources available for such a study are formidable. There is nmch 

published mc....terial and it has been used cxtcnoively. The reports of the Com­

missbncr-Gcneral of Immigration and other officials are voluminous and contain 

much information on Ellis Island. The New York ncYrnpaper and periodical press 

sho'\vcd constant interes t in t he Isbnd during the years when it was receiving 

immigrant s in great numbers. Much use has been made of such contemporary 

material! as well as of more recent monographs and related works. 

Manuscript ootirces exi£t in bulk, but arc batlly broken up or are in cumbc1·­

somc form. The related administrative files were l a rgely destroyed a few years 

ago, making the evolution of organization and policy difficult to trace. Illuminating 

fragments remain and have been used. There are ah:o hundreds of volumes of 

letter files to 1912, very poorly indexed and in good part illcciblc or nearly so. 

These have been broadly sampled. For the period 1891-1903 there is a record 

o! co1·renpondencc which offc1·s a rou3h cross -index to thcae letter files within 

lto perio<l and has come inio1·mation v1ithin it~elf not iouncl elsewhere. For the 

lv 
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importaut deco.de after 191 Z relatively little m<itcrial on ElliR Ia land can now 

bo found in Immi~ration an<l Na turalization Service records. This lack has 

been supplied to a limited decree from Department of Labor records. 

Ellis I s land's early history ls interesting only as it occasionally rcuecto 

in miniature the life of the gi-owing port of New York. It was cho3en as the site 

of the first Federal immigration station more or less by accident and acainct 

the ju~cment of the Secretary of the Trea~ury, in whose department it "va::; 

place<l for administration. Its firzt buildings were hastily and cheaply constructed 

of wood and were burned after only a few years of service. 

Its second physical plant was designed to handle the modest immigration of 

a rcce:;sion period and was almost immediately inundated by a swelling title of 

newcomers eager to share in the reviving American procperity. During the 

period of peak imrnieration Ellis Island was never quite equal to its tack, in 

spite of extensive supplementary construction and much conscientious effort 

on the part of some yery able administru.tors. 

The immigrant otation on Ellis Island acquired a sinister reputation early 

and never overcame it. This reputation was bas cd in part on the corruption and 

brut~lity t hat were rampant in an early phase, but more especially on the very 

effort put forth by itc best administrators to carry out the immigration lawG v1ith 

whose execution they were charged--laws tending steadily toward the e!~clusion 

of all but the most select immigrants. Millions of immigrants passed eacily 

· and quickly throuch E llis foland, only a minor hurdle compared to obstacles 

that they had already overcome. But other hundreds of thousands were detained 

briefly or at length, caueht in the meshes of the law, in the overcrowded qu<lrters 

at the Island, and many thousands were excluded. It w<is chiefly arowid these th~t 

v 
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the evil lencn.d of Ellis l sla.ncl a rE'w. 

Wheii. ln the ntldr'..le 1920's, the selection of immigrants passed very 

largely to the Ame:ric;i.n consulate a overseas, Ellis Island lost the prime 

function for ,-,.blch it !lad been establbhe~. The plant was now vastly over­

built and expcnoivc to operate in the light of its reduced functions. It continued 

in use !or many ycaro, however, as a convenient center for the detention of 

que:Jtione<l i.mn1igrants anu the deportation of undesirable aliens. At lonz last, 

when it c ame to be accepted t hat m o Gt of the detainees were relc..tively harmless 

and could be turned loose under parole, this function also practically disa ppeared 

and the overbuilt. outmoded station was closed. 

This, in barest outline, is the c tory of E llis !Gland as a Government 

institution. 1'i hat it :meant to the immigrants is another study. 

Thomas M. Pitkin 

··' 

·. 

vl · 
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CHAPTI:R I 

Early History of Elli s I s l and 

Ownership and Nomenclature of Ellis Island, 1630 -1 " 06 

Ellis Isb.nd is one of the islets off the New Jersey shore in.the Upper Bay 

of New York. These tiny islands, including Liberty Island {formerly known as 

Bedloc'o ) and a now submcr~ed r eef, arc all in t!1e shallow waters west of the 

ahip channel, us\\;\lly known as the Jersey Flats. In Colonial times they were 

0£tc1i referred to in a group as the Oyc;ter Islands, and the wate~s around them 
l 

were oomctimcc called the Oyster Bank. 

Norn~nclature was flexible, ho\vever. The largest of the Oyster Islands 

came to be known as Bedloc's Island, from an early owner. Ellis Island , called 

by the Indiana l<iochk, or "Gull Island," from its only inhabitants, was later 

labelled I:>yre's lsland, Bucking I sland and Gibbet Island before the name of 
2 

Samuel ~llie , its only known 18th Century owner, was firmly fixed to it. 

The lGl~nd was a tiny bank of mud and sand, mixed with oyster shell:>, 

t.bcut three hc!i" o in o tent and scarcely rising above the water at high tide. 

lt \vas a singul~dy unihvitinc piece of terrain, uecful only because of its position 

ln the tni<lGt Of t·ich OyGtCl" beds and as a fine place from which to stake out nets 
3 

clui.•lng the vpring run of shad. It had none of t he attractions of its somewhat 

larger nei~hbor~ Bc<lloe's Icland, which was closer to deep water, had some 

vcn tMic;>n fihtl a l)lcaoing elevation at the end towa rd the channel, and boasted 

a oupply t)f ct}oa !rceh 'i Mer. 

When the but~h Wast India Company in 1629 created the patroon eysten1, 
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2. 

to stimulate s cttleincnt and development of it!: colony of N C'\'I Nether land by 

granting lands and e. ·tcnclvc feudal privileges to company directors '\vho would 

bring in settlers, Michel Paauw (or Paw) '\Vas one of the first patroons. He 

received a grant of land on t!1c west bank of the 1 rol'th River opposite New 

Am!:tcrd~m, including the oitc of present-day Hoboken. This land ·was pul'chased 

for him from the Incians by the director general and council of the colony on 
4 

July 12, 1630, the compcn~ation being "cei-tain c~rgocs, or parcels of goods." 

To thia pu:rchase there was shortly added Sta.ten Island, and some time 

afterward the intervening tract including the site of Jersey City. The colony 

that Paauw fou.·ulcd wa.a called Pavonia, the firct white settlement in the late1· 
s 

State of New Jersey. Thccc purchase:; presumably included the later Ellis 

Island. ·washin3ton Irvine, in his fanciful account of the assembling of ti:1e 

Dutch Coloni:-.1 !oi-ccs to <!.ttack the SwedeG on the Delaware, speaks of "that 

renowncc1 Mynheer, Michael Paw, who lorded it over the fail· regions of 

ancient Pavonia, :utd the lands away south even un.to the Navesink mountains, 
6 

ancl wa~ moreover patroon of Gibbet I s land." 

.Michel P :tauw {Paw). could not actually h:i.ve t aken pa1·t in this muster, 

since he never ldt the comforts of Am~terclam for the crude colony ovcrzeas , 

and he h~cl, in :>.ny caoc, sold Pa.vonia to the Company long before the Swedes 
7 

threatened the Dutch control of the Delaware. Nevertheless, Irving's 

s.ssumption tha.t hia p:'.troonship of Pavonia had included Gibbet (Ellis) Island 

seems sow1d. It la quite likely that the later Ecdloe's Island wa£ regarded 

as part o! hlu dom:du, ao well. Both islands huddled close to the shore of 

Pavonin. 
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3. 

The first supposed reference to the later Ellis Island is found in a 

court case of 1661, in which a missing boat was discovered undamaged 
8 . 

"on Oy&tcr Idand. 11 
Why it has bc~n assumed that this was Ellis !Gland 

and not Eedloe's foknd is not clear. It could have been either, more likely 

Bedloe'c, the larger and more inviting of the two. 

The first certain reference is in an undated grant by Governor Andros 

to William Dyre, his collector of customs, of "Little Oyster Island. 11 The 
9 

grant was made at some time between 16_74 and 16£0. A few years later, 

in 1636, William Dyre and Mary, his wife, conveyed to Thomas Lloyd lilnds 

on Manhattan, "And alsoe A certaine Island Scituate and lyeing in Hudson 

River to the Westward of 1v1anhattans or York Island and north of Bedlocs Island 

10 
Comonly called or knowne by the name of Dyre1 3 Island or Oyste1· Island. 11 

11 
Lloyd in iurn conveyed the Island to Enoch and Mary rtory. Here the tra il 

of ownership breaks off for nearly a century. 

In 1691 the Island was formally included within the bonndai-ica of New 

York County. An act of that year divided the colony into counties, each 

county being bounded and described: 

"The city and county of New York to contain all the Island commonly called 

Manhattan's-Island, Manning's-Island, the two Darn Isl<inds, and the three 

Oyster-Islands; Manhattan's Is land, to be called the City of New York, and 
12 

the Rest of the Islands, the County. 11 

The charter g ranted to the City of New York by Governor lv!outgomery 

in 1730 referred to tl1c Island as Ducltlng Island and included it within the 

city's boundaries, which were "to inclu<lc Nuttcn Ioland, Bcdlow's Island, 
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Figure 1. 

"Map of f e\'1 York foland." 1778. This map shows 
Ellis !eland as "Bucking bland" in the "Oy!'ter 
Bank. 11 Stokes Collection, New York Public Library. 
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4. 

Bucking I s l and, and Oyster Ioland, to low water mark on the west si<le of 
13 

the North River." The name Bucking I s land, of unknown origin, was 

applied to t he Is land durin~ n good part of the 18th Century. In 1757, when 

the city council was seeking a site for o. pest house, it appointed a committee 
14 

"to view antl £ ,,:amine Buckin Island. 11 The committee 's report, not found, 

was probably nc::;ativc , for in the next year Bcdloe1s Island was purchased 
15 

for the purpose. 

• 
The name Gibbet Island haG been traced to an event of 1765. A pirate 

by the name of Anderso11., c aptured in the West Indies , was returned to New 

York, the port from which his ship had sailed, tried and executed "upon an 

Ioland in the Bay, near the city, which, from t hat circumstance, has ever 

since been c alled, Ar.derson's or Gibbet I s land ." Other hangings took place 
16 

there ancl Washington Irving, writing early in the followin~ century, con-
17 

slstently used the name Gibbet foland. The British Army during the 

American Revolution , howev er, in its rnilitary cartography, used the name 

Duckb'lg Idan<l on one map and Oyster I s l and on another, to designate t he 
18 

lat()r l: llis I s land. 

.. Private ownership of the I!';land reappear a in 1785 with the advertise-

rncnt for sal e by one Samuel E llis of "that pleasant situated faland, c a lled 
19 

Oyotct• (now E llis ) IsL:l.r..d, lying in New York Day, near P c·wles Hook. 11 

How he obt~incd his title i s unknown, but it s e ems not to have been challenged. 

No &!llo followed the adverticement. Samu el E llis died in 1794 and by his 

wlll of the oame year t he Ialan<l, "with all the buildings and improveme::~ts 

thort'HHlt" waa bequeathed to t he cl1ild of his <lau~htc1· Catherine Vi c s tcrvclt, 
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5. 

with \vhich she was then prc:;nant. i.f it ~hodd be a son. He also v:ished the 

eon to be na:ncd f amucl Ellb. If the child should be a dauchter, his estate 
20 

was to be divided a:nong Catherine's childr en equally. 

Catherine dutifully produced a son, who was nar-led Samuel Ellis as 

his grandfather had wi::;hcd. But the boy died in b.fancy and letters of 

aC.ministro.tion were crantcd t o hif: mother. At this poiat the title beco1nes 

confused. Samuel Ellis Rrerson, son of another daughter of Samuel Ellis, 

and hi:; wife Rachel deeded the I s land and property in Manhatt~n to John A. 
21 

Berry in 1806. '\Then Colonel Jonathan Willin.ms, U. S. Army Chief of 

Engineers, wanted t he Island Ghortly aftenvard fo1· fortification he found 

that the1·e were severa l claimants. 

Ellis I s land as a Military Installation, 1794 -1890 

In 1794 there was a serious threat of war with Great Britain because 

of her interfere.nee wit h American trade in t he French \'!est Indies. The 

long European conflict t h::t followed the French Revolution was under way 

and England and France were beginning their titanic 20-year struggle. The 

War Department sent engineers to the chief coastal cities to prepare defenses 

agalnst the Driti sh fleet. Charleo Vincent was sent to New York, to make a 
22 

plan on ~very li~.nitcd budget. At about the same tim e the St ate of New 

York nppropri:itcd funds for the same purpose ar.d appointed a comm i ssion, 

lncludl.nu Governor George Clinton, with full powers to erect forts "at or 
23 

near the city and port of New-York.'' 

Vlnccnt submitted a plan including outer works on the Nari·ows and 
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Figure 2. 

"Plan of three I s lands Situated in the Harbour of 
New-York fortifycd for the defence of the said 
harbour. 11 Govcrnor'o, Bcdloc's and Oyster (E llis) 
Islands as fortified by C harles Vincent in 1794 . 
Karpinski Collection, No. 305, New Yo1·k Public Libra ry. 
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6. 

an lnner defense b:lsed on the triangle of Dedloc1s, Governor's and "Oy:,;tcr" 

Islands. Be<lloc1r. Island, he pointed out, was "sitnated so as to face the 

channel, 11 and its "fires might cross, with great advantage, those of Governor's 

Island, and concur with those of Oyster Island. 11 His plan called for a battery 

of six J:-ieces of the larges t caliber and two mortars on Bedloe1s Island. "After 

Bedloc 1s, 11 he nl>tcd, "and on the same side of the channel, we find a very low 

Island (Oyster Island,) which its p1·oximity to the city, to Bedloe's and Governor's 

Inlands , renders infinitely precious: it will be necessary to place there the saoe 

defence as on Bedloe's Island." Seavier works should be built on Governor 1
!l 

24 
Island, Vincent said. 

In the same year be reported the works on all three iulands as under 
25 

construction. Governor Clinton's commission, being informed that "the 

President of the United States had appointed Mr. Vincm t a French Engineer 

of experience to examine the Harbour of New York and form a plan for its 

fortification," had accepted Vincent as its own engineer. Since the appropriated 

Fcde1·al funds were entirely inadequate, the commission voted to use the funds 

appropriated by the State for the forts that he was to design and construct 
26 

under its dir ection. 

Considerable work was done, mostly in the form of earthworks and 

lo.rgcly with State money. The City of New York deeded Bedloe's Island, 

which it owned, and the " soil from high to low \Yater mark around the oaid 

Iele called Ellis 's fole," which it evidently claimed undor the Montaomcry 
27 

ch<lrtcr, to the State for purposes of fortification. The State prepared to 
• 
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buy the Islanu itAel!, a11d a deed was drawn for the purpose, but J!;llis died 
28 

and the deed y,1as not executed. The works built there in the l 790' s were 

actually on private property, so far as they rose above high tide. 

The State made a further appropriation for "compleating, making and 

rcpair inc the l"ortific:itiono on Governor's island, Bedlow 's island and Oyster 
29 

island" in 1795. In that year the plan of foe battery on Oyster (Ellis) 

Island was enlarged to provide for twelve guns, and some work s"eems to have 
30 

been done toward carrying it out. Early in 1790, when the Army was being 

enlarged, Ellis Island was in use as a r ecruit depot, a "General Rendezvous 

for the Recruits of the Corps of Artillerists & Engineers in the United States 
31 

Army. 11 

As a threat of war with France deepened in that year, the nation looked 

once more to its harbor defenses. Ebenezer Stevens , a veteran officer of 

the Continental artiller}r and a substantial New York merchant, was appointed 

"agent for the Department of War"to employ engineers to prepare plans for 

new works in the harbor and to put "the fortifications on Governor's, Dcdlow 
32 

and Oyster Islands'' in "a condition to be defended and to annoy." 

A new flurry of activity followed. The principal work done in 1798 

was on Manhattan Isl'1.nd, whc1·e a large number of guno were mounted be-

hind a timber parapet on the Dattery, and on Governor's Io land, where 
33 

Vincent's worko were further developed with a large blockhouse. On 

Ellis Island new barracks ~ufficient for a company were built and twelve 
34 

24-poundcr cannon were mounted there. 

Ellis Island, Stevens reminded the Secretary of War after this work 
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was do:le, "is private property and .•. I think something ought to be done with 

respect to purcha~ing it and the State will cede the jurisdiction to the Fedc1·al 
35 

Government. 11 t-Tothing was done about purchasing the Island, but in lSOO 

tho State of New York passed an act ceding jurisdiction over all three of the 

fortifi ed islo.nds--Govc1·nor's, Bcdloe's and Oyster (Ellie)--to the United 
36 

States. The United States Gover nment has since held Governor's and 

Bedloe's folands continuously. Ellis Island remained disputed territory. 

The successive threats of war and bursts of fortification fever had not 

brought the works in New York Harbor to completio:i. Major Decius \'.'ads-

worth, reporting on the state of the forts there in 1802, found Fort Jay, on 

Governor'~ Island, in scrvicec:.ble condition though badly planned. There 

were good quarters on Beclloe's Island, but there were no cannon mounted 

there and t he works were "of trifling account. 11 As for Ellis Island, the 

work there was "a semicircular battery calculated to mount 13 guns . 11 The 

parapet wa:J of timber and was unfinished; no guns were then mounted, thou~h 

12 pieces of r ather light caliber cannon were lying on the Island. There were 

very good qu:irters for a co.mpc:.ny of men and possibly more, but the officero' 

quarters were inadequate. "The qua1·te1·s !or the men, 11 Wad&worth rcportecl, 

"are of stone 3.nd Lrick ·work, furnished with loopholes, and an ell calculated 

to rcsi ct an attack of musquctry~" Ellis Island, though it l acked good !reah 

water, he thought "a very proper position for battedcs to defend t he harbor 

of New York agaiar:t an attack by sea." Only part of the Island had been 

purcho.~cd for public use, he noted, and he rccommcacled that t he rest of it 
37 

be L\cqu1rccl. 
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There seems to have been no garrison on the Island a t this time and 

Washington Irving , describing a walk o:i the Dattery in 1801, depicted it as 

n quiet place, conce rned o nly with the suri·ountling oyster beds: " ••• the 

fleet of canoes , at ancho1· between Gibbet I s l and and Communipaw, slumbered 

on their r~kcs , and suffered the i nnocent oys ter s to lie for a while in the EJoft 

m:.i<l o! thci1· i~ativc banks . 11 Presently a storm came up and "the oyster-boats 

that erst sported in the placid vicinity of Gibbet Island, now hurry to t he 
38 

land •••• " 

The War Department used the name Gibbet I s land occas ionally. When 

Colonel Vtilliarns was sent to New York in HWS to survey the harbor for 

further forti 'icatiou, he was ins tt·ucted, amo!1g other things , to measure 
39 

"the dis tance from Governor's Isl~nd to t he faland near Gibbet Island." 

In his report on this mis!;ion, however, Williams used the modern tlesignation. 

He noted that "The for t!; at B cdlow' s and E llis ' s fa lantls are dis1nantled and 
40 

totally out of r epair.'' Like Vincent,Stcv en!l and V.' adsworth before him, 

Williams approved the poaition of Ellis Io l and, if not its other characte1· -

lctics. He <lrea1ned of c r e·cting there a three-ti ered circulal" work of inany 

guns. "Ellis ' s Island appears to me a proper place for such a battery, " 

he otated, "since it could firo in a sweep of 3/4 of a circle from Paulus 
41 

Hook to the Narrows to the extent of cannon shott." 

Under the pressure of fund limitations and other considcration!I, he 

had eventua lly to forego his tow er on Ellis Ioland and content himself with 

a very modest battery. But for a time he was uruible even to work on t he 

Iol~nd because of lack of title. His plan of harbor fortification, approvcu 
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in the oumrner of 1807, cJ.llcd for "a cascmated Battery" to be erected on 

Ellis Island and urr,cd tha t "a purchase should be made o! the part now bc-
42 

loncing to citizcno." Governor Tompkins o! New York had assured hiln 

that the title to the land between high and low wa ter w::i.s in the hands of t he 

State and would be conveyed t? him, but that he would have to get a deed for 

the I s land as a whole. The works that had been built there were "occupied 
43 

merely by ti1e permission of the owner." 

Williams set about this task b ut, as he reported a few weeks later, 

"I have had all manner of difficulties about the t i tle to E llis's Island which 

is in so confused a state tha t many legal questions might arise." Dy the 

advice of th e local U. S. attorney, he had 11clctermined to buy the claims 

for what they may be & d epend upon the State for a title by an act of the 
44 

legislature. 11 This procedure forced him to wait until the following 

winter, when the legiclaturc met. Meanwhile, as he told Governor Tompkins , 

he had not felt "jus tified in doing more than to make a convenient landine p lace 

for all the purposes t hat may be wanted. " This landing , he aaid, "being 

situated between low & hich water mark cannot be concidered aa standin~ on 
.. 45 

private territory. " 

The law moved ponderously. It was not until the following l~arch tha t 

the neces ::iary legi s lation was passed. Meanwhile, Williams had arrived in 

the harbor to becin the ycar 1R construction program and had been refused 

pcrmis sion to cross Ellis I s land from the new wharf to the old fort, "on 

the ground of private tcrritol"inl right." He complained to Tompkins and 

asked for immediate informa tion on the propoocd lccblation. The permanent 
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work on this Island was to be postponed, he said, but he meant "imincdiatcly 

to endow Ellb's Island with as many heavy piccc::J behind the old breast work 
46 

as can be pl::i.ccd t!1cre." 

A !cw days later Williamc h<:.d word t.hat the necessary law had been 

passed in Albany. He immediately notified the foland's occupant, he wrote 

Governo1· Tompkins, "that I should undci· your C:•uthority repair thither with 

authorized eurveyore and take possession in the name of the State o! New 

York." This action was assented to by the occupant, a Mr. Simmons, and 

it became possible for the engineers to begin work, but Williams urged the 
47 

Governor to speed the remaining steps leading to a title. 

The procedure prescribed by the act of cesaion called for condemnation 

by a special jury, and in spite of his impatience William£; had to wait for its 

verdict. \'i hen it came, at tb.e middle of May, he wa:J outraged. The jury 

had priced the Island at $10, 000, he informed Secretary of War Dearborn. 

"The jury are acknowledged to be o! the most respectable kind, & generally 

esteemed good judges of property, 11 he admitted, "but in this instance they 

havo estimated capo.bilities im;tead of real estate, taking into consi<.lcration 

the advantag e of setting fish nets on the flatts all around, letting rakes to 

' . 
the oystermen, & k~cping a house of entertainment for all thes~ an1phiuious 

customer s." Still, \',"illiams did not see any remedy unless the Secretary 
48 

was prepart>d to abandon the pooilion altogether. Governor TompkinD, 

writing to the Secret:.wy on tho same subject, was rather apologetic about 
49 

the price but indicated his belief that the foland could not be had for less. 
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50 
On Dearborn's ~dvicc, he concluded the purchase on behalf of the State. 

A deed was t.hcn. e.~ccutcd, June 30, 1608, conveying the State's title to the 
51 

United State::: . 

At the end of the year Williams reported on the progress of fortification 

in the harbor of New York. As for "I:llis 's or Oyster Island," its position 

was so advantageous that "it would he clcsirablc to erect a castle here, 11 

siznilar to the one then under construction on Governor's Island. However, 

the Island was of so sponny a nature that :ao foundation could be matlc with-

out filling and Y1ithout cntirel~r removing the old fort, since there was· no 

space for a new cite. The Secretary had therefore ordered him to make 

"an open barbette battery here for about twenty cuns on one platform. 11 

52 
This was nearly completed. 

In spite of this optimistic report, work on the little fort lagged, other 

projects in the harbor receiving priority in the fortification construction 

pro3ram. At the end of the season of lB 11, it still lacked a magazine and 
53 

adequate barracks. In the following spring, only a few weeks before the 
54 

outbreak. of the War of 1012, this construction was directed and pre-

sumably completed. 

During the accond conflict with Great Dritain, the battery on E llis 

Island was manned by a sm.all gard1>0n1 sometimea of New York State 

troops, sometimes of i·egula1·s (moctly recruitc), sometimes of artillery, 
55 

sometimes of infantry. Lil~c the other fo1·to that Jonnthan Williams 

built in New Yo1·k Hnrboi:, it saw no action with the enemy. Like those 

iorto, however, it no doubt hel:i;ied to tliscourace a Dritioh naval attack on 
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Figure 3. 

Ellis's Islan.c1 , Fort Gibson, New York. 18 19. 
Although Col. Jonathan .. ;: illiams had projected 
a 20-gWl battery on E llis !Eiland, this plan shows 
only 12 gun crr.~r asures. Record Group 77, 
National Archives . 
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13. 

New York, such as those that were made in the course of the war on Balti-

more and '\'iashin3ton. 

In the fall of 1314 Governor Tompkins briefly took command of the 

forts in New York Harbor. One of his first acts was to give nar.-ies to the 

forts on Bedloc's and Ellis Islands. T h e works on Bedloe'o were named 

Fort 'llood anrl tho3e on Ellis wc1·e named Fort Gibson, in honor of two 

gallant and di f: tinguished American officers who 11acl recer..tly been killed 
56 

at the battle of Fort E:: ie. 

Fort Gibson's peacetime hictory thereafter was relatively uncvcdful. 

In the 1830 1s the Island came into use acain as a place of e:cecution. In 1$31 

h\'O convicted pirates, George Gibbs and Thomas Wansley, were brought to 

Ellis Island by stea.mbo?.t under the guard of marines . There, at high noon, 

t hey were hanged. According to t h e newspapers, 11The concourse o! 

spcctato:rs waa immense, the little Island was crowded with men and women 

and children, -- and on the waters around, were ir..numera.ble boats •.•. " In 

1839 Cornelius Wilhelms , convicted of murder cind piracy on the ship 
57 

Br.art<'nza, met a simila1· fate on Ellia Island. 

In the 183015, also, the States of New J ersey and Nev .. York finally 

came to an agreement on a boundary dispute t hat had flared up from tilnc 

to time and involved Elli9 Island. New York claimed the waters of Hudson 

River and New York Day to hii;h water mark on the New Jersey shore, while 

New Jersey contended that her oove1·eignty extended to the middle of the 

river. In 1833 com:misoioncrs of the t wo Statc!l mci in New York City and 
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entered into a cornp~ct later r~tified by the legislatures of the States and 
53 

approved by Connre3s in 1034. 

Under t his compact t he boundary line between New York and New 

Jersey was declared to be the middle of the Huclson River through upper 

New York Bay, but Staten !!Jland was recocnized as part of New York and 

it v:as further decl~red that "The ctate of New York shall retain its present 

juriotliction over Bcdloc's and Ellis's islands." The State of New York was 

to have exclusive jurisdiction over the waters of tae Bay of New York to 

low water mark on the New Jersey side, except that "The state of New 

Jersey shall have the exclusive rit;ht of property in and to the land under 

water lying west of the middle of the bay of New York .. ,. 11 New Jersey 

retained e;{clui:;ive jurisdiction over wharves and clocks on its shore and 

bad exclusive right of regulating the fisheries on the westerly side of the 
59 

river. This complicated arrangement, needless to say, has oince 

given rise to consickrable litigation in the busy harbor and has left 

jurisdictional ghocts that apparently have not yet been laid. 
60 

Fort Gibson was used for a tbne as a recruit depot, but by 1835 

lt ha.d been turnecl over to the Navy Department for use as a powder macazine. 
61 

It wo.G returned to Array control in. 1841, the Navy reserving "the entire control 
62 

over the NavC\l Magazine there and the right:> and privileges incident thereto." 

The Army made extensive repairs to the fort in the next year, including the 
63 

conRtruction o! a hot shot furnace. By 1043 Fort Gibson was reported as 
64 

"armed o.n<.l equippc<l" since ito return by the Navy. Intcrestincly, in the 
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Figure 4. 

"Ellis 1 Island. 11 1354. This m ap shows a Navy 
magazine in the m iddle of the Army's Fort Gib!;on. 
Record G 1·oup 77, National Archives. 
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light of its later use, the New York State Co1nmissioncrs of Emigration 

wrote to Sec1·ctary of\', ar Marcy in 1847 inquiring whether Ellis Island 

might not be available for use by "the Convalescent Emigrants. 11 The 

reque~t was denied. "Ellis' island, " it was stated, "is very small; it 

is the site of a naval magazine, containing large supplies of ammunition; 

the eovcrnmcnt has not heretofore allowed any person, other than a proper 
65 

guard, to reside on the i s land." 

The Arrny, after repairing and modernizing Fort Gibson, had put 

no garrison in it but allowed the Navy to maintain E llis Island under a 

small guard to protect its munitions . This odd arrangement continued. 
66 

During the Civil War the Navy built eA"tensive additional magazincc there. 
67 

At the same time the Army was insta lling heavy new guns on the Island. 

There was some friction evident between the services on the tight little 

island at this time, and small wonder. The Engineer officer fro m Governor's 

Island reported unhappily to his chief that the Navy had put its magazines so 

close to the hot shot furnace that it could not be used, and he could not lea rn 

what else the Navy was up to. "The Gunner in charge states that the Chief 

of the Naval Ordnance Dept. contemplates erecting another building; in-

form::i.tio!'l. wit!\ respect to itn location could not be d efinit e ly obtained by me. 11 

Shortly after the war the Navy was left in sole poo sess ion, and it continued to 
69 

maintain large stocks o! munitions on Ellis Island. 

A few years after the end of the war, the presence on Ellis Island of 

all thes e exploi::: iven gave rise to alarm. The New York S un, corroborated 

by Tfarpcr 1
:; ' .V <' ckly, "called attention to the startlinc fact tha t New York, 

68 
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Figure 5. 

- NaV}' poY1der magazines on E llis I s land. Hl68. 
Har'Oer' s \'! e ddy, March 14 , 1£68. 
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Drooklyn, Jersey City, a11d the numerous villages on Staten Island, are now, 

and have been for a long time, i11 imminent peril of being at once destroyed by 

the c:<plosions of the magazines on Ellis's Island .•.. 11 Harper's sent over an 

artist who made sketches of thes c sinister structures. There were six of 

these buildine;o, "built of solid masonry with slate roofs." They had a combined 

capacitr 0£ 5, 000 barrels of powder. At the mome!lt, it was said, they held 

about 3, 000 barrcln and "a very large number of shells." While elaborate 

precautiom: were taken to prevent any accident 011 the Island, "still the greatent 

of precautions are sometimes in vain. 11 There was not the dightest necensity 

for accumulating this amount of powder "in such close proximity to the most 

pcpulous city in the counti·y, 11 and HarEer 1s demanded that Secretary of the 
70 

Navy\\ elles should at once remove it. 

Having given their readers a few chills, Harper's and the Sun apparently 

let the matter drop. The subject was revived i.'l 1376, when Congressman 

Hardenbaugh of New Jersey offered in the House a resolution that Ellis Ioland 

in New York Earbor be abandoned as a site for a powder arsenal. "If it were 

struck by liebtning," he sa~d, "the shock would destroy Jersey City, Hoboken, 
71 

~d parts of New York." Nothing came of this and the Navy still maintained 

a powder magazine on Ellis Island at the beginilinc of 1890. 

There waa still opposition to it::; presence, however. The Johnofown 

flood in 1869 had reminded Jersey City of its own local peril and the subject 

hacl been brought up in a mectinc of the Board of Trade. A member warned 

that the powder maga~ine might blow up at any time, and that "such an 

cxplocion might sacrifice more lives and dcoh"oy more property than the 
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flood did in the Concmauch Valley." A reflolution was adopted requesting 

the removal of the powder magazine from Ellis Idand and putting the New 

Jel'eey senator9 and the Jersey City congressman on notice "to use their 
72 

best cffortn to that end. " 
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· CHAPTER II 

The First Immigration Station 

Federal Co ntrol of Imr:ii ~1 1·a.tion Be~ins 

Except for the counting of immigrants as they a1·rived, and some 

limitations on the packing to which they could be subjected on shipboard, the 

Federal Government left the control of immig1·ation largely in the hands of 

the States until 1375. In that year a law dealing primarily with problems of 

the Oriental coolie traffic excluded criminals and forbade the importation of 
1 

women for purposes of prostitution. In U3e2 a more comprehensive statt:te 

excluded "any convict, lunatic, idiot or any person unable to take care of 

himself or herself without becoming a. public charge. 11 A separate law e x -
2 

eluding Chi:lese laborers was passed in the same year. 

The Secretary of the Treasury was charged with the execution of the 

general exclusion law, but he was authorized to work through State boards 

or officers in its actual administration. The law provided for a. head tax 

of' 50 cents on immi~rants~ to be used to defray the expenses of examination 
3 

·of pasRengers on their arrival and for the relief of those in distres s . New 

York had long been the principal port of immigration and since 1855 the S tate 

had rec eived immigrants at Caotlc Garden on the Battery. Under the new 

law, t he Sec1·etary made a contract with t he New York State Commiosioners 
4 

of Emigration to carry it out as far as that port was concerned. 

Another piece of Federal lecislation in 1805 marked a further step in 

the direction o! national control and restriction of immigration. Thio wrts 
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the Allen Contract L"-bor Law, making it unlawful to import aliens !or l abor 
5 

under contract. Thia law c!id not provide any administrative machinery. 

but in 1087 its execution was aloo placed in the hands of the Sec1·etary of 

tho Tre3.oury, to wi1om the State authorities were to report on the status 
6 

o! aliens under it:J provisions • 

For savm:al yc:lre the reception oi in1migrn.nts at New York and else• 

where w4lo ha.'ldlcd by this mb<cd Federal .. State ayotcm. The arrangement 

proved unsatisfactory and prccsut'e developed !or full Fede1·al control of 

immigr&tion. A special Houoe committee lookt:d into the question and 

reported in 1889. It had concentrated its investigationo at New York. Of 

the opcrp .. tiona at Cc.utle Garden it concluded thnt "it was alm.oct impossible 

to properly inopect the large numbers of persona who al'rivc daily during 

the lmrni~ra.nt s-eaaon with the facilities ruforded ... and that "large numbern 

of pcl'sons not law!ully entitled to land in the United States are etnm.uilly 

received at this pol't. 11 One of the New Yo;:k State commissioners was 
7 

quoted aa admitting t h.:.t the local administration wna "n perfect farce. " 

·' Tho Treasury Department in the sLlmc year repor ted 11grave difficulties 

ln the execution of the l a w through Sto.te agencies," which were not eubj cct 

to effective control. ThE>re \'"lero jurisdictional disputes o.nd "aerious 

cUf'!crcnces in the settlement of the accounts of certain Stnte cornmiseion!l." 

The Secretary recommended that the Federal Govcrrunent assume the whole 
8 

bu~lnc!ls. 

Pending ~pproprkto lceieb.tlon covering the wholo !ield, the Trcaeury 

Dap~rtment, n.ftcr soma further investigntlon, decided to cancel its contract 
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9 
with the New York State authorities. Tho !irst site chosen by Secretary 

of the Trea:iury Windom in 1890 for a Federal iramigration station to take 

the place of C~etlc Garden was Bedloe'o Island. At once the New York 

World, which had a few yeari:l before led the campaign to raise money for 

the pedes tal of Bartholdi's Statue of Liberty t here, began a vigorous pro-

test. The i s la::i.d, which it said "wau to have been made into a beautiful 

park as a fit setting for the great Statue, 11 was now "to be converted in-
10 

stead into a Babel. " 

The Vi orld kept up a drumfirc of agitation against the proposed use 

of what it ca lled "Liberty Island, 11 insis ting fhat the decicion was "universally 
11 

deprecated by t hose who look with pride upon Liberty's imposing beacon." 

It not only marshalled the support of American admirers of t he Statue of 

Liberty but also sought out Auguste Bartholdi, its creator, in Paris. 

Bartholdi was p1·op erly horrified. The proposal to move the immigration 

station to Liberty Is land, he said, was "a monstrous plan" and "a down-
12 

right desecration." 

Even before Secretary Windom's decision had been made known, the 

World had called attention to the availability of E llis Islc\.nd for immigration 
13 

purpooes. Senator McPheraon of New Jersey early in the year had in-

troduced a joint resolution simply calling for the removal of the powder 

magazine there, citing petitions from the Jersey City Doard of Trade and 

other gro~ps . Thio rcnolution had been re!crrccl to the Committee on Naval 
14 

Affairs. After the World ' a campaign of protest against the use o! Dedloc's 
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bland !or the immig ration otation had gathered sufficient momentum, this 

resolution became t he vehicle for placing tha t facility on .I:llis Island in place 

o! t!1e powder magnzinc. 

In response to the furore stirred up by the World, a Joint Committee 

on !m..."Tlieration had been called together and had made another investigation 

of the various sites in New York Harbor . It inspected Bcdloe 1s foland, 

Governor's Island anc1 E llis I s land. The military gentlemen quartered on 

Governor' c Island were a unit in opposing t he use of any part of t he choice 

Army reservation there for immic:;ration purposes. Senator Evarts of New 

York, who had been a prbcipal promoter of the Statue of Libert;. gave the 
15 

committee an impas s ioned plea aeainst the use of Bedlo e 1s Island. In 

this oituation t he choice of E llis Island, where the Navy's powder magazine 

was under attack and where there v:as no powerful sentiment to be over-

ridden, was natural. On its retu1·n to Washington the Joint Committee, 

with only two opposing votes, approved the nelcction of Ellis Island as the 
16 

site for the immigration station. 

Meanwhile, Senator McPherson 's r esolution for t he removal of the 

powder m:igazine th0re had been brought out o! committee and pa!:scd by 

the Senate with an amendment appropriating $75, 000 "to enable t he Secretary 
. 17 

of the Treasury to i mprove said Ellis Isla!l<l for immigration purposes. 11 

Thi~ resolution was t aken up by the House, passed with only brief debate, 
18 

and signed by Pres ident Benjamin Harrison on April 11. 

This nction had not been taken without protcat. One of the members 

o! the Joint Committee had based his oppo:::iition on the atat~mcnt of S ecretary 

Windom, who had looked at E lli s Island, among other locations in New York 
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Harbor, a'ld rcj~cted it as a possible site on what he conoidered good and 

sufficient gi·ounds. He had told the committee: 

We also tried to reach Ellis Island. V!e were on a 
little revenue cutter, and asked the officer to take us to 
Ellis Island. He said he could not cet the boat th.ere, be­
cau::;e the w~tcr wao not deep enough. I told him then to 
take us as near to it as ho could; ;ind he went within 30 
rodo of it, ! should think, or perh~po lezs. The difficulty 
of 1·cachin,,. it :ind t l1e observ<itions we had at t hat diztancc ..., 
from us, whe re it seemed to be alm.ost on a level with t he 
water, presented ::;o few attractions for an immir;rant clcpot 
that we steamed away from it under the impresdon that 
even if we could get rid of the powder magazine Y1hich is 
there now, and coulcl secure the islo.n d, it was not a 
desirable place; a..1d we were so ad via ed by the collector 
of custom:; of New York and some others who were with 
us. 19 

Whether he liked it or not, Ellis Island wa::; the place presented to the 

Secretary for the building and operation of the first Federal imm.igration 

station. It v.1as transferred to the Treasury Department for this purpose, 

the powder having been removed to Fort Vv"adsY.to1·th on the Narrow!l, on 
20 

May 24, 1890. Planning got Wldcr way almost at once in the office of 
21 

the Superintendent of Repairs of United States Buildings in New York. 

The Secretary's report for the fi3cal year indica ted that the work of 

construction was already "being prosecuted with vigor," with hopcu that 
22 

the new pb.nt would be ready for occupntion in the following April. 

The work going forward consisted of the drcdcing of a channel to a 

depth of 12 feet or more, 200 feet wide and 1, 250 feet long; the building of 

853 feet of docks, with 660 !cct of additional crib work (to contain fill cnlarginc 

the Island); the construction of a large two-otory wooden building, with a small 
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scparC\.tc hospital group, a boiler house, laundry, and electric light plant; 
23 

and the di r;ging of artesian wells and the construction of cisterns. As 

might have been c~-pec;ted, such a formidable program was not completed 

in the following April; it was the end of the year before the Ellis Island 

ctation was ready for use. 

Use of t he D::i.r rc Office, 1090-1 C9 1 

The notice of contra ct termination tnat the Secretary of the Treasury 

had sent to the New York State Commissioners qf Emigration in the iniddlc 
24 

of February was to take effoct in 60 days, on April 18. The Commissioners, 

in a resentful mood, refused to permit the use of Castle Garden by t'i.1e Treasury 
25 

Department while t.i1e Ellis Island station was under construction. A 

temporary immigration station was found in the Darg e Office, at the south-

east corner of Battery Park, not far from Castle Garden. The Darge Office 

got its name from t he fact that there had bec::l in the vicinity from Colonial 

times to the Civil \'."ar a landing place for ba1·geo plying to and from Governor' s 
26 

Island. The building then ex isting under that name, near the Staten Iola.ml 

ferry, was a g1·anitc s lructu1·e with a corrug::i.ted iron annex, completed in 

·1883 for the u::;e of the Cus toms Service. It was intended as a central l::mdin3 

place fo1· steamship cabin passengers and their baggage, to simplify custo1na 

ins.pcction. The plan had not worked, as both passengers and steamship 
27 

companies had objected strenuously. In 1890 tho building, which war; a 
28 

Trcasu1·y Department facility, was lying largely idle. 

Tho quartc1·s at the Dargc Office were Cl'amped, and immigration waa 
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on an upward curve and heavily con centrated at New York. In the two aud 

one-half months remainina in the fiscal year 1E90, there ·were landed and 
29 

e.:camined at this temp::>rary station 118, 319 immigrants. In the follow-

ing full year 4.05 , 664 immigrant aliens were receiv~d there, of a national 
30 

total of !il6, 253, or appro.dmately SO percent. The Secretary put a 

good face on the situation, reporting that though the place was "not entircl}' 

satisfactory, 11 hie expectation that "the Department could administer the 

service with greater economy and efficiency through agencies under its own 
31 

control'' hacl been fully realized. 

The Department had no staff of its own ready and trained to take over 

this sudclen and serious r coponsibility. The oi·eanization at the Barge Office 

was made up largely o! former Castle Garden employees, under the general 

direction of a superintendent cubject to the control oi the Collector of the 
32 

Port. Many for1ncr [;t a te immigran t e xaminers, or 111·egistry clerks" 

as they were long callecl , oerved not only there but alco later at Ellis foland. 

There was at fir s t no bureau in 't ashington cha1·g ed with responsibility for 
34 

immigration matters. For the time being, the port of New York was the 

33 

only one at which immigration was handled directly by the Department, exint-

ing contructn with S tate authorities at the ports of Portland, Boston, Philadelphia, 

Dalthnorc, Key West, New Orleans, Galveston and S an Francbco remaining in 
35 

force. 

All this was changed ber;innine with the paosagc of the first comprehensive 

ln1migration law in the cp1·ing of 1091. This act laid a permanent foundation 

for nrttional control of immigration. It placed irnmicration wholly un<le1· Federal 
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authority. It set up o. practical method of enfo1·ccmcnt of exclu!lion regulations 

by compelling stcamsi1ip companies to carry back to Europe all pass en~ers 

rejected by United ~~ tates inspectors. It contained the first effective provioion 

for deporting uudesirable aliens; thos c who entered illegally, or who hecame 

public charges from cau!:es existing prior to landing, might be expelled wifoiu 

one year. It addccl to the exclusion categories polygamists a.nd "persons suffer-

ing from a loaths orr1c or dangerous contagious disease, 11 and broadened the 

contract labor law to exclude irrunigrants encouraged by employers 1 advcrtise -
36 

ments, making such solicitation in its elf illegal. 

The act created the office of Superintendent of Immigration in the Trcasc1·y 

Department. The Superintendent was required to report annually to the Secret.::i.i'y 

on the work of his office. In accordance with. the provisions of the act, the 
37 

Bureau of Imn"ligration was established in the Department on July 12, 1891. 

At the port of New York there was set up the office of Commissioner of 

Im.migration, and Colonel John B . Weber , a Buffa.lo businessman, was the 
38 

first appointee. 

The Secretary's report for 1891 stated that "The new and commociious 

Immigrant Station on Ellis Island, in New York harbor, is practically completed, 

and the business of receiving and inspecting immigrants will be tranderrcd 

thither from the Barge Office as soon as certain details are arr:inged." There 
" 

would be a regular ferry maintained between Ellis Island and the Barge Office, 

and the annex forming part of the latter was to be us cd as a final lanclinr; place 

for thoee immigrants r;oing to New York and nearby points. Officials at New 

York were obviously close to desperation in their limited quartero and with 
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their 0verwhclmin~ respons ibilitico, and looked forward eacerly to the move. 

"The new receiving st~tion, " it was affirmed, "besides adding vastly to the 

comfort, convenience, and oanitary well-being of the arriving immigrants, 

will enable the inspection officers to perform their duties much more t horouchly, 
39 

effectively, and expeditiously." 

The J:llis Island ;'t<ltion 

Not long before Ellis !eland was opened for business as an immigratio!l. 

station, an er.thur. iastic writer described the new plant in admiring detail in 

Harper's ·weekly: 

.. 

•••• It is ••• apparent that in reaching the conclusion to 
build a proper cJepot, the Federal e ovcrnment does not 
appear to be ove1·estimating its needs so much as to be 
puttinf; to shame the neslectful .3 tate officials who pre­
viously mismanagec1 the business. The determination 
to build and t he work of construction follov1ed o n e another 
closely, after the immi3rants ha<l been forced to land at 
the inadcqu[>.te Dar ge Office. E llis Island, one of the very 
smalles t dots of land that riseG above the waters of the 
Upper Day, was choGen .•.. The I s land wao o nly two and 
a quarter acr cs in extent, and was long ua ed as the naval 
magazine. A govcrmnent architect drew the plann for the 
new Cas tle Garden, or immierant receiving -station, as it 
should be called, and lvlajo1· George n . 1-libbard superintended 
the work upon the new building an<l c rounds. Sheridan le B yrne 
are the cont1·actors. Dy necessity the i nland has been about 
doubled in size. 

For a lonG tir.ne the gr eat new building has been one of 
the sightn for tho5e v.ho enjoy the JJattc ry Park and those 
who cro~s the North River on the ferry-boats. It looks 
like a lattcr-dny watcrin3 place hotel, presenting to the 
view a great m:iny- windo-.vcd e:-.panse of buff-painted wooden 
walls, of blue-olate roofing , ancl o! lia!1t and picturesque 
towers. It is 400 fe et long , two stories hiah. and 150 feet 
wide, and , v1ith its adjuncts , will CO!; t about $200, 000. It 
la devised to permit of tho handlinr, of at least 10, 000 immib rants 
ln a day, and the fir st story, which is 13 feet in hcicht, i~ 
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Figure 6. 

~ Buildin~s of the !irct irnmiGration st~tion at I:llis Island 
in 1396. These builclincs were all burned in the following 
year. Ar.nu<\},:,-!"~~ 2f ~ Comrni~cio:icr-Gcnc1·~l cf 
Immir,ration, 1896. 
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sufficiently capaciou~~ for t:1c storage ~md handline of t he 
baggage of 12, OGO newcomers . 

Stcera~c passengers were to be landed in b<1rge=:; at Ellis I s land, 'Har per ' s 

continued, and to a :; cend to the second otory, by a double staircase, for 

medical inspection and intcrrociation. Some would be separated and detained 

for further physical examination. 

•••• The otherc will continue on and into t he great oecond­
story i·oom, to be separ ated into ten line!:l and to march 
through t hat number of aisles between the desks of the so­
callcd "pcci.igrec clerks , 11 \•1ho will cross-e.·amine t hem as 
the law requir es . Beyond tne aisles and the desks of the 
ques tioning inspector s t he}' will :find t wo g r eat pens or 
enclosur es , one sn feet ' ·ide and 144 feet long , and the 
other 72 x 110 feet . Into o n e YJill go thoc e whose destinat­
ion is New York city or its suburbs; into t!'le other w ill be 
put the greater number who a:re :ibout to begin another 
jou:rncy to distant States and Territories .•.• 

On this seconc floor, co:l.vci:iently a1·ran3ed, are cpaces 
for the ra.ilroad ticket-sellers, the clerks of the i nformation 
burea u, for t he telegraph and brokers 1 counters, ancl the 
lunch stand. Col onel John B . \', eber, t:1e Comn1is s ioncr 
of Emibration, will have his office in one corner on that 
floor, and General O 'Beir:ie, t he Assistant Co1nmissioner, 
will occupy a G imilar office in another corner ..•• 

· On the gi·ounds, Harpcr 13 r eported, either finished or under conctruction , 

there were hospital builC.i:i3s , bath house, po"'1er house, kitchen and res l:o.urant, 
40 

and doctors' quarters. 

The Ellis Island Immieration St ation was formally opened on Jan~ary l, 

1892. The cost of the plant up to that time was about $ 500, 000. In addition 

to the new construction, which was wholly of wood, there was then and l ater 

some rcmodclinci of the brick aud stone buildings of old Fort Gibson, as well 

as of the hc::ivy masonry structures bui.ll by the Navy for the slorag'e of 
41 

explosives. Some of the ma~a?.ines were convei·ted into vaults for the 
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storacc o! immigration records. Other old buildings were usccl for various 

purponcs. One of them, enlaree<l and e xtended, formed part o! an extensive 

two-ctory dormitory for detained immigrants. The hospital buildings , which 
42 

were now, were built with r.hcltcred verandas, arranged in a quadranGlc. 

A medical officer who served at Ellis Island dt!rine this period recalled 

that t i1e main building was closer to the water than the present structure, 

"in fact di1·ec.tly alon~s ide the ferry slip." Its functional arrangement was 

closely similar to t !1at of the later main building, but it "was built largely of 

Georgia pine" and the interior was finished in the natural wood. The greater 

part of the second story was open to the roof. The floor was of Georgia pine 

and effort was made to keep it looking like the wooden deck of a · ship. Numerous 

tall windows running to the eaves let in abundant lieht and ounshinc. "On the 

whole," he said, "the former building at Ellis Island impressed the visitor 
43 

with its cleanliness, light and airiness. 11 

To oome degree, perhaps, this cleanliness was made poGsible by the 

falling off of immigration. The tide was still rising when the new station 

opene<l for bucine::;s. Fiscal year 1892 saw 445, 987 immigrants admitted 

throur;h the port of New York. Germany, Ireland, England, Sweden and 

Nonvay, the l eJ.ding cmigratio:.-i nations of the recent past, were ctill send-

ing considei·able numbers of their sons and daughters to America; but Italy, 
44 

Russia, Poland, IIuncary and Austria were sending more. 

from the "old immie rat.ion" of northern and wcfitcrn Europe to the 11ncw 

lmmicration" from oouthcrn and eastern Europe, a~out which nativistD 

then and later were greatly concerned, was taking place. 
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Be3inning with the l a tter hal! of the calendar year, immigration both 

old and new dropped off sharply. In August there was a cholera scare and 

a strict quarantine was cotablishcd in the Atlantic ports. Many oteamship 
45 

companies thereupon rcfoscd to embark immigrants. In 1e93 there was 

a panic followed by years of nation-wide depresoion. Immigr~tion figures 

went down accordingly, reaching a low point in 1898 of 229, 299, of which 
46 

New York's share was only 178, 748. 

The first immigration station on Ellis Island was a very busy place, 

but it was not tested to its full capacity for protracted periods as was the 

later station. When it was destroyed by fire and plans were made to rebuild 

it, calculations were based on the experience of the past rather than on 

imaginative projection of future needs. The port of New York had never been 

called upon to receive as many as 500, 000 immigrants in a yea1·, and in the 

late 1S901e immigration officials thought that the trans-Atlantic movement 

o! population had passed its crest because of the effect of the immigration 

laws of 1891 and 1893. "With the present laws energetically enforced, 11 

the Commissioner-General of Immigration reported in 1897, 11! do not 

apprehend that immigration will ever reach the volume of past years, not -
47 

withstanding the most pro~pcrous conclitions in our country. 11 

There was never a poorer prophecy. The new station, built in accordance 

with such thinking and put into operation during an upward swing of the bus inc::; s 

cycle ~nd a rapid expansion of the national economy, with an unprecedented 

rise in immigration as a natural result, wa.s almost at once taxed to its physical 

limits and often beyond them. 

Grover Cleveland s ucceeded Benjamin Harrison as Pl'esidcnt in 1893 
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and, naturally, there was a new commissioner of immigration at t.he port o! 

New Yo1·k. He was Dr. Joseph H. Senner, a highly educated gentleman of 

Auctrian German b<ickground, who had been on the editorial staffs of sorne 
48 

o! the lcadinci German language newspapers in the United States. His 

appointment was closely scrutinized and his administration of Ellis I sland 

was critically viewed early in his tenure by the Senate Committee on 
49 

Immigration. ~omc of the New York press ridiculed his accent and attacked 

his adminictr:ltion vicoi-ouoly. Ile was evidently a man of ability and integrity, 
50 

however, intent on improving the service ut the Island. 

Just bcfot·c Dt-. Senncr's a.ppointment a new immigration law had been 

passed. The act of 1893 v1as an administrative measure intended to facilitate 

the en.!orcement of the general lcgiclation passed two years before. For the 

administration of the E lli s Island station, its most important fcatu1· e was t he 

requirement that shipowners pt·cpare manifests on incoming passengers to 

aid the immigrMion inspcctoro in their work. These manifests were of a 

prescribed f orm ahd e:irricd fi1.uch detailed information on individual imminrants. 

Their prcp~ratloh lhvolvcd an ln::;p~ction procens abroad, for which the steam-

ship companies \vcre 1·eoponsl.blc. This prelin1.inary screening was intended 

to cut down the percentage of inadmissibl e aliens r eceived at United S t ates 
51 

ports. 

Tho shi.pe 1 manifest no doubt did serve this purpose to some extent in 

the y ears th:lt folh'>\vcd. ~lthouch the document was often carelessly or 

fraudulently prctJ;irc<l. lmt~1grants constituted a profitable sclf-loa<ling carao 

and chipowncro tottdcd to count on masa movement fo1· their profit, taking 
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chances on rejections. The manifest became the basic record on the individual 

lmmi~rant. Copies of ships' manifests accumulated at Ellis Island in cnorrnou::> 

numbers. They were us cd in the compilatio;i. of immigration statistics and be-

came invaluable r eferences in cases involving naturalization and deportation. 

Under the laws of 1891 ancl 1893, which provided the ba6ic procedure 

for a generatio::l, the admissibility of an alien on arrival was determined by 

a medical examination, an intcr1·cgation of each pass en!;': er by an immigration 

officer armed with a copy of the manifest sheet bearing his name, and the 

consideration of any information furnished by the medical examiner. The 

passenger was to be admitted to the United ~tates forthwith if he was, in the 

opinion of the inspector, "clearly and beyond doubt entitled to l and." If not, 

the law required that he be held for investication by a board of special inquiry, 

composed of four {later three) qualified and designated officials. The adverse 

decision of this board formally excluded the immigrant, but appeal was allowed 

!rom its judgment through the commissioner to the Secretary of the Treazury 

(later to the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, still later to the Secretary 
52 

of Labor). The Secretary' s decision was to be final. 

The procedures of the Dureau of Immigration in cases of exclusion and 

deportation were administrative and not judicial. The law of 1882 gave the 

Secretary of t he Treasury authority to make such rules and regulationo "as 

he shall deem beet calculated for carrying out the provisions of tli.is act and 
53 

the immigration laws of the United Statea. 11 It waa uncler such rules, and 

not under normal court procedures, that the boards of special inquiry operated. 

The practice was confirmed as early as 1893 by the Supreme Court. The court 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

37. 

held, in the case of Fonr, Yue Tin~!: United f.t~tcs, that depo1·tation was 

not a punishment for crime .but merely an administrative process for the 

return of unwelcome and undesirable aliens to their own countries. Alien.~ 

were deported on the grounds of e;...-pediency and not of crime, because their 
54 

presence was "deemed inconsictcnt with the public welfare.'' 

It followed that the guarantees of the Bill of Riehts intended to protect 

persons accused of crime did not apply to aliens , as far ac their right to 

ente1· or remain in the United States was concerned. The hearings oi the 

boards of inquiry were conducted in a manner best calculated to elicit the 

. 
desired informati0l'1. Due process of law, as applied to criminal cases, 

was at a minimum. Counsel was not permitted to the alien under examination 

and he was not permitted to confer with friends and relatives until after the 

decision of the board. Neither was bail permitted pending a decision on 
55 

appeal. Counsel was permitted in the appeal process, however, and many 

decisions were appealed. Such appeals were frequently sustained by the 
56 

Secretary's office. The Secretary also had power, often used, to direct 

the landing of an immigrant, otherwise excludable, under bond not to become 
57 

a public charge. 

A sympathetic and somewhat exaggerated account of the ordeal of the 

immigrant appeared in IIarper's Yfeekly not long after this full procedure ci:>.mc 

into effect: 

Tho hospitality of our land i:J given freely to all who 
deserve it; but Uncle Sam has drawn wisdom from ex­
perience, and in thcD c latter <lays has come to demand 
at least a show of evidence that it will be rightly employed. 
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For the Eialoon pa.ssenzer our cloors still swing wide open. 
He may come and c o freely, save for the in'!Hinitive cunt:om­
house e;~c>.1ilber and t he boisterous and importunate dock cab­
man. Dut the voyazer in the stecrace finds his course otrewn 
thick wit:1 obstacles . For him t he NcY1 '\'i orld speedily be­
comes a mighty inte1·rocation point. Failure to answer 
properly any one of a score of questions , asked him perhaps 
half a score of tilne3 aml by as many different men, failure 
even to allay suspicion by his manner, t hough his words arc 
satisfactory, may cos t him vexatious delay, or the shame 
and bittcr:ncz~ of a •:1:-ecked ambition. 

His tri :il s presumably begin v1h cn he seeks to buy his 
passage ticket; for in these days t he steamship companies 
arc made responsible for the p eople they bring to us, and 
may be subjected to a fine of $20 for each unwelcome visitor, 
alone with t h e necessity of taking him home again. No sooner 
does the i mmigrant get 011 board nhip than he is passed in 
procession before a physician, ancl if he looks ill he is put 
ashore. Durin3 the voyag e ho is put through his catechism 
once more. Nineteen que:::.;tion:::.; are asked him concerning 
his nationality, a3c, health, trade, resources , and prospects 
in the t-:ew "\Vorld, and t hese answers mu!:t be sworn to. The::n 
he is drilled b. t~1e proper method of conducting himself before 
the examining officer in New York, and a ta3 is given J.1irn to 
be worn conopicuously upon that occo.sion, the purpose being 
to indicate clea :!:ly upon what particular sheet his answers are 
recol'dcd. 

The steamer its elf had to pass a quarantine ine:p cction, Harper 1 n noted, to 

make sure tha t no contag ious diRcase was rampant aboard. On its arrival at 

the pier the s teerage passengers were separated and sent to Ellis I s land. 

It ls a ch·angc, a otirring, and an instructive spectacle 
which i :J thu:::.; presented abnost every day in the year upon 
the gr cat airy s ccond floor of the Ellie Island building· .•.. 

Presently there is a stir. A waiting !inure s tands before 
the little dczk at t he end of each lane: every booth is tenanted; 
interpr eters mass themsclvcR; and t here i G the dis tant cl'1.ttcr 
of many fee!, as t!1c irnmi;rantr.; crowd open-mouthed and be­
wildered through the further doorway. For a moment all i:3 
confudon; t he car cfully ticketed g roupo ·arc broken, as friends 
find themselves ccpc:n·atcd, or parents 3ec their little ones 
stupidly a s aignc:d to another b~tch. At length they como down 
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their proper l;mcs in Gingle file, their queer bagc agc 
bumpinr: n t,;aius t the rc:lilo and playi11g havoc with thooe 
ln the rear. They clearly have small notion of what is 
to follow. Some look fri ~!itcned when halted at the desks, 
some angry, a~1d nomc stolid, with the indifference of 
stupidity. !vlany arc nervously d efiant; now and again 
a woman's laug h sounds perilously akin to hysteria. 

If their answers a eree with those recorded on ship ­
board they a.re p:i.ssed o i.1. If there is any discrepancy 
or any dubiousness of r.:ianner, foe suspect is pounced 
upon by w<liting officials , questioned closely, and either 
sent upon his way, or pushed into the cag e to a\vait in­
veotigation by the established board below. 

But having passed the desks, the itnmigrant1s worries 
are not over. The contract-labor inspector is there to 
halt such as look to him :rn:Jpicious, and just now the bulk 
of the im.migrants returned are of t hat class. And other 
agents atop and jostle them at every point to learn their 
destinations a'1.d '\.vith well-rnea•1inz if irritating zeal to 
set them riGht and $ave them from t h e hovering ov.-arms 
of oharpers on shore. 58 

The long series of stru3glcs with the steamship lines, that was to be 

a prominent feature of Ellis Island's operation in the years to come, was 

forecast durin3 Dr. Scnner 's administration there. The use of the ships 1 

manifest, with its detailed information on the individual immigrant, had 

tightened the inspection process considerably. Up to the time of its intro -

duction, as Senner himself stated, inspection 11 hcid become very nearly a 
59 

mere matter of census -ta king." Now detentions, pending decisions of 

boards of inquiry or to await the arrival of friends or money, were much 

more numerous. Some detainees were eventually debarred from landing 

and ordered returned by the lines that brou[!ht them. The greater proper-

tlon wore finally permitted to enter. 

The oteamship lines, finding their e;,pcnacs lncrcaecd, began protest-
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lng that they should not pay for the cmbsistence at Ellis Island of those detained 

but eventually landed. Some of the companies undertook a "strike" against 

this procedure, arguing that the charge should be against the immigrant fund 

provided by the head tax. When Dr. Senner reported this development to 

Washington, he and the companies got an emphatic ruling on the subject. 

"The Immigrant Fund, created by the Act of 1CC2, for the care of immigrants 

arrivinG in the United States, and for the relief of those in distress , 11 

Superintendent of Immigration Herman Stump declared, "has been used for 

theii· benefit after being landed, which means after examination and discharge, 

and not to relieve cteamship lines of any liability prior to such landing... the 

steamship companies are liable for all expenses incurred in guarding and 

lodging and feeding detained immigrants pending the decision of the Immigration 
60 

Offici2.ls." Along with this declaration, Dr. Senner received orders to form 

boarding parties and examine on board ship all immigrants arriving on the 

v essels of the protesting companies. This, of course, would have caused 
61 

great con!uoion and delay, and the companies quickly capitulated. 

One of the relatively few riots among detained immigrants at Ellis Island 

too~ place while Dr. Senner was commissioner. As a general rule , detainees 

were GO mixed in nation~lity that cooperation among them was unlikely. 

Assaults by individuals on individual guards and fights among the detainees 
62 

themselves were not uncommon, but violent group protest was rare. But 

in the mid-1390's and for oome years to come the Italian immigrants were in 

particular disfavor, as the Irish had been o. generation or. s o before. In the 

oprin~ of 1096, in epitc of the lingering depression in the United Statcc, there 

was a considerable influx of Italiano, nearly all men. New York ncw~papcro 
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Figure 7. 

lt:i.lian deportee3 in the detention pen at E llis I s l and. 
1896. These rr.cn had rioted a clay or two before. 
~~Tribune, April 20, 1896. 
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attributed this to an effort to evade military s crvice, Italy being at the time 

at war {di~astrously) with Ethiopia. Boards of inquiry at Ellis Island freely 

ordered detentions and deportations under the "pauper" clause of the im-

migration law. The limited detention quarters on the Island soon overflowed 
63 

and Dr. Senner feared an epidemic. 

To the detainees already on the Island there were soon added 531 more 

Italians from the steamers Bolivi~ and Alesia who had been ordered deported. 

As there was no space for them in the regular detention quarters, a "temporary 

detention p en" was fitted up in an open cpace on the I s land. One afternoon a 

crowd of them made a rush for the fence and began tearing off the pickets. 

The guards succeeded in beating them back with considerable difficulty. The 

commissioner, fearing more trouble, telegraphed Washington asking per-
64 

mission to employ armed constables on the I s land during the congestion. 

In response to Senner's alarm, the Vi achington office appealed to the Navy 

for protection at Ellis Island and received a promise to send marines from 
65 

the Brooklyn Navy Yard on call. 

The~ York Tribune sent over a reporter to follow up the s tory. 

"A iorlorh-~.ooking lot they are, 11 he oaid of the deportees in the outdoor 

detci:-tion pen, "restless , depressed, degraded and penniless, and it is 

pitiable inceed to watch their longing looks, hopine against hope as they 

do, for freedom. The most sympathetic, however, could but exclaim, 
66 

ae they looked upon the groups, 'We don't want them; send them back!'" 

Thie episode, and the rueh of Italian immigration that had produced it, 

wore investigated at the time by Robert Decourcey Waru of the new Immigration 
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Restriction Lcar;ue, and were used to give considerable impetus to a proposal 

then before Congress to add a. literacy test to the existine restrictions on 

immigration. Most of the Italians coming in were illiterate and, it was 
67 

reasoned, they could be excluded by such a test. A bill to this end was 

passed in the following year but Prcddent Cleveland vetoed it in a vigorous 

message just before he left office. It was a radical departure from our 

national policy, he pointed out. Heretofore we had welcomed all except 

those whose moral or physical condition or history threatened danger to 

the national welfare and Dafety. "It is said, 11 the President reminded 

Congress , "that the quality of recent immigration is undesirable. The 

ti~e is quite within recent memory when the same thing was said of iln-

migrants who, with their descendant!J, are now numbered a1nong our best 
68 

citizens. " 

While the physical plant that he operated did not last very long, it was 

under Dr. Scn.ner's administration that the proccdurefi in use at Ellis Island 

throllghout its ercat period as an immierant reccivinc station began to take 

form. r!P. also made many physical improvement::;, including both eAtensivc 

1·epaire of t~.e !!astily-built wooden buildings a.1d new com:truction, and en-

largcd the !Gland by several acres to accommodate the1n. llis rcportn were 

replete with recommcn<lations, not then always acted upon, for the betterment 
69 

of the Service. But the days of the first immigration station, like those of 

Dr. Senner's tenure of office, were numbered. On June 14, 1897, shortly 

after midnight, fire broke out "and in one hour 1 :J time scarcely a vcctigc was 
70 

left of these pine buildings." 
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The plant, it was reported, had been completed only the day before, 

with the fulfilling of tho last outat:intling contract, one for laying cables to 

New York !or tclc[;raph and telephone cor.ununication by way of Govcrnor'G 

Island. Whilo the fi~e was discovered aln"lost at once, "all efforto to e~-

tlnguish it were un~vailing. 11 It was o! rnystel"ious origin, and a l:l.tcr in­

vestization !ailed to trace lto cause. There were a good many immigrants 

on the I s land at the tlme, some in the hospital and othcra in the dormitory. 

The medical staff and the night c uard force acted promptly and they were 

all evacuated safely to New York by fer1·y. The slck were ti·ansferred to 
71 

Bellovuc Hospital before ounrice. 

In some ways the destruction of the station was a relief to its administr:ito1·. 

While he did not include the languace in his official report, Commissioner Senne~: 

spoke freely to a~ Yo1·k Ti· ibune reporter after the fire. "Ever since ! have 

been in o!flce," he said, "the fear o! something like thla fire has haunted rnc, 

and now that it has come and no lives we1·0 lost I am glad o! it. A row o! un-

alehtly, ramshackle tinderboxes has been removed, o.nd when the Government 
72 

rebuilds it will be forced to put up decent fil'cproof structures . 11 

The \•,rooden buildings could bo, and eventually were, replnccd with 

structures o! more p ermanent nnd fireproof type, but the loss o! records 

was lrrcplaccablo. Tho immigration recordo of Caotle Garden, from 1355 

to 1890, had been turned ove1· to the Ellis bland authorities only the year 

before and had been place-d ln some of tho old Navy powder magazines for 
73 

•afckeeplng. Th~ intense heat of the !ire cracked and crumbled these 

heavy vaults and all tho prlccloss State r ecords on immigratloo, together 
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74 
wlth most of those since accumulated at tho Island. were destroyed. The 

abeence of r ocords prior to the middle of June, 1897 was a continuing handicap 

ln the years that followed, particularly ln the verification of immigrant landings. 

. ' 

Back to thP. nar ~e Offlco 
I t-

Tho Barge Office wao at once ordered to be put into use again for the 

reception of immigrants. Pending its use. the Washington office directed 
76 

examinations abo;ard ship, but the agents o! the eteamohip lines offered 

the use of their piers for immigrant imipection. Several ships with large 

numbers of steerage passengers arrlved the da.y !ollowing tho fire, but in-

1 spection was carried out on that and succeeding days "with the same scrutiniz-

1 lng caro employed on the island. 11 The Customs Service vacated the annex of 

the Barge Office and it was immediately set aside for the uze of detained 
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lmmlgr<l.nto. As this space was wholly inadequate, two large houses on State 

Street, facing tho Battery, were leased and fitted up ~or detention quarters 
77 

and hospital purposes. 

· Thle emergency arrangement was modified a few months lntcr. An 

old passenger ctc~mcr. the Na1·ragans ett, w:is chartered and fitted up for 

. detention qu:trt~ra. lt was tied up at Ellls Ial:i.nd. Landing and insp~ction 

o! hnmlgrants took place n.t the Barr;e Office, which also housed the c.dmin• 

latrative offices, and detainees were ferried over to the Narrag.o.nsett as fas~ 

1.1 they ncc:umulatcd. The steamer !urnished sleeping accommodations for 
. 78 

800, ao well ae quurters for a matron, physician and necessary attendants. 
79 

Tho olck were !armed out to local hoepltals under contract. Operations ln . 

75 
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the "very inconvenient and cramped acconunodations o! the old Barge Office, 11 

with a necessarily reduced staff, were reported in the following year as pro-
80 

gressing "uninterruptedly and satisfactorily." 

In spite o! this cheerful official note, trouble was brewing at the Barge 

Office. The return to the Dattery removed whatever protection to the im-

migrant the isolated position of Ellis Island had afforded. The arrival of 

steerage paosenecre took place in "the old Castle Garden environment. 11 

Dr. Senner bad been replaced as commissioner of immigration for the port 
81 

of New York, soon after the fire, by Thomas Fitchie. Fitchie was a New 

York Republican politician who had actively supported William Mcl<inley in 

his successful campaign for the presidency. His assistant was Edward F. Mc-

Sweeney, who had served Dr. Senner in the same capacity. Fitchic was 

gcne1·ally regarded as a man of high character, but was getting on in years 

and seems to have lacked executive force. In this situation Mcsweeney be-

came the active directing power at the immigration station under the very 
82 

difficult prevailing conditions. 

The new head of the Bureau of Immigration was Terence V. Powderly, 

former chief of the Knights of Labor and still influential in labor circles. 

Powderly, too, hacl assisted McKinley in the campaign o! 1C96. All three 

rncn--Powderly, Fitchie and Mcsweeney -- were active politicians while in 

o!ficc. It was not long before friction, not uncommon in the relationship 

between the head of a Washington bureau and a principal subordinate in the 

field, developed into a serious feud. This split the force at the Darge Office 

lnto !actions, one loyal t.o the commissioner, another currying favor with the 
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Commissioner-General (this title had now replaced that of Superintendent 
83 

of Immigration), and another waiting to see which way to jump. There 

was alGo nasty infichting at the level of the Department, where Fitchie and 

McSweency had friends and Powderly had enemies. 

One particular point of friction between Powderly and McSweeney 

concerned the contract labor inspectors. The contract labor law had been 

passed at the behest of the Knights of Labor, who believed that foreign labor 

was imported in large numbers under contract to break strikes and hold down 

wages. Actually, bic industrialists and mine owners did not have to bother 

making such contracts. They hired their unskilled foreign labor :from agencies 

in New York and elsewhere in the United States, though small numbers of 

highly skilled craftsmen were imported under contract from time to time 
84 

both before and after the law was passed. But it was an article of faith 

with the Kni~hts of Labor and the later American Federation of Labor that 

foreign contract labor was a serious threat. The terms of the contract labor 

legislation were tightened again and again by an obliging Congress to keep 
85 

out this type of competition. , 

To enforce tl~is legislation, contract labor inspectors were appointed 

to work with the State immigration authorities. When the Federal Government 

assumed responsibility for immigrant reception they were continued as a 

.separate class of inspectors. Under Powdcrly1s administration of the Bureau 

of lmmit;ration they were increased in numbers. Their attitude toward their 
86 

immediate superiors was independent, oometimes insubordinate. Some 

of them were corrupt. Fltchio and McSwcency sour;ht to get rid of them aa 
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,, 
' 

a class, by combininG the registry clerks and the contract labor inspector s 

in a single claos as "immigration inspectors." Thia reform eventually took 
87 

place, but Powderly resisted it bitterly. 

Dr. Senner had not been entirely happy with the quality of his politically-

appointed staff at Ellis Island and had urged that the Immigration Service be 

placed under civil service regulations. This was done late in his administration, 

but appears to have been a blanket operation in which incumbents became civil 

service employees without examination. At the Barge Office, where the water-

front harpies swarmed, temptations and opportunities for graft were abundant. 

It was not long before there were charges of brutality and corruption. Press 

attacks ""ere redoubled, culminatinci in a serious scandal involving the improper 

landing of immigrants in 1899. The facts presented to the Commissioner-

General justified him, he felt, in a full-scale inves tigation of the Barge Office. 
89 

~xtcnsive hearings were held in New York in the following year and a report 

was oubmitted to the Department in June, implicating a number of officials in 

the New York office. This report was bottled up by Powdcrly's superiors 

in the Treasury Department, who were c1·itical of the manner in which t he 

hearings had been conducted, but charges were brought against a number of 

men, mostly o! subordinate crades, and some of them were dismissed from 

90 
the s crvice. 91 

There was no thorough house cleaning at the Darge Office, however , 

and the sorry mess was carried over, still stewin~, to the rebuilt immigration 
9Z 

station at Ellis Isl<ind. With returning prosperity, · immigration was reviving 

and the .l3nrge Office wao, a.aide !rom its other troubles, ovcrwhelmccl with 

88 
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business. The Commissioner-General's r eport for the fiscal year eA.-presEecl 

the hope "that before the close of the calendar year 1900. the contractors will 

have completed the new building s and turned them over for the occupancy o! 

the immicration force at the bar~e office, thus relieving a tension that had 
93 

become almost unendurable. " 

-· 

.· 
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CHAPTER III 

High Tide 

The New f:tation on I:llis Island 

At laDt the new station on Ellis Island, on which Y1ork had been pushed as 
1 

rapidly as po3sible, was ready for occupancy if not entirely completed. Com-

missioner Fitchie a nd his staff moved in with little ceremony and, on December 17, 

1900, received for inspection the first shipload of immigrants. It consisted of 

654 Italians from the stee1·age of the Kaiser Wilhelm II. Other steerage 

passengers came in during the day from the Victoria, the Vincen7.o Florio and 
z 

the Umbria, making a total of 2, 251. 

. "The impression of the way things are done in the United States made upon 

the immigrant who arrives here to-day," the New York Tribune commented, 

"will be a more favorable one than that made upon his brother who arrived here 

a week a go. He will enter this country by the gateway of the new immigration 

station on Ellis Island, instead of the grimy, gloomy Barge Office--more 

suggestive of an inclos ure for animals than a receiving station for prospective 
3 

citizens of the United States. 11 

A few days after the new Etation opened Secretary of the Treasury Gage 

and a large party made an official inspection. They were entertained at lunch 

in the commissioner's office. The Secretary congratulated Fitchie and his 

staff on their new home which, he said, "with its companion buildings will 

!orm what the Treasury Department set out to make it, the model immigration 
4 

station of the world. " 
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The new group of buildings had been authorized within little over a 
5 

month after the fire. It was the first important Government architecture 

to be designed by private architects under award following competition, in 

accordance with the recent Tarsney Act providing such procedure. The 

New York firm of Boring and Tilton won the contract, awarded in 1898, in 
6 

a competition entered by a number of eminent firms. 

The problem to be solved, a9 called for by the Government's program, 

lay in planning a fireproof s tructure which would keep immigrants fr ee from 

all outside interference until discharged, while affording means for relatives 

and friends to communicate with them at the proper time. Suitable facilities 

were also needed for t he officials of the Immigration Bureau in the discharge 

of their duties. The new station must be adapted to the shelter and des-

patching of several thousand immigrants, together with the countless r elatives 
7 

and friends who would flock to the Island with the arrival of each new shipload. 

"This meant, 11 explained Harper ' s Weekly when the award was first made, 

"immense waiting rooms, men's and women's dormitories accommodating a 

possible total of fifteen hundred sleepers, a restaurant cap?.ble of supplying 

food to thousands, a hospital equipped for the treatment of any diseas~ or 

emergency, docks and wharves with i_rnmediatc transportation facilities for 

passengers <md baggage to all points on this continent, a special post-

office, custom-house, and telegraph station, with numberless adminis tration 

offices, courts of inquiry, witncss•rooms, detention pens, quarters for 

phyoicians, missionaries, employment and information bureaus, and sundry 

charitable entcrpriocs, besides baths, lavatorico, laundries, and abundant 
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toilet facilities, and all t h e other needs of this greatest of caravanserics perched 
8 

on an island of diminutive size." 

While it was to be assumed that all these practical purposes would have 

been met by a Government architect "selected according to the plan of political 

expediency," Farpcr's asserted that "old ElliD Island and the harbor of New 

York would probably have suffered in consequence. 11 The chief merit of the 

plan presented by Boi-ing and Tilton was that "the little island, as such, is to 

be allowed to retain some of the green space, while the buildings are to be 

so placed that, unlike the former immigration station, they will show to best 

advantage to ships approaching them from the Narrows, and to those who pass 
9 

to and fro between the island and the city of New York. 11 

The main building of the group was in the center of the Island, approximate-

ly on the site o! the old wooden one. It was 385 feet long, 165 feet wide and 62 

feet high, with four corner towers reaching to a height of 100 feet . There were 

massive triple-arch entrances on the east and west sides, the arches reaching 

well into the second story. The material was brick laid in Flemish bond, with 
10 

limestone trim. 

The largest room in the building was the registry room, or examination 

hall, on the s ccond floor, 200 feet long, 100 f eet wide and 56 feet .high. Most 

of its floor space was divided into twelve narrow alleys by iron railings . Down 

these passages the immigrants marched in the examination process, after having 

landed !rom barges, entered and climbed the stairs. Here both medical and 

legal examinations to d etermine their right to enter took place. It was 

calculated that 5, 000 immigrants could be examined here with ea!le in a day, 
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Figure 8. 

"Plan of U. S. Immigrant Station Ellis Island N. Y. 
Harbor." An::1.ual TI cport of the Supervising Architect, 

1898. 
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Figure 9. 

"The Immigr ant St a t ion on E lli:J I s l and, New York 
Harbor. 11 Architectur al r...ccord, December, 1902. 
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11 
and many more in an emergency. 

Surroundi11b this room at the third floor level was an observation gallery 

where visitors could watch the inspectors at work, Dormitories opened off the 

gallery, there being two such apartment!l capable of accomn1odating 600 sle ·~pcrs . 

Iron stairways l c<l from these quarters to the roof at either end of the building. 

These ai·cas, on top of the ings which were only t wo stories in height, were 
12 

called "roof gardens. " 

On the second floor, in addition to the registry room, were telegraph 

and railroad offices, court rooms for the board of special inquiry which 

determined the disposal of doubtful cases, and a dormitory for t he unfortunates 

excluded by the board. The commissioner's office and other administrative 

offices were on the first floor. There also were the ba3gaie room and t he 

large railroad roqm where immigrants awaited transportation to distant 
13 

points. 

North of the main building were a l arce restaurant and laundry building, 

with a bathhouse capable of bathing 8, 000 in a day under showers , and a power 

house. On a separate new island across the ferry slip from the main building 

w~s the hospital. At the time the new station wa3 opened it was estimated that 

more than $1 , 000, 000 had been Epent in its construction and an additional 
14 

approp:rbtion was necessary to complete it. 

After the station had been in operation for vome time and most of its 

elements had been completed, the Architectural P .... ccord bestowed its professional 

Approval. Tho problem here, as the Record saw it, had been to meet the re-

qulrcmcnt9 of "both a ho!lpice and a hospital, 11 and also essentially that o! a 

I ·.· 
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railroad station, t h e re(1uirement of landing, collecting and distributing e reat 

and sudden crowds with a minirr.um of confusion and delay. This last require-

ment the designer had met successfully, having provided for a continuous human 
15 

flow that had already handled more than 6, 500 arriving immigrants in one day. 

The Recol'd believed tha t "the general composition of the central buildbg, 

the distribution of its masses and the treatment of them," were "thoroughly 

admirable." The character of the detail aroused less enthusiasm; it was 

"scarcely worthy of the real nobility of the general composition." Molding 

could have been used to good effect to s often the harshness of rectilinearity. 

"But these," the Record concluded, "are mere blemishes upon a capital piece 
16 

of work." 

Many years l a ter t he E llis I s land Committee, with the benefit of a 

generation of hindsight, took exception to the very monumental character of 

the building that the Architectural Record had praised. "To obtain a monumental 

character," its sub-committee on buildings, grounds and physical equipment 

reported in 1933, "have been sacrificed not only the flexibility and adaptability 

of plan needed, but also the abundance of liciht and air which could have been 
17 

easily obtained on t his $ite." 

TR Cleans Hou$C 

Ellis Island in its new incarnation got off to a bad start. The staff that 

operated the station, being essentially the same group that had served at the 

Barge Office, included a certain percentage of "worthless and dishonest 

char.acters." The employees of the various concessionaires, and the con­

cesslonalrcs themselves, averaged higher ln knavery. To Ellis Island were 

!1 
I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

. 60. 

also drawn, ln spite of its isol.ation, many of the varied types of !lharpers 

who had preyed upon the immigrant since Castle Garden days. As a vet-

eran medical officer in immigrant inspection service observed in this 

connection many years later, "wherever one finds ships he will find at 

least an attenuated form of piracy ••• and wherever one sees travelers he 
18 

can find eA'tortion and robbery. 11 

Within the first year of operation, petty racketeering had come to be 

so openly practiced that Commissioner Fitchie requested an extra detail of 

New York City policemen to help prevent aliens from being robbed of their 
19 

money and baggage. "Roughness, cursing, intimidation and a mild form 

-
of blackmail prevailed to such a degree as to be common," stated a traveler 

and observer of imr.iigrant conditions; "the restaurant was a den of thieves, 

ln which the immi&rant was robbed by the proprietor, whose employees stole 

from him and from the immigrant also. " As an experiment, he changed a 

twenty-mark gold piece at the exchange concession and was robbed of nearly 
. zo 

75 percent of his money. 

On another occasion he was approached by an inspector who, in a very 

frienclly way, intimated that he might have difficulty in being permitted to 

land. Money judiciously placed might accomplish something, the inspector 

euegested. A Bohemian gid he had met on the steamer came to him with 

tears in her eyes. One of t he inspectors had promised to pass her quickly, 

she said, if she would p1·omis e to meet hlm at a certain hotel. "Do I look 
21 

like that? 11 she asked. 
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Another scandal broke in the summer of l?Ol, involving frauds in the 

landing of immigrants direct from steamships, bypassing Ellis Island alto­

gether. Fraudulent American citizens' certificates were supplied to the 

immigrants for a fee, which was split between ships' officers and immigration 

boa1·cling inspectors. It was believed that the practice had gone on for years 

and that possibly 10, 000 immigrants had been landed in this way at an average 
22 

fee of $5 a head. While Commissioner Fitchie directed an investigation of 

the matter by members of his own staf!, and a number of charges were filed 
23 

as a result, his administration had been badly compromised. 

Within the first month after he succeeded Yf illiam McKinley as President 

of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt began moving to clean up the situation 

at Ellis Island. Writing to Nicholas Murray Butler on October 9, 1901, he 

noted that "As for Fitchie, there is a consensus of testimony to his utter in-

efficiency," and "Every really good n"l.an whom I have met who knows anything 

about that office has agreed in believing Mcsweeney to be corrupt." His own 

friends had been united in telling him that Powderly was a good man, but some 

question had come up about him, too. Roosevelt had already determined to 

replace Fitchie, and probably to make a clean sweep of the Immigration Bureau. 

He asked Butler for su~;gcstions for possible successors to all three men, 

adding, "I am more anxious to get this office straight than almost any other. 11 

Thls was not easy. All three men had powerful backing and Mcsweeney, 

24 

ln particular, whom Roosevelt saw as the prime villain, was strongly entrenched 

ln New York, Connecticut and Massachusetts politics, and had friends among 

the steamship companies and the missionaries. Fitchie'o term of office 
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conveniently expired and the removal of Powderly was made easy by replacing 

him with another respected labor man, Frank P. Sargent, chief of one of the 

railroad brotherhoods. In spite of loucl protests from high sources in the 
25 

Republican party, Roosevelt also forced the resignation of McSweeney. 

For Commissioner of Immigration at New York, the President appointed 

Willian1 Williams, a young lawyer of good standing, with some experience in 
26 

Government service and a commendable record in the recent war with Spain • 

.Joseph E. Murray, an olcl friend of Roosevelt's with eome knowledge of immigration 

problems, became his assistant. Williams, as commissioner, was the actual 

as well as the nominal chief of Ellis Island and "a place which had been a 

political snug harbor was s wept, garnishecl, and set in running order on a strict 
27 

merit basis. 11 

Sniping at Williams soon began, as he antagonized influential New York 

Republicans by his award of contracts for money exchange, food and baggage 

concessions. In the past these had gone to deserving Republicans who found 

them highly profitable. Williams awarded them to firms which seemed to 
28 

offer the best service to immigrants. The steamship companies were 

also concerned as their expenses under the new dispensation were increased. 

Roosevelt stood by his new man, telling Govcrno1· Odell of New York that 

"the management of the Ellis Island business has been rotten in the past, 
29 

and Williams has got to make a thorough sweeping out. 11 

Williams entered on duty April 28, 1902, so that his first annual report 

as commissioner covered only two months o! his own administration. Never-

thclese, he had already uncovered a good bit of vkullcluggery and inefficiency 
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and had instituted a good many reforms. When he took office, he reported, 

he found conditions in the new plant far from the ideal predicted by his 
30 

predecessor. 

Among former abuses was the practice of detailing unqualified persons 

to inspect immigrants, the inspectors signing blank detention cards an<l hand-

ing them to interpreters or even laborers, who made the actual inspections. 

The chief inspector was in the habit of arbitrarily marking "Hold" against 

the names of selected immigrants on the ships' manifests, thus having them 

brought to him !or inspection. Most of those so marked were shown to have 

had fair amounts o! money and many very large amounts. Williams pointed 
31 

out drily that these were "points not without interest. 11 

Boards of special inquiry, he discovered, by statute independent tribunals, 

frequently rendered decisions directed by the executive office, including the 

admission of many immigrants certified by the medical staff as incapacitated. 

Some officials the:nsclves examined detained immigrants and discharged them 

or put them back in detention, bypassing the boards of inquiry. "The rcsult-
32 

lng power of blackmail," the co:rnmisoioner observed, "will be readily seen." 

The information bureau often did not receive results o! hearings until 24 

hours after decisions. Meanwhile, of course, the friends of the detained im-

migrants and the immigrants themselves were kept in unnecessary suspense. 

Deportation papers were made out clumsily and at an enormous waste of time. 

Many other instances o! abuses or lack of system had already been reported 
33 

ln Williams 'a letters to tho Secretary. 

The general treatment accorded immigra4lts before the change in 

administration "was not calculated to make upon them a favorable impression 
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at the time of their first contact with the institutions of this country," Williams 

reported. They were hustled about and addressed in rough language. The do-

taincd quarters were formerly called "pens" and were in filthy condition. He 

mentioned particularly the dining room, "the floor of which was allowed by 

the former privilege holder to remain covered with grease, bones, and other 

remnants 0£ food for days at a time." He himself saw, in the first days of his 

administration, that immigrants were fed without knives, forks or spoons. 
34 

The same bowls were used over and over without washing. 

At the food stands "an employee of the privilege holder wore!"- cap with 

a gilt eagle and compelled immigrants to buy bags of food, in som.e cases even 

where they were bound for New York. 11 The prices were in many cases ex-

orbitant. In the kitchen immigrants were frequently compelled to perform 

service . A sick immigrant was found peeling potatoes. "The influence 

exerted here by the former holder of the feeding privilege in the face of 

such facts," 'Villiams professed to believe, "is incomprehensible." The 

former commissioner, he said, could have had hie contract cancelled im-

mediately by reporting t he conditions to t ho Secretary. The new concessionaire , 

he affirmed, fed the immig1·ants in an orderly, decent manner with wholenome 
35 

food, though his charge for meals was lower th::in formerly by 15 percent. 

While the administration of the office was still in a state of transition, 

many evil practices had b een abolished or would be soon. Primary inspection 

of the immigrant was being made "more con1::1cientious. 11 Detained immigrants 

could no longer be discharged except by specified inspectors and all data on 
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detention cardo must be in ink, to prevent alterations. Every effort was under 

way to reduce detention time at Ellis Island. A notice had been posted requir-

ing that all immigrants be treated with "kindness and consideration," and 

severe penalties were imposed for violations. All concession contractors had been 

replaced by new ones and these were under notice that their contracts would be 
36 

rescinded if they did not perform honestly. 

· Railroad companies had formerly issued passes "to a demoralizing extent" 

and in the names of officials. No passes were now requested. No favors were 

to be accepted from transportation companies, whose interests "obviously de-

rnand liberal immigration laws and a liberal execution o! the same. 11 Some o! 

the steamship companies had been bi-inging in cases of !avus and trachoma, 

contagious diseases easily detected. This had been taken up with the companies 

"in very plain language" and some improvement had resulted. Violations of 

the law requiring that all aliens appear on ships' manifests had been constant. 

Fair warning followed by fines which he had been authorized to impose at his 
37 

discretion had, Williams believed, largely cleared up this practice. 

The Williams regime won enthusiastic appi·oval from Leslie's Weekly 

only a few months after it had begun. All records for immigration had been 

broken in the fiscal year ending June 30, 1902, but in spite of this· risin[! tide 

at Ellis Island "the aliens are now treated in the main quite as considerately 

as would be crowds o! like size and character in the heart o! the city. II There 

had been advantage taken of them in the past and they had been "mis us cd and 

fleeced by dishonest employees of the bureau," but the new commissioner, 

Mr. William Williams, Leslie's said, was "a thorough, resourceful, and hard-
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Flgure 10. 

"The Rc~i stry Desk, Ellis Island." Immi~rants under 
lfitct-l.·ocation by an immigration inspector in 1903. 
Cchtu.rr Macrozinc, lvic>.rch, 1903. 
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workinz executive," who, with his able associates, was doing his best to make 
38 

the conduct of affairs "more honest, efficient, and humane." 

This high praise, by itself, might be thought a mere reflection of what 

we would today call a public relations handout, but there is plenty of other 

evidence to the same end. There is no doubt of the almost revolutionary 

character of the changes that\~. illiams brought about with the vigorous support 

ol the President. "Indeed, it was amazing, 11 reported the Outlook after one 

0£ its ata!£ vbited Ellis Island, "to see how, in spite of the routine that is 

n~c~caary in managing hundreds and sometimes thousands every day, each 

o!.!icial seemed actuated by the human more than the professional motive. 

Tho vi citor to I:llis Island would have to be of very callous heart not to be 

conscious of the real tenderness with which helplessness is there treated. 11 

.lacob Riis, an immigrant of the Castle Garden days, an old friend of 

koosevelt 1s and intimately associated with him during his term as police 

COlTUflissiC>ner of New York City, visited Ellis Island a few months later. 

ll& taw ~nd ~ppi-oved the new regime in action, but aloo noted that the "law 

39 

0£ ~lncncss" now ruling on.the Island was sometimes put to a severe strain. 

~ot one in ·~ thous and landing at Ellis Island needed harsh treatment, he be­

Havcd. but rather advice and help. Thia did not prevent the thoui:randth cas e 

trofn rccclvlhg its full due. Riis says that he saw Williams himself "soak" 

A .Flc:tnlah pc:isant twice his size for beating and abusing a child. The man 

turnt?d. :i.nd towered over the commissioner, "but the ordinarily quiet little 

mfin ~rcn ntcd oo suddenly a fierce and wadikc aspect that, though neither 

Wid~rat()Ou fi woi.·<.l o! what the other said, the case wae made clear to the brute 
• 

;I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

. 
67. 

40 
on the instant, and he slunk aw«ly. 11 

While Williams was thus himoel! capable of taking physical action 

against an alien when he thought the occasion demanded it, his "law of klnd-

ness" was no scrap of paper. He was a strict disciplinarian :ind worked hard 

to break up the vicious habits that h~d grown up &.mong the ataf! under hie 

predecessor. "Not long ago I summon~d you to my office," he admonished 

one employee, "and warned you that it would be necessary for you to alter 

your manner toward immigrants while assisting in grouping them. I thought 

I made myself understood, as I used very clear language. Yesterday 1. noticed 

again that your manner was very objectionable. It is not in accordance with 

the notice requiring that immigrants be treated with kindness and consid~1·ation. 

This notice ls posted in order that it ehj,11 be obeyed. Kindly understand that 

you have no option in regard to this matter, and th~t Lf you cannot conform 

to the rules of the office, particularly those which arc made !or humanital'ian 

purposes, you will be compelled to ocver your connection therewith." This 

'varnlng was routed through the man'o superiors, presumably for theh· benefit 
41 

as well. 

Just after Williams had left Elllo Island tho Outlook's columnist 

"Spectator" went over to inspect the station once more. He "caine away 

impressed by the order, the system, the wisdom, and the kindness which 

America shows in receiving immigrants at hor greatest port •••• The Spectator 

takes off his hat to ex-Commlselonor Vlllliams~ who bas made lt what it le, 

and hopeo that tho present Commlsaloner will bo an equally nble and benevolent 
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42 
clcspot. " 

Williams resigned eal"ly in 1905 to return to his neclected law practice. 

He was succeeded by Robert Watchorn, a career Im.migration Service official 
44 

also hand picked by Roosevelt. Watchorn carried on the Williams tradition 

43 

for a four -year term and t hen Williams returned to Ellis Island, at the earnest 

request of President \'dlliam H. Taft. He served a gai::i. as com.missioner of 

ltl'lttligl·ation until t he middle of 1913, only a year before the outbreak of v; orl<l 
45 

Wilt I. \Villiams was succeeded by his trained assistant, Byron H. Uhl, 
46 

who gcrvcd for the succeeding year as acting commissioner. During the 

areat pel'iod of E llis I s land as an immigrant receiving station it was, once the 

pattern of politics and corruption had been broken in 1902, probably run as 

efficiently and with as much consideration for t ile immigrant as its overwhelm-

lng problems and the frailty of hrunan nature would permit. 

2I!~r::i.Hons Under Pressure 

What was it like to go through Ellis Island as an immigrant during that 

Hnti.on'e heyday from 1901 to 1914, when immigrant arrivals at the port of 

New Yo:rk rose from ju:;t under 400, 000 the first year to over 1, 000, 000 in 

1907 :tnd later again approached that figure? Oscar Handlin presents a 

compos ite account in his sympat!'lctic study of The Uprooted. '\\'hilc Hancllin's 

thcsls is the sorrow and frustr a tion of the immigrant, this account is objective 

~t\C}Ugh: 

Men, ·women, and children come off their floating 
homes. They arc arranged in lines cut off from each 
other by wooden barriers, and they bcc in wearily to 
tread an lncomp1·chenniblc maze. Officials in uniform 
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survey them, look at the already large collection of 
papers, peer at Cj'eo, down throats, thump chests, 
make notes on carcis, and affi." tags of various colors 
to the hesitant bodies that pass uneasily along before 
them. Now and again one of the fellow travelers is 
separated out from the rest--to go '\.\•ho knows where. 

After a while, and it can be a long, eventful while, 
there come questions. How can a simple man under­
stand the languace? The clever gentleman, smooth­
shaven and freshly washed, conducts the interrogation, 
but speaks down only through the aid of an interpreter. 
(One knows the type, a fellow "·;ho gains the good graces 
of the authorities by trapping his unfortunate country­
men.) One must answer cautiously, reveal not too much, 
lie if need be. Keep in mind: destination, funds ~ hand, 
relatives , work. These are tricky matters. The law says 
you must not have contracted for your job, also that you 
must not be likely to become a public charge. How can 

. you demonstrate that you will not become a public charge? 
It is said a show of money, say ten dollars, will do it. 
But caution. 

There are the right words at last. Magically you arc 
through. 

Anyway, most are lucky and do get through. The 
handful of inspectors arc too few to permit more than 
a perfunctory examination. They look for surface dis-
abilitiec (ti·achoma, an infection of the eyelids, is one; 
favus, a skin disease, is another), for obvious deformities, 
and for signs of idiocy or insanity. On the hot, summer 
days which sec the peak load, t he impatient officials, 
starched collar s melting under the heavy serge, now and 
then sinzlc one out for more than casual study, a case 
from the long ro"vs tha t move stolidly b efore them. The 
rest eet by. They escape to the free American air and 
leave behind t he luckless who must still face medical boards 
of revie'\·1, hearin~s, and appeals, perhaps soon to be sent 
back fro1n whence they came or to spend more months in 
the confinement roomo at the station while distant powers 
thumb throuch the dossicrR that pile up on Washington desks. 47 

Broughton Brandenburg and his wife went to Italy and back in steerage in 

·' 
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1903 to gather material for magazine stories. They saw much brutality in 

the steerage of a German ship carrying chiefly Italian immigrants, but the 

examination at Ellis Island, though conducted at the end of a long day when 

the examiners were tired, they found no great ordeal. "The more I saw of 

the inside of the great system on the Island, 11 Brandenburg reported, "the 

more I was struck with its thoroughness and the kindly, efficient r.nam1er in 
48 

which the law was enforced." Brandenburg was an American and perhaps 

subconsciously defensive about Ellis Island because it was an American 

institution. Anyway, he had had a hard time in the steerage and Ellis Island 

was, he knew, the last hurdle to home and_ comfort. 

Other observers were not so charitable. Edward Steiner, himself an 

immigrant in the old Castle Garden days, later professor in an American 

college, made many trips back and forth in steerage gathering material for 

books. In 1905 he landed at Ellis Island with a mixed group of immigrants. 

Steiner did not minimize the bewilderment of his fellow travelers at the 

strange routine, nor the tragedy of separated families and the hopelessness 

of those destined for probable deportation. "Let no one believe that landing 

on the shores of 'The land of the free and the home of the brave' is a pleasant 

experience," he emphasized; "it is a hard, harsh fact, surrounded by the 

grinding machinery of the law, which sifts, picks, and chooses; admitting 

the fit and excluding the weak and helpless." Nevertheless, Steiner believed, 

"The hardships which attend the examination and deportation of immigrants 

seem unavoidable, and would not be materially reduced if any othc1· method 
49 

were dcvis ed. 11 
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Steiner reserved most of hie hard words for the steamship companies 

that brought the immigrants to Ellis Island. Many o! them, he declared, 

"still practice their ancient wrongs upon their most profitable passengers." 

There should, he said, be an immediate demand made for the abolition of the 

50 
steerage. 

Unfortunately, the steerage hung on for a long time. When it 

did disappear, it was not !or humanitarian reasons but in response to chan.~ -

ing economic circumstances. 

Paul Knaplund, an intelliccnt young Norwegian arriving at Ellis Island 

in 1906, thought that "the newcomers were pushed around a good deal, 
11 

but 

conceded that this mi~ht be "perhaps an inevitable result of their being so 

numerous and unfamiliar with the language of the officials. 
11 

He "had t he 

feeling that he was not b eing treated as a human being but as a commodity 

51 
to be processed. tt 

Stephen Graham, a British author arriving in steerage from Liverpool 

in 1913, had the same dehumanized sensation. He thought that t he inspection 

process illustrated "the mechanical obsession of the American people," and 

commented that "this ranging and guiding and hurrying and sifting was like 

nothing so much as the screening of coal in a great breaker tower." 
11

It 

le not good," he observed, ''to be like a hurrying, bumping, wandering piece 

of coal being mechanically guided to the sacks of its type and size, but such 
52 

le the lot of the immir;rant at Ellis Island." . 

What was it like to work at Ellis Island during this period, examining 

the immlgrants? Fortunately some thoughtful reminis cences arc at hand. 

Victor Sa!fo1·d joined the medical eta!! at tho old r.tation in 1895 and stayed 
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on well i nto t he heyday of the new. Able, conscientious and experienced in 

hospital administration, he had been called to the Immigration Service when 

it was trying to make the medical examination something more than the legal 
53 . 

fiction it had been. 

Safford, recalling Ellis Island many years later, could not help think-

ing of its color and action first. "Everybody finds a certain interest in watch-

ing a crowd," he noted. "At Ellis Island there is an added fascination of the 

kind that is found in watchi.ig a circus procession plus a hustle and bustle 

lacking in the more deliberate circus parade. 11 In the peak years, ''hour 

after hour, shipload after shipload, day after day, the stream of human 

beings with its kaleidoscopic variations was then hurried along through 

Ellis Island by the equivalent of ' step lively' in every langua6 e of the earth. 

There were few old-time employees at Ellis Island who could not tell an 
54 

i:mmigrant to 'hurry up' in at l eas t a dozen languages." 

Many immigrants, at leas t in the earlier years, arrived at the station 

sick or even dying. For instance, there was a heavy mo1·tality from measles, 

which was not eliminated until the isolation hospital was completed, a decade 

after the new station was opened. Until then measles patients, mostly child1·en, 
. 55 

had to be transported across town to a city hospital under contract. "It 

was not an uncommon event at that time, 11 Safford recalled, "to find steerage 

passengers dead on the steamboats or barges on their arrival at the Island 

because they were in such physical condition by reason of acute sickness or 

otherwise when they were run off the ship onto the wharf' that the exertion 

incident to tho transfer to the Island finished t hem." It took much effort to 
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persuade the a hips' companies, in the absence of a regulation from \'i"aehinc ton, 
56 

to send their doctors with the steerage passengers to Ellis Island. 

The system of medical inspection at Ellis Island remained substantially 

unchanged for many years. The ships' manifests lis ting the names of the 

passengers, 30 to a sheet, were brought to the foland with the immigrants. 

Each sheet had a letter or number designation and the names on it were 

numbered conscculively. Before leaving the ship each passenger was given 

a card bearing his name and tho letter or number of the manifest sheet on 

which his name and description were to be found, as well as his number on 

the sheet. 

After the passencers left the barges and entered the main building 

they first passed before the medical officers, who turned aside for careful 

examination all who presented any suggestion of abnormality, physical or 

mental. When this examination was completed, whether an hour, several 

hours, or days or weeks later, the medical staff turned the passenger back 

into the mill, with the results of the examination certified in writing "for 

the in!ormation of the immigration officers. 11 The medical officers did not 

themselves exclude an alien or take part in the legal determination o! his 

admiosibility. Aside from ito examination work, of course, the medical 
57 

staff cared for the _sick and had charge of the Island's hospital. 

Safford compares the medical examination of aliens at Ellis Island 

to the examination of an automobile for purchase. It is well to sec both in 

motion as well as at rest. Defects, derangements and symptoms of diocase 
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Figure 11. 

Line medical inspection of immigrants at Ellis Island 
about 1910. Ir.nm.igrants often did not realize that they 
were under inspection until they 'reached the end of the 
line. Ralph C. \'!illiams, The United ~tatcs Public 

Health Service, 1798-1950. 
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were often recognizable by watching a person twenty-five feet away. The 

value o! this observation was not to see what was wronc , but to see quickly 

that something was wrong and put proper examination procedure in operation. 

The "line inspection" was so arranged that the medical officer could 

scrutizine the irmnigrant as he approached, then as he came close at hand. 

P1·ovision ·was made for close examination of hands, eyes and throat. The 

inspection process might seem to the spectator a rapid, hasty procedure, 

but no limit was placed on the time taken for the subsequent medical ex-

arnination of t!1ose detained. If an immigrant had just carried his bacgage 

upstairs, the condition of his heart could be judged; the carrying of luggage 

also made lameness more noticeable and revealed deformities and pos ture 

defects. By having the passenger hold an identification card in his hand 

after it was stamped, defects o! eyesight were disclosed, as he always 

looked at the card to see what had been done. Aliens were also required to 

make two right angle turns, thus bringing both sides of the face into view, 
58 

revealing e"--pressions indicating abnormal mental condition and other defects. 

Most of the time Safford had to manacc with insufficient help to do the 

medical work as it should have been done. In the heavy seasons, spring and 

autumn, he was obliged to recruit temporary rncdical officers through his 

profes sional contacts in the locality. Help asked for well in advance was 

likely to arrive after the rush was over. "For this reason, 11 he recalls , 

"one spring at Ellis Island my associates and I were repeatedly on our feet 
59 

almost continuously for periods of thirty-six hours at a stretch. 11 

The syotcm thot Safford describeo wao et.ill in use, with only a !ew 
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variations, toward the close of the period. Dr • .Alfred C. Reed, of the U.S. 

Public Health Service staff at Ellis Island, in 1913 described the work of the 

medical staff as it then operated. There were three secti:ms into which the 

ZS medical officers were divided--thc boarding division, the hospital and 

the line. The boarding division, based at the Baree Office in Battery Park, 

made the inspection of aliens in the first and second class cabins as the liners 

came up the bay from quarantine. The hospital division operated the two 

hospitals on Ellis Island, the general hospital on Island No. 2 and the contagious 

disease hospital on Island No. 3. The line divis ion made the inspection of the 

steerage passengers as they were brought to the Island in barges from the 

landing piers. While the hospitals were well equipped and now included such 

specialists as officers "specially trained in the diagnosis and observation of 

mental disorders," the line inspection was still conducted in much t he 1nanner 
60 

that Safford recalled. 

When E.<lward Corsi was commissioner of immigration at I:llis Island 

many years later, he spent much time reading the files on interesting cases 

and listening to the reminiscences of old-time staff members. One of his 

favorite raconteurs was Frank Martocci, veteran interpreter. 

"We went to work, of course, 11 Martocci related of the <la}"S of peak 

immigration, "from the Barge Office at the Battery. From there the ferry-

boat took most of the employees to Ellis Island at nine in the morning. 

Hundreds of other people were always eagerly waiting and clamoring to get 

on the same boat. Theso were the friends and relatives of immigrants 

;. 
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Figure 12. 

"The World's Greatest Clearing -House for Immigrants. 11 

Examination of irrunigrants in the great regis try room 
in 1905. Les lie's Weekly, December 2n, 1905. 
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expected during the day, or already being detained at the Island," This mixed 

crowd had to obtain passes from the steamship office and guards circulated 

among them at the Ba1·gc Office to make sure that only the proper people had 

passea. "Once at the Island," Martocci recalled, "we employees bad to 

plunge immediately into our work, for in those terrifically busy days whole 
61 

boat loads of immigrants were waiting to be inspected every morning." 

Corsi thought that the inspection routin·e must have been different in 

those days. Martocci agreed emphatically. "I can well remember, for at 

that time I was in the registry department, assigned to decide the eligibility 

of aliens to land. To make things run fairly amoothly in that mixed crowd 

of poor, bewildered immigrants, we would tag them with numbers correspond­

ing to numbers on their manifests, after they had been landed from the barges 

and taken into the building. Here in the main building, they were lined up--a 

motley crowd in colorful costumes, all ill at case and wondering what was to 

happen to them. Doctors then put them throuch their medical inspection, and 

whenever a case aroused suspicion, the alien was a·et aside in a cage apart 

from the rest, for all the world like a segregated animal, and his coat lapel 

or shirt marked with colored chalk, the color indicating why he had been 

isolated. These methods, crude as they seem, had to be used, because of 
62 

the great numbers and the language difficulties. 11 

All the aliens who had run this gauntlet successfully passed down a long 

line and were grouped according to their manifest numbers, and the inspection 

continued. While tho arrangement of tho examinatio~ hall was changed more 

than once, Martocci remembered that at one time there were twenty-two lineo 
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Figure 13. 

Manifest sheet from the steamer Francesca, arr1v1ng 
in New York from Patras, Greece, on April 19, 1907, 
with Greek and Turkish nteer a :;c passengers. Records 
of the Immieration and Naturalization Service, National 

Archives. 
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of inspection. "Every mani.fest held thirty names, but one inspector never 

got all thirty." Some had been detained by the doctors and others had been 

held back for other reasons. As they cleared the medical lines, the aliens 

were directed to follow the line to a point where an inspector sat with his 

manifest before him. At that point, Martocci reminisced, "most of our 

headaches began." Defore a barrage of questions such as: sex? married 

status? occupation? where born? where last resided? where going? by 

whom was the passage paid? is that person in the United States or not? if 

so, how long? to whom is the alien going? the immigrant would do his best, 
63 

wondering what it was all about and when and how it would end . 

. 
If a woman came alone, she was moot carefully questioned and held 

until the person she had named came for her. He was also looked over and 

questioned. If there were any discrepanciea between her story and his, the 

case was turned over to a board of special inquiry. A sharp eye was kept 

for contract laborers as well. If, for instance, a group of men came before 

the inspector all hailing from the same section of Ita ly and bound for a single 

destination, he wafl on the alert at once. Sometimes one of the group would 

proudly produce a l etter from a friend or relative in the United States to prove 

"Three or four times a week," Martocci told Corsi, "from nine o'clock 

ln the morning to nine in the evening, we were continuously examining aliens. 

I thou3ht it was a stream that would never end. Every twenty-four hours !rom 
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three to five thousand people came before us, and I myself examined frorn 
65 

{our to five hundred a day. We were simply swamped by that human tide." 

Administrative Problems 

The problems of administering Ellis Island during these years of the peak 

of immigration were many and varied. Roughly grouped, they fell into a few 

general categories. First of all were the problems resulting from the rapidly 

rising immigration and its impact upon facilities that almost immediately proved 

physically i nadequate. The difficulties attendant upon enforcing increasingly 

complex legisltation under such conditions we1·c closely related. There was 

perpetual wrengling with the flteamsbip companies in the effort to make t hem 

observe the immigration laws and regulations , which these companies often 

regarded as arbitrary and unnecessary and which us ually increased t heir 

expenses. Always, and interwoven with the others, were the difficulties of 

public relations. Ellis Island was under constant criticism, in this period 

largely because of its determined effort to c a rry out the laws passed by 

Congress, laws t ending s t eadily toward restriction of irnmi31·ation. 

... 
• As one shrewd observer put it: "Immigration laws must be characterized 

as unpopular. They may be endorsed in the abstract, but the pubUc will always 
66 . 

be found against t heir enforcement in concrete cases. 11 An alien excluded 

by a board of Gpecial inquiry at Ellio Island would often have his appeal fil ed 

by a society devoted to the interes ts of hie ethnic group. The society' e 

rep1•csentativc .it the I sland would also notify a concressman with constituent 

' 
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relatives of the excluded one. This gentleman, who had as like ao not voted 

cheerfully to exclude all aliens with similar disabilitic!l, would bring pressure 

to bear to have the appeal sustained and this particular alien admitted. Attendant 

publicity would stress a separated family and the unfeeling rigidity of the boards 

of inquiry. The public would be sympathetic. 

During his second term as commissioner at Ellis Island an attack on 

Williams in the press brought a spirited defense in a letter to the editor of 

the Nation from Henry P. Fairchild, distinguished Yale professor and keen 

stude:i.t of immigration problems. On the editorial page of the New York 

Evening Journal, he noted, there had appeared an article headed "Brut:>.lity 

at Ellis Island," which contained "a most virulent attack on the administration 

of the New York Immigration Station, and in particular on Mr. Williams, the 

present commissioner. 11 This, Fairchild observed, was "typical of a class of 

newspaper articles which appear at intervals. 11 The "distinguishing fea ture of 

these contributions is the shocking ignorance of the writers." A single sentence 

quoted verbatim from the article would illus trate the point: "What right have 

pinhead officials to decide without appeal or a fair hearing that such and such 

an immigrant may become a charge upon the community?" Actually, it was 

the duty of the inspectors to decide whether an alien might become a public 

charge. Appeal from thci1· decisions was an established right and such 

appeals were being constantly made. "The commissioners in charge of the 

various immigration stationo in this country are public servants," Fairchild 

pointed out, "choirged with executing one of the most complex and delicate sets 
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o! laws on our statute books. These laws, and the i·egulations which accompany 

them, are very definite and explicit, and make up a Good-sized pamphlet o! 

87 pages. It would be interesting to know how many of the assailants of the 
67 

administration have ever taken the trouble to read this document." 

Ellie Island w?.a fair game for the press . It was right on the doorstep 

o! the New York metropolitan newspapers. It was a Government institution 

and it is, by the Jeffersonian tradition, the duty of the press in a democratic 

society to keep public servants in their place. Rich as it was in human interest, 

there was always a good story to be had at Ellis Island, and if it involved a 

dishonest employee or some pathetic case of excluoion so much the better. 

Reporters by no means had to depend on official channels for their information. 

Steamship lines and missional'ies at Ellis Icland were fruitful sources, and 

minor employees enjoyed attention from the press and were hard to muzzle. 

The attitude of the metropolitan press was not usually friendly, but it was 

gene1·ally within the limits of legitimate news gathering and dissemination. 

The foreign language press, on the other hand, sensitive to every 

exclusion within its several groups, was likely to be shrill and vituperative, 

freely chc:i.rging the Ellis Island authorities with perpcti·ating brutalities, 
68 

atrocities, and even inurder . An Ellis Island veteran ... vith considerable 

knowledae of European tongues declared, probably with some exaggeration, 

that he had never read a newspaper article on Ellis Island, involving an 
. 69 

immigrant, that did not make the eta!! there appear as "stupid fool s ." 

Able and honest administrators though they were, Williams and Watchorn 
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were frequently under attack. After he had left Ellis Island, Watchorn told 

a~ York Times reporter: ' 1There has always been trouble down at that 
70 

place and always will be, " adding with evident relief, 11I'm out of it. 11 

Edward Corsi thought that 11It would require a special volume to fully chronicle 
71 

the investigations at J:llis Island and their repercussions ac1•09s the nation. 11 

Some of the problems that were to haunt him and his successors were 

described in Yf illiams 's second annual report, the first covering a full year 

of his own administration. The fiscal year 1903 saw 631, 885 aliens arriving 

in New York out of a national total of 857, 046. On one day in April, 12, 600 

immigrants arrived in New York Harbor. \'lilliams refused to receive more 

than 6, 800 of t hem because it would be impossible to examine more than that 

number in a day. (This meant, of course, that the rest had to spend another 

night in the steerage, making both immigrants and steamship companiea 

unhappy. Such scenes were common in the next few years.) His office had 

transacted business on every Sunday of the year except Easter and with 

practically the same staff that had been on duty during the week. The in-

spection work frequently continued without relief from 9: 15 a. m. to after 

7 p. m. and sometimes much later, while the boards of 6pecial inquiry sat 

regularly from 9: 15 a. m. to 4:40 p. m. and o!tcn to 5:30 p. m.. Of both in-

Dpection and boa1·d· of inquiry work, Williams Gaid he believed that "there is 

no other public office in which such a large number of subordinate officia ls 

are called upon to do incessant mental work and exercise discretionary powers 
72 . 

o! such volume and importance. 11 
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The discipline and efficiency o! the staff ha.d improved during the year, 

in spite of the work load. Some dismisoals had been made under regular 

civil service procedures, but the staff as a whole he thought equal to that 

of any public office. v.-hile he did not believe "that the millenniun-i can ever 

exist here," he thought it was possible to keep evil practices well within 

bounds and give immigrants proper treatment while they were under Govern-

ment care. Actually few complaints of improper treatment of immigrants 

had come in during the year. Deportations were another matter. VHlliams 

was making unceasing effort, he reported, to enforce the laws "with the 

utmost rigidity." There were 6, 839 aliens excluded during the year and 

deported at the e,,.._"Pense of the steamship companies. These deportations 

had brought many protests, to the immigration authorities, to members of 
73 

Congress, and to the P resident. 
74 

While his superiors vigorously supported 'Williams, the President 

had written to him on the matter, cautioning him about what had been reported 

to Roosevelt as "star chamber business" in the handling of deportation cases. 

The President said that he. was heartily in favor of oending back an alien 

."where his presence would tend to the physical or moral deterioration of 

our people," but that Williams should remem ber that "to send him back is 

often to inflict a pU£1ishmcnt upon him only less severe than death its elf. 11 

Williams must not only act aright but be nule to show that he was acting 

aright. The President suegcsted that he have a reputable representative 

o! an appropriate ethnic or relig ious society attend courts of inqufry, and 

,• 
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ln general should work more closely with the New York social and philanthropic 
75 

agencies concerned with immigration. 

The imrnigrr.tion law of 1903 then recently passed had added to V!illiams's 

problems by adding new categories of deportees, but it had also given him a 

new weapon. It permitted the imposition of a $100 fine on steamship companies 

for bringing in detectable cases of loatl some or dangerous contagious diccascs. 

He had used this club effectively, imposing over $7, 500 in fines, and believed 
76 

that the steamship companies had learned a lesson. This proved to be only 
77 

a successful skirmish in an unending struggle with the shipowners. 

The new law, on the other hand, not only added new categories of ex-

cludable aliens, such as anarchists and prostitutes, but also required the 

examination of discharcied alien oeamen. These y;cre, at first, broucht to 
78 

Ellis Island for the purpose. This function of examining alien seamen 

later took on huge proportions, but was handled by examination on shipboard. 
79 

Already the examination of cabin passengers, largely ignored in the past, 

was being enforced by this method. Cabin passengers, legally immierant 

aliens like the steerage passengers, were now required, over the protest 
80 

o{ the steamship lines, to be listed in 6hips' manifests instead of merely 

on printed passenger Hots. A fine new tugboat had been chartei:ed and, 

equipped with this, immigration inspectors and medical officers were able 

to board incoming steamers whenevc1· t.hcy pleased, demand the manifest 

sheets and make examinations of cabin passengers while the ships were 
81 

movinu up to the piers. 
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The examination of second cabin passen[ters became the normal pro-

cedure beginning late ln 1902. The examination of first cabin passengers 
82 

was spasmodic at best until 1912. The difference in cost between steerage 

and second cabin passage was no longer very great and Williams was certain 

that many inunigrants took second cabin in order to avoid the examination at 

Ellis Island. Second cabin examinations usually resulted in a good number 

of detentions. 

The examination of first cabin passengers presented certain problems, 

as it was something new and likely to be resented by influential people. The 

br~ef detention of a fir s t cabin passenger at Ellis Island was good for an in-
83 

dignant front-page story in the Times. Moreoever, the percentaee of 

detainees resulting from first cabin examinations was likely to be minimal. 

It was easy for the Ellis Island authorities when under heavy pressure, as 

they very often were, to let the first cabin go entirely. In 1910 Williams 

recommenc1ed that "we should beg in to go into the first cabin more regularly.'' 

Every time he sent an inspector there, he noticed, the Government collected 

some heac1 tax money, sinc·e, "on almost every first cabin manifest there 
.· 

are listed as citizens some persons, usually servants or attendants, who 
84 . 

are in fact aliens." It was another two years, however, before ·enough 

inspectors were available to make first cabin examinations standard procedure. 

The main building at Ellis Island, Willia~s had found in another full year of 

e>..-periencc, was inadequate to the purpose for which it had been designed, as 
85 

he had reported in 1902, and additional hospital facilities were needed. 
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Problems o! space a:i.d space arrangement, encountered thus early, were to 

haunt the Island pretty much throughout its career as an immigrant reception 

center. 

Not long afterward ' Yilliams was again under attack by the Staats-Zeitune; 

of New York for his treatment of aliens, particularly in the matter o! detentiona 

and deportations . According to this leading German language daily E llis Island 

was a hell on earth, where only the knout was lacking to make it a Czarist prison 

camp. President Roosevelt, who was highly aware of the importance of t he 

German vote, appointed an investigating committee headed by Arthur Von 

· Bries sen, a prominent German-American, to look into the matter, making 
86 

the announcement during a whirlwind visit to the Island. 

The charges t hat had been n"lade in a long series of sensational stories 

by the Ellis Island reporter of the paper were not sustained in the hearings. 

The Staats-Zeituna reporter admitted that most of his information was second 

hand and refused to divulge bis sources. Many of the missionary societies 

represented at Ellis Island supported Williams warmly in their testimony, 
87 

praising the.great improve·ments recently made under his administration. 

· The charges were refuted in the committee's report, but even before 

it was given to the public Roosevelt belabored one of its members because 

the draft did not 11 in one telling sentence embody what it in effect said, and 
88 

back up Williams not merely by inference but by positive statement." 

When the report was made public it <lid contain such a statement: "The 

committee is under the duty to unhesitatingly declare that Commissioner 

Williams is entitled to the highest commendation for tho indefatigable zeal, the 
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intelligent oupervbion he hao exercised in administering the affairs of the 

Ellis Island station, and for the humane consideration he has invariably 
89 

shown to the immigrants while they remained under his jurisdiction." 

While the committee's report cleared Williams of all charges against 

him, it did indicate that there was still great room for improvement at Ellis 

Island. A number of recommendations were made in connection with pro­

cedure. Some of these were suggested by Y/ illiams himself, notably one 

proposin~ that the commissioner be empowered to hear and determine appeals 

from boards of inquiry, his decision to be final upon approval of the Secreta1·y 

of Commerce and Labor. Others he viewed with less enthusiasm. These in-

eluded representation of transportation companies and of the immigrants 

themselves at board hearings, which he !clt gave too much opportunity for 

coaching the detainees; the enforcement of t!~e equal liability of contractors 

and aliens in cases under the contract labor la""• which would tend to fill 

Ellis Isl<llld with detainees during protracted legal procedures; and limitation 

of the liability of steamship companies for the maintenance of detained aliens, 

Williams holding that the companies were chiefly responsible for the detentions 

because they brought in immigrants that did not meet the legal requirements. 

Another group of recommendations called for enlargement and improvement 

of the physical facilities at Ellis Island, a program with which Williams was 
90 

most heartily in accord. 

For the use of the inveotigating corrunission Williams had prepared a 

current description of the organization at Ellis !Gland. There were then 

about 350 employees at t he station, including tho9e of the Medical Division. 
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There were 16 operating divisions. The Executive Division included the 

commissioner and hiD staff. It exercised general supervision and also at 

this time handled the l egal work of the station. The Boarding Division, in­

cluding medical officers, made shipboard ins pections of cabin passengers 

and accon1panied steerage passengers to Ellis Island, bringing the ships' 

manifests. The Medical Division, composed of officers of the U. S. Public 

Health and Marine Hospital Service, handled all medical examinations and 

operated the Ellis Island hospital. The Registry Division performed the work 

of primary inspection of steerage passengers , following medical e:::amination, 

at Ellis Island. The Special Inquiry Division, composed of boards of im-

migration inspectors appointed daily by the commissioner, made "final" 

decisions as to aliens detained by the Registry Division, subject only to 

appeal to the S ecretary through the commissioner. The Information Division 

furnished information to friends and relatives regarding immigrants. The 

Discharging Division had charge of temporarily detained immigrants and 

released them on the fulfillment of necessary conditions or held them for 

special inquiry. 

.. 
The Deportation Division guarded detained aliens and escorted deporteez 

to their shipD. The Statistics Division compiled statistical data of various 

sorts from the ships' manifests. The Treasurer's Division handled all the 

financial matters of the station, as well as immigrants' mail. The Watchmens' 

and Gatemens' Division did general guard duty at E llis Island and the Darge 

OHice and assisted in marshalling steerage passengers for inspection. The 

Matrons' Division assisted female immigrants n.t Ellis Island and took part 

in the work o! the Eoardlng Division. It was to keep a sharp eye for prontitutcs. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1· 

I 
.. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

88. 

The Engineers' Division cared for the heat, light and power plant. There 

were also a Laborers' Division, a Night Division and a Marine Division, 

which operated the chartered tueboat and a launch and would operate the new 

ferryboat then under construction. Carpenters, painters, laund1·ymen and 
91 

a gardener were lumped together in a "Miscellaneous" category. Many 

o! thes e divisions had disappeared 30 years later when the E llis I sland 

Committee reported on the station's organization, and new units had been 
92 

created to cope with changing problems. 

In addition to the staff, there were at Ellis Island in 19"03 a number of 

privilege holders. These included restaurant, money exchange and baggage 

transfer contractors, as well as the r epresentatives of 12 railroads and 

three coastal steamship lines. There were also represented, directly or 

indir ectly, "about twenty institutions or houses all of them purporting to do 

missionary work and a number of them actually doing very excellent work 

of t his sort. " All pri vilegc holder s and miss ionarien, in V! illiams 
1 
s juclg-

93 
ment, required constant attention to prevent abuses • 

,, In his 1904 annual report, Williams s tressed another group of problems. 
( 

These had to do with t he application of the indefinite legal tests for the admis!;ion 

o! aliens. What rules shoul d be applied for determining that a man was not 

likely to become a public charge? How was one to determine whether or not 

he was a pauper? How could it be discovered whether he came in violation 

of the contract l a bor law? 

To meet t hese problems, he had formulated a few general rules to 
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guide immigration inspectors and boards of inquiry. Aliens with small a-

mounts 0£ money were to be admitted only in exceptional cases, when it was 

reasonably certain that they could soon find employment. This determination 

was to be based on a man's real occupation, his physical and mental aptitude, 

the stc.te of employment in his occupation in the United States , the general 

state of the labor market ancl other considerations. The mere possession 

of money in ordinary amounts without such ability to become self-supporting 
94 

was not to qualify an alien to land. Immigration inspectors, it seems, 

were m~'Pected to be economists as well as psychologists and experts in im-

migration law. These varied talents had, moreover, to be exercised at 
95 

high speed and low pay. 

. If it was difficult to det~rminc wl\o were paupers and who were likely 

to become public charges, it was no leas difficult to ascertain which aliens 

came in violation of the contract labor law. The execution of this law, 

Williams conceded, would always be difficult as it was so easily evaded 
96 

through false testimony. He had formulated no rules on the subject. 

Actually, the law was practically unenforceable if an immigrant had been 

warned that it existed and had been well coached on the subject. Any im-

migrant of ordinary intelligence and prudence would make some inquiry about 

the prospects of employment before embarking. Yet the contract labor laY1 

had become so strict that any admission of assurance of employment was 

likely to lead to his exclusion. In t his aituation, coaching by ticket agento, 

ships ' officers and fellow passengers was natural. 

., 
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The problems of detention were becoming serious. For this ''.'illiams 

blamed the steam5hip companies, even though they had to pay for feeding 

the detainees. Detentions varied gre::ttly in the case of the various companies, 

those brinr:ing chiefly immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, "the 

new field from which imrnizration is mainly recruited," paying much more 

than the others brincing chiefly inunigrants from northern Europe. It was 

within their own power, Williams believed, to reduce detention charges to 

a small amount by closer inspection on their own part. Meanwhile, "in-

tolerable crowding and congestion now exist," he noted, "in all detention 

quarters on days when large numbers arrive." The sidewalks of Ellis I s land 
97 

were sometimes used for detention purposes. 

The tide of irrunigration was still moun ting in the following year, ·when 

Watchorn had succeeded Williams as commiss ioner. Able career man t hou£h 

he wan, Watchorn was stacgered by hie task. "To receive, examine, and 

dispose of 821, 169 a liens in one fi s c a l year, u he r eported, "is a work so 

stupendous that none but painstaking students of the immigration service 

could possibly have any int.elligent conception of ·what arduous duties and 
98 

unusual considerations it i nvolves. " 

It was the problem of detention that accmcd to impress Watchorn 

most as he began his four -year tour of duty. "Large numbers of each 

day's arrivals, 11 he pointed out, "are for various causes detained at 

Ellis Island for many days, and all of those deported are usually detained 

from one to two weeks, pending the next sailing of a vessel of the line bringing 

them. " While they were under detention they had to be !ed, shelter ed and 
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furnished with beds, baths and miscellaneous services. Theil- friends had to 

be communicated with. This had involved, Watchorn reported, sending 30, 000 

telegrams to relatives and friends, and receiving a like number in reply, during 

the past fiscal year. Some 10, 000 letters add1·essed to detained aliens had also 

been received and delivered, and 16, 555 remittances aggregating $2.60, fl91. 85 
99 

had been received for detainees and aliens e"--pected to arrive. 

Watchorn insisted that all the business of the station had been handled by 

the Ellis Island staff "with the fullest possible measure of courteous consider-

ation," and that it was "unquestionably due to their individual tact, good nature, 

and efficiency that so vast an army of people, unfamiliar with our tongue and 

unacquainted with our cus toms, were examined and every essential statistical 

fact concer ning them carefully recorded, and every one of them treated 
100 

politc l y. " 

This was the sort of thing to put in an annual report for the benefit of the 

staff its elf, to be sure, and no doubt t here was some exaggeration in it. It i s 

scarcely to be believed, for example, that low-paid guards in uniform, "drest 

in a little brief authority, 11 escorted 5, 000 bewildered and uncomprehending 

strangers a day from the crowded barges , marshalled them in groups by their 

manifest tans and funneled them into the inspection lines without a little yelling 

and pushing. Dut there is good evidence that Watchorn's administration vJas 

not only hones t and efficient but also highly considerate o! the immigrants . 

Edward Steiner, who had known moot of the Ellis Island officials over a span 

of years, was lavish in his praise of Watchorn and even dedicated one of hie 

101 
books to him, as "The Man at the Gate." Steiner, in an interview, asked 
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him what the President had s~id to him by way of instructions. According 

to Watchorn, Roosevelt ha<l said, "All I ask of you is that you give us an 
102 

administration as clean as a hound 1 s tooth. 11 Steiner thought that he had 

more than followed orders. 

The Outlook, which had warmly endorsed V.'illiams 's administration. of 

Ellis Island, was equally enthusiastic about his successor. "For nearly three 

years," it reported at the end of 1907, "the country has been fortunate in 

havine in command of the sentinel forces at Ellis Island a man who combines 

with the force of character and the executive ability necessary for a rig id 

administration of the immigration laws, a broad human sympathy which 

insures to the incominr; alien not only jus tice but kindliness, not only a 
103 

stern protection of his rights but a warm-hearted care for his comfort. 11 

There was a real difference in point of view between Williams and his 

success or. Williams shared the widely-held and growing belief that im-

migration ought to be restricted in quantity as well as quality. Watchorn 

evidently did not, but believed t hat the country could absorb all the immigrants 

meeting the legal requirements that came. While both men unquestionably had 

integrity and ability of a high order , this differen ce was reflected in their 

respective attitudes towurd the immigrant. VTilliams's "law of kindness" 

was self-imposed; Watchorn's was spontaneous . 

111 am in receipt of your pathetic letter, 11 Watchorn wrote to a man 

about to be deported, "and it grieves mo to have to inform you that under the 

law I have neither diGcrction nor authority to grant your request. You arc 

. 
: 
I 
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unfortunately afflicted with a dangerous contagious disease, which preclu<lcs 

the poss ibility of your landinG in the United Sta.tes." When the deportee re-

turned to Europe, Watchorn advised, he should get the best possible rr1edical 

treatment a:ld try to have the disease cured. "When you circ cured there ca.n 

be no objection to your return here, at which time your case will be considered 

without prejudice, t hat is to say, your prcse:lt deportation will not be counted 
104 

against you. " 

~oth Watchorn and Williams did their best to protect the irnmigrant s net 

only at Ellis Is land itself but also from the many impos itions and robberies 

practiced upon them on their way to the fola:::id a.nd on their leavb1g it. Often 

there was little they could do. "Impotent observation of iniquity is one of 

the most painful experiences to which an honest man can be subjected, 11 

Watchorn wrote privately to Secretary of Commerce and Labor Straus. Sec-

retary Straus, a wealthy man and a philant-11.ropis t, came to Ellis Island a 

number of times during his term of o!fica. He was distressed at sending 

back home penniless aliens who had been excluded, and had suggested to 

Watchorn that he might set up a :fund to help them on their way. Watchorn 

advised him against it, telling him that "your offer is characteristic, & does 

great credit to your large hea1·t, 11 but that "you would more likely be contribut­

ing to the bursting coffers of the S . S. companies than to the relief of a poor 

fellow mortal. 11 If a man "ia unfortunate enough to be deported," he said, 

"he is made, by forced search, to pay for his return voyage. They--the 
105 

companies--will deny a.ny such charge, but I know it to be an awful fact." 
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There is no evidence of slackness in Watchorn's administration of the 

immlsration laws, but his y;armth of personality seems to have mitigated ~omc-
106 

what the hostility of the ethnic organizations. Williams, on the other hand, 

although he !rankly stated his conviction that much of the newer immigration 
107 

was inferior, was so impartially firm in his enforcement 0£ t.he laws that 

he retained to the end of his second adr...'linistration the active enmity not 0~1ly 

o! leading Jewish organizations, representing chiefly the "new" immigration, 

but also that of the powerful German-American Alliance, representing the 
108 

"old" immigration. He defended himoel! vigo!'ously and also sometimes 

sent passes to his more virulent critics , inviting t hem to come over to Ellis 

Island "on any day" and see what they could find of the "inhuman or cruel" 
109 

practices that they h.:ld complained of. 

Many other problems presented themselves for solution at .Lllie I s land 

as the years passed, but for the most part they were variations on familiar 

themes - -problems of overcrowding, of the application of additiona l legislative 

restrictions under operational pressure, of guerrilla warfare with the steam-

ship companies, of defense against attacks in the press and in Cone 1·ess. The 

ciima.x of immi~ration came in 1907, when 1, 004, 756 immigrant aliens were 
110 

received at Ellis I sland. Thereafter, with the panic and brief recession 

that came that fall, the rush subsided, only to rise again almost to the same . . . 

peak jus t before World War I. Most of the old problems were etill there, in 

one form or another, at the end of the period as t hey had been almost from 

the beginning. Administrators of Ellis I s land were in the position of Alice 

I 
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and tile Red Queen in the country beyond the looklng-glass --they had to run 

very hard juot to stay in the same place. 

Physical Needs ~nd !rrmrovements. 

Of all the difficulties that beset the administration of Ellis Island, none 

was more hampering or more persistent than the lack of adequate space. From 

the beginning the physical plant bulged :lt the seams, as the great American 

industrial expansion of the early l 9001s brought a mounting tide of immigr<.nts. 

In spite of improvisations, some long-range planning and eh-tensive new 

construction, the Island's facilities were never quite adequate to the demands 

placed upon them. 

The plant had been in operation only a few months when Surgeon George W. 

Stoner, in charge of the Medical Division, pointed out that "The new immigrant 

hospit~l on Ellio Island now nearing completion will not afford sufficient space 

for the service." Patients were being cared for by contract, meanwhile, as 

they had been during the Ba1·ge Office period. Another pavilion would have 

to be built, Stoner r cporte<l, in addition to the one under construction, to 

take care of the cick exclusive of contagious cases. An additional building 

ahould also be constructed for officers' quarters, because the rooma intended 

for this purpose in the hospital building would be needed for patients. Even 
111 

then the hospital would be crowded, the surgeon affirmed. 

Commissioner Williams began urging appropriations !or alterations 
llZ 

and new construction b~!orc he had been in office a month. In his first 

annual report he declared that "the handsome structure" which had been 
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expected to meet the needs of the Immigration Service at the port of New York 

had in many respects failed to come up to e.>.."Pectations. It was not well designed 

in its interior arrangement, causing crowding and imposing unnecessary hard-

ship on immigrants. This could be corrected to some extent by additions, but 

what seemed more serious was "the faulty material and construction involving 

outlays for r epair and recons truction almost from the moment the building was 
113 

accepted. 11 

Surgeon Stoner at the same time reported t hat the Ellis Island hospital 

had been opened for t he reception of patients on March 1, 1902, but th.at the 

ward space in it was barely sufficient for half t he immigrants needing care and 

treatment. The existing contract with the Long Island College Hospital hacl 

therefore been continued. As there were no contagiouo disease facilitie s in 

the new hospital, cases of this nature were being sent, as usual, to the New 

York City Health Department. He r e commended "that the present ward space 

of the hospital be duplicated, and a separate pavilion constructed for i sol ation 
114 

and obs er vat ion wards. 11 

Williams r enewed his complaints about t he main building in 1903, declar-

ing that "no amount of repairing, unless the building is remodeled, will ever 

render it suitable for an i mmigration s tation. 11 To cite one of its .n-iain dcfocts, 

he pointed out tha t "every alien, be it man or woman, encumbered with heavy 

and unwieldy baggace and often surrounded with clinging children, has first 

to mount stairs and then to dcDcend, in undergoing the process of inspection"; 

this, too, at a time when fow of them were in a condition to undergo faticuc. 

He asked for an appropriation large enouuh to remodel the interior of the build-
115 

Ing and enlarge it. 
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Special appro?riations hacl by this time been made to enlarge the Izland 

for the conntruction of additional hospital quarters. The proposed contagious 

disease hospital was to be on a new island, "located a sufficient distance from 
116 

Ellis Island to eliminate all danger of infection. 11 But during the year 

ejectment proceedings had been brought in the New Jersey courts to divest 
117 

the Government of its title to Ellis Island. The case had later been 

transferred to the New York courts. No steps were being taken toward spend-

ing the money for enlargement while the title to the whole Island was in question, 

thou~h the delay was " seriously detrimental to the interests of good adminis -
118 

tration. 11 

To meet the need of additional accommodations for detainees, ''."illiams 
119 

had erected temporary barracks, so that sleeping quarters for l, 800 people 

were available. Quarters for 3, 000 were needed, he declared. He pointed 

out other specific needs: larger railroad ticket and waiting rooms; larger 

quarters for deportees, who must be kept separate from ordinary detainees 

and whose sleeping space was overcrowded and often in bad condition; more 

rooms for boards of inquiry, four of which were often in session with only 

~hree rooms available; the witnes::; rooms were too small and yet "on busy 

days hundreds of witnesses come to Fllis I sland for the purpose of giving 

testimony;" the quarters for t he medical examination of doubtful cases 

were "shockina ly inadequate" and needed to be extended; additional executive 

and clerical space was needed, as well as a record room. To remedy these 
120 

conditions, he recommended that the main building be extended to the north (cast) 

about 70 feet, in accordance with plans already prepared by the Supcrvisin{; 
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Figure 14. 

The ferryboa t E llis I s land, 1904 . Built for the 
Iinrnig r ation Service to replace the contract ferries 
prcvio'l.ldy u:.cd, the~ L•land shuttled between 
the Island and t!1c Battery fo1· SO years . Annual 
Report of the Commissioner-General of Immirr1·ation, 
1904. -- -
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121 
Architect. The cost would be about Si370, 000. 

While the approved project for an extension of the Island to provide 

space for a contagious disease hospital was held in abeyance, and Congress 

had not appropriated funds for the extension of the main building, money had 

been provided for a good many improvements by the following year. In 

particular, a new dining l"Oom, tiled and with a t errazzo floor, had been in-

stalled at a point formerly used for detention purposes, and a new oteel fcrry-
122 

boat had been built and was already in service. A part of the roof garden 

had been made into a children's playground and e;ctensive lawns with p:L"ivct 

hedges now gave the I s land an attractive appearance. Williams urged a~ain 

that the main building be c~-tended northerly 11 a sufficient distance to p1·ovidc 

additional quarters for detention purposes, for t he medical examination, for t !1c 

use of boards of special inquiry, for witnesses awaiting their turn to appear 

before these boards, and for general clerical purposes." 
123 

Late in l 904 t he question of title to I::llis Island was settled. The United 

States formally filed with the New Jersey Riparian Commission an application 

for permfosion to enlarge Ellis Island, thereby acknowledging New Jersey' s 
124 

title to the submerged lands_. The Riparian Commission shortly conveyed 

to the United St ates by deed approximately 48 acres surrounding and including 
125 

the original !Dland and the area already filled in. This meant that work 

could go ahead on the building of a new connecting i sland fo1· t he contagious 
126 

disease hospital. 

The contract for the new island {Isla.ml No. 3) was let in tho spring of 
127 

1905. ' It wae finished in the following year and "gratifying progrc!JS 11 
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had been made in the construction of the hospital itself. While several im-

provemento had been made, by rearrangement, in the e x isting structures, 

Commissioner Vtatchorn pointed out that they were still "totally inadequate" 

to proper inspection of immigrants. The rated capacity was 5, 000 per day, 

but on some days in March, April and 1·.1ay as many as 20, 000 were awaiting 

examination at the port. The Supervising Architect, on request, had made 

an inspection of the Island and confirmed the need of extensive changes and 

remodeling. He had estimated that $400, 000 would be needed. As for new 

construction, another $250, 000 would be neceosary to complete the contar:;ious 

disease hospital on a scale adequate to the mounting needs, in addition to the 

like sum already appropriated. It would be a mistake, Watchorn argued, to 

build that hospital on too small a scale, as had been done with the other build-

ings. A new cold s torage plant was also needed, the existing plant being 

"barely sufficient to preserve a day's supply of food in the busy season." 
128 

Another ferryboat was a further urgent need. 

There had by this time been authority granted him to alter the hospital 

to provide a special ward for mental cases and work on this was being pushed. 

Wards for most other types of illness were "uncxcellecl. 11 Facilities for 

contagious diseases, however , would probably not be completed for another 

two or three years. and he urged that temporar y quarters for the purpose be 

provided. "At the present time," he pointed out, "we are compelled to send 

all cases of measles, diphtheria, or scarlet fever to outcide hospitals .••• 

This involves a lonu, tedious haul, and the exposure incident thereto produces 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

100. 

a rate of mortality that is well nigh appallin~." During the past fiscal year 

2551 cases had been sent to outside hospitafo; among these, the numbel' of 
129 

deaths was 278. 

Watchorn had written emr:ihatically and in more detail to the Commissioner-

Genera l on t;1e subject of general physical deficiencies in the spring of 1906. 

"There is not a single feature connected with the reception, examination and 

detention of aliens t hat i s not susceptible of very great improvement," he oaid. 

The matter of handling baggage, for example, was a very serious problem. 

Baggage was placed in the main buildinG and then trucked "almost the entire 

length of the Island." The station had been handling 5, 000 immigrants a day. 

It "could not have handled more and given due and lawful care to each and 

every examination.'' Even if more persons could have been examined law-

fully, it was doubtful whether the baggage could have been handled for a 

greater number. "This has caused thousands of people to be kept on board 

of ships from one to four days," he reported, "a~d a great many complaint3 

have been made by those who strongly sympathize with passengers who are 

subjected to such delay and embarrassment as was necensary in this instance. 11 

, Sleeping space was in such demand on Ellis Island, 'r~'atchorn pointed out, 

that a temporary barrack had been erected by his predecessor. ''This is a 

wooden structure, one story in height, in which 700 adult aliens may ~leep, 

and in order to prevent their escape all the doors and windows are necessarily 

barred, and I need only to leave it to the imagination of the Bureau as to what 
131 

would occur if the place should ever unfortunately take fire." 

130 
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It had been built "to tide ove1· wha t was then thought to be an e."traordinu1·y 

emergency, but which has proved itself to be rather the normal cond ition. 11 

The original plant had been "constructed on the presumption that half a 

million would be a ma:dmum year, 11 but immigrant arrivals were now 
132 

approaching 1,000,000. 

When v; atchorn got his ~;400, 000, ostens ibly for alterations to t he 

main building, he spent the greater part of it on a new building to handle the 

baggage and add dormitory space, stretching the language of the appropriation 

to the limit in the process. Thi s new building , of course, cased the press ure 

on the main building and opened the way to alterations and improvements 
133 

there. 

The fiscal year 1907 brought almost intolerable demands on the faciliti es 

of the Ioland. During the months of March, April, May and June "every 

available bit of space at the entire station" was 11 in full demand, 11 arrivals dur-

ing the period avcraginc 150, 000 a month. The Commissioner-General's 

report reminded the Secretary that the Bureau of Immigration had repeatedly 

pointed out the "utter inadequacy of the Ellis I s land station11 to meet t !1e 

';lnforesee~ conditions tha t had ari sen aince the original buildings had been 

erected. It urged again the buildin3 of a larger refrigera tion plant and a 

second ferryboat, as well as a doubled appropriation for a larger contagious 
134 

disease hospital. 

Thero was good progress on approved conf;truction projects at Ellis 

It:land during the ncKt year. The baggage and dormitory building wao near 

completion when the annual report went in; twelve buildings of the contagious 
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disease hospital group were finished; an extension to the general hospital on 

Island No. 2 was well advanced. Important changes had also been made in t he 

main building. In particular, the dormitories on the third floor had been re-

modeled, improved and e:~tended. The entire upper floor of the kitchen and 

laundry building had also been remodeled into one large dining room accom-
135 

modating 1, 000 persons at one sitting. 

· The progress in hospital construction was particularly gratifying and 

the iminent completion of the existing program would, it was expected, "meet 
136 

every situation incident to the care of the sick and disabled." The new 

baegage and dormitory building would make more space available in the main 

building , and it was Commissioner Vi atchorn1s expectation that its completion 

would permit the lowering of the e.·arnining floor to the ground level. "To 

anyone familiar with the present method of t aking aliens up a long flight of 

stairs to the inspection room, 11 he pointed out, "the proposed altera tion 
137 

will su1·ely commend itself. 11 

Watchorn privately justified to his superior the heavy expenditures o! 

funds !or his new baggage and dormitory building. More space was desper~tcly 

needed and alterations in the main building would not meet the situation. "An 

acknowledged disgraceful condition has prevailed at Ellis Island fo1· the past 

five years," he told the Commissioner-General, "and owing to the severe 

pressure to which the detention quarters were subjected last year, an intol-

erablc situation was rea.ched--a condition which no private corporation would 

have permitted to continue for a single day if tho laws relating to health and 
138 

decent comfort in any city o! the United States had been applied to it." 

., 
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The immigration law passed in February, 1907 had added a new complication 

to the detention problem. Among other classes, it not only excluded pros titutes 

but made them dcportable for three years after their arrival. Suspected pro!l-

titutcs and tho.se scheduled for deportation were ncccsoarily detained in the 

women's quarters. Herc there were often "mothers with their children, some 

of the latter in t heir teens." This was a deplorable state of affairs, V.'atc!1orn 

pointed out, which would not be continued "a single day beyond the time when 

relief can be had in the shape of additional space. 11 It was no exaggeration to 

state, he said, "that if any prison or public institution domiciled the depraved 

and the virtuous in the same detention quartcr:J , as is done here, there would 
139 

be a public outcry against it amounting to a positive scandal." 

William \ \iilliarns, returning to Ellis Island for his second term as com-

missioner in 1909, noted with approval the physical improvements rece~1tly 

made. He thouGht t hat the hoapital facilities, with the completion of the 

contagious disease hospital on the new island, would "probably now be adequate, 11 

except that there was no proper ward !or mental examinations. The "fine new 

dormitory building, recently built, 11 would greatly facilitate operations, although 
140 

it was "already taxed to its utmost." 

Although the number of immigrants received had fallen off sharply in 

1908, Williams noted tha t it was already rising again. As it was his intention 

to execute the irnmie ration law at Ellis Island "with the thoroughness which its 

importance requires," he believed that facilities should be made available to 

permit more thorough examinations than had been possible in the past. To 
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this end, he wanted more ample space for the whole process of special inquiry--

detainees' quarters, witneGs room and board rooms. He promised to spell out 
141 

these needs in detail. 

A few months aft.er turning in his annual report, he went into the problem 

of space for special inquiry in a long letter to the Commissioner-Gen..;:ral. He 

thought that a new story on the west wing o! the main building, which would cost 

an estimated $78, lCO, would meet this group o! needs. "About 11% of arriving 

immigrants, " he stated, "are detained for special inquiry and, even now, with 

relatively low irrunigration, the available space is utterly inadequate. 11 The 

limited available detention space was reduced by furniture and hand baggage 

piled upon the floor. "Y.7hen there are from 800 to 1, 000 persons packed into 

these quarters, as has frequently occurred during the past few months, the 

conditions are indescribably bad. The toilet facilities, too, are inadequate 

and the ventilo.ting apparatus is incapable of carrying off the foul air." There 

were often six boards meeting and there were only four board rooms, one a 

makeshift. Boards were sitting "either in the Inspectors ' dressing room or 

ln quarters improvised on the registry floor. 11 In both places they were 

~'subject to interruption and diGtnrbance of various kinds. 11 The existinG ·witness 

room was too small. "These persons come from New York to wait for periods 

ranging from an hour to five and six hours. It has been estimated that at tim es 

300 persons were endeavoring to get into this room, it and the stairway leadinc 
142 

thereto being packed to suffocation. It contains no toilet facilities." 

The flow of aliens was setting in ctrongly acain and, so Williams contended 

ln the following year, often of "so inferior a character that we are required to 
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Figure 15. 

Immigrants in front of the main buildin~ about 1910. 
The steel and glass porch and canopy e xtending out 
toward t h e barci c landing were erected not long after 
the building came into use. They were removed by 
Comrniesioner Edward Corsi early in the 1930's. 
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detain for a tho1·ough examination as many a::i 30 percent." This meant that 

ampler detention facilities were needed. These should be in or near the main 

building, close to the space already occupied by the medical division. He 

. recommended an appropriation of $455, 000 to erect a new building at the north-

east corner corresponding with the baggage and dormitory buildinc recently erect-
143 

ed at the northwest corner. For this the Island would have to be e>-.'tended on 
144 

that side at an estimated cost of $55, 000. 

This building, he argued, would also provide space for other important 

!unctions. In particular, the strict enforcement of foe laws brought a good many 

cabin passengers to Ellis Island for more thorough examination. Over 2, 500 

second cabin passengers, for example, hacf been brought over in the spring of 

1910. There should be special quarters for foeir detention, "in which they 

may be accommodated in a manner appropri.ata to their condition in life." 

Placing them in the same kind of quarters as were furni!'lhed steerage passen~ers 
145 

resulted in "unpleasant {but often just) criticism." 

Another operation of increasing size and importance was the maintenance 

of l'ccords. Statistical records wcr e of vital importance, especially as t hey 

were now used e>..'tensively in verifying applications for citizenship. · There was 
146 

room neithe1· for the reco1·ds themselves nor for the clerks who maintained them. 

Williams did not get his new building, but he did get enough money to make 

many improvementa, including the addition of a third story to the west (north) 

wing of the main buil<ling. This was erected in 1911. It served to case the 

special inquiry operations considerably. Readjustments of space in the main 
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Figure 16. 

Immigr ant3 on benches in the e~:amination hall. These 
benches replaced the former il·on pipe railings in 1911. 
This photograph is of a later d~te. U. S. Immigration 
and Naturalization Service. 
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building also made possible ;in area adequate to the needs of the inforniation 

office, which handled relative!l and friends of arrivinc immig1·ants. The 

medicul offices were moved !ro1n the main floor to larger space on the lower 

floor o! the rr.ain building. The removal of the medical offices, in turn, left 

the whole of the main floor available for the inspection o! immigrants. ('\'. illiams 

no longer favored the plan of moving inspection down to the first floor to save 

immigrants the arduous climb, although he had been first to propose it. He 

probably saw no other place for it now.) The old stairway, "which created a 

large opening in the middle of the floor and failed to land the immigrants at 

the proper point," was removed and a new stairway built beneath the gallery. 

The capacity of the floor for im:;pection had been doubled. The iron pipes 

dividing the floor into passageways were removed and simple but comfortable 
147 

benches were installed in their place. Another new etair'\''l"ay led from the 

information office to the immigrants' dining room, to the great convenience 

of immigrants and visitors alike. Williams was also able to get rid of the 

unsightly temporary wooden barracks erected some years before. In this 

same year, too, the contagious disease hospital on Island No. 3 was at last 
148 

opened for use. For the first time, all sick immigrants could be cared 

!or on Ellis Island itself. The buildings had been completed in 1909, but 

their use had been delayed for two years for lo.ck of furnishings and light~ 
. 149 

ing facilities. 

The most urgent remaining need, Williams believed, was for more 

adequate and better dormito1·y space for detainees. There were not over 
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1, BOO beds on E llis I s l and, almost all of the three-tiered type. Frequently 

more than 1, GOO per::;ons had to be accommodated overni3ht and this in crowd­

ed dormitories which also had to serve as day rooms. In the largest of the 

men's dorr.'1itorics t!1e pas::;a~e·ways between the tiers of bunks were only 2 

feet wide. "'i hen all of the beds are occupied, as frequently they are," 

Williams observed, "the conr:estion in this room is very great, and since it 

has only an easterly exposure the temperature on summer nights may be 

100°. In addition, the ventilation is very imperfect." He asked for $375, 000 

to add a third story to the baggage and dormitory building, to provide both 

adequate dormitory space and separate day rooms. He also asked for $80, 000 

to add an.other story to the restaurant building for detention quarters for cabin 

passengers; $70, 000 to add a third story to the east (south) wing of the main 

building to house records; $40, 000 to renovate the old hospital on Island No. 2, 

which had had "hard usage at the hands of ixnmigrants, many of them with 

filthy habits," for eleven yeai·s and would be condemned by the New York 

Board of Health. The other two hospital buildings on that island were in 

"perfect condition." " · iniams a.loo wanted $60, 000 for a covered way between the 

two hospital i s lands, so t hat sick immigrants v1ould not be exposed to the weather, 

and miscella neous improvements in the recently-built contagious disease hospital. 
150 

A second ferryboat, too, was c;till needed. 

The appropriation for a third story to the baggage and dormitory building 

was made in the next session of Congress. It was believed that with its completion 

there would be adequate sleeping accommodations for all immiGrants likely to 
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Figure 17. 

First section of new seawall under construction at 
Ellis Island in 19 13. This ~ection was corr:.pl eted 
in the follo ... ;·in3 year. Tl1e main build~1'g, in t l1e 
background, sho"vs the t :t.ir d story on t he no1·th 
wing , compl et ed in 1911, but not t he third story 
on the south wing, which \vas becun in .1914. The 
old ferry house shows a t upper l eft. ·u. S. Im­
mig~ation and Naturalization Servic~. 

,j 

' . 

.. 



- - - ·- - - -
r I 

I 

. ' 

-· -' ,- . 
l/ ,,_.- ·-
r ~ 

0 

-

. ,"'J · 

..... . 

-

\ .. 

' '\ 
' 

-

\ ... ,.. 
' ' 

-

,· 

-
,. ,.. 
' 

;: 
, . 
' . , . 

- -
, ., \:./ 

-- ·- ·- ..._:_ 

'""" "· • 

-

' ) . ( 
, 1 
I 

- -

~ --.... 
~· 

,, 

. - ---
~ : 

-
I 
' ' 

-

1 

l 
1 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I .. 

• . ft 

I 
I 
1.-
I 
I 

.. 

-. 

Figure 18. 

Third stor}' of t he baggage and dormitory building 
under construction, S ep terober . 2<), 1913. This y.;ork 
was completed in the following year. Photograph 
from National Park Service files. 
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be deta.incd at one time. Remaining ne eds on the main Island, ao listed in 

1912, were substantially those described in the previous year and their cos t 
151 

was eotimated at not over $ 600, 000. 

In 1913 work on the enlargement of the baggage and dormitory building 

got under way. Appropriations had also been made for several other important 

improvements, including a new story on the east (south) wing of the main buil? -

.ing; a fireproof ca rpenter shop and bakery; renovation of the interior of the 

old hospital; and glass inclosure of the long passageway connecting the various 

units of the contagious disease hospital on Island No. 3. Another piece of 

construction for which fir s t funds had been provided was a concrete aea\vall 

with granite facing along part of the I s l and's shore .. V.'hile the initial appro-

priation for this work had been received in 1911, actual construction had been 

slow getting under way. Extensive test piling and boring had been needed to 

determine the nature of the bottom. Whatever old records there were on the 
152 

subject had been bui·ned in 1897. "Two important additions for which 

Congress still declines to grant appropriations," it was noted, were "(a) 

the c1·eation of quarters in which cabin passengers may be d etained so that 

they need not be confined with what are commonly known as immi grants --
. 153 

(many of them persons o{ filthy habits); and (b) an additional fen:yboat. 1' 

· During fi s cal year 1914, the las t full year of operations before '\Voi-ld 

War I cut off the m aj or flow of immigrants, other physical improvements 

were completed or under way. The additional otory for the baggage and 

dormitory building neared completion; the old hos pital building had been 

i 
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renovated, with nevi floor:; and modern plumbing; the connecting glass corridor 

in the contagious disease hospital group had been constructed, "affording needed 

protection from the elements;" the first section of the new concrete, granite-

faced sea-.vall, to replace the old decaying cribwork, was completed. Plans 

and specifications had been prepared for the n~w carpenter shop and the contract 

had been awarded. The appropriation for an additional story at t he south end o! 

the main building had been le!Js than the estimate but it was now believed probably 
• 154 
enough to complete this much-needed space. 

Improverncnts still needed, for which Congress bad made no provision, 

in opite of repeated requests, included a covered way connecting Islands Nos . Z 

and 3. "It is not creditable to this Government," the annual report declared, 

"to have sick children exposed to the elements and the spray from the bay while 

being transported aci·oss the present open walk." Another cherished project 

for \vhich no funds had been appropriated was the constr\!ction of suitable 

accommodations for detained cabin paosengers . "There can be no wonder," 

it was pointed out, "that such passengers comp!ain when placed in the present 
155 

detention rooms , though they be the best Congress has given us." 

On the whole, Ellis Island had been fairly well treated in the matter of 

appropriations from the beginning. There had been ma.ny and frequent s pecial 

appropriations to meet the unforeseen demands on the immigration station. 

The one appeal that seems always to have found Con:;ress with a deaf car, aside 

from that for a second ferryboat, was the reques t for "class" detention quart ers . 
156 

They were to be sorely missed when the post-war rush of immigrant!J began. 
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these bo~rds the established court rules of evidence do not obtain. 
Neither is the public or counsel for the alien permitted to be present 
when the fir s t hearing is had. The fact i D t hat if t he alien is rea lly 
entitled to be l aadcd, he c an very easily establish that right without 
the aid of out~idc help or legal counsel." Sargent to Dushkind, cited 
above. 

Annual Report _:Ethe Commbsioner-Gc:i.cral of Immi r;rCl.tion, 1903, 66. 

Authorization for the commissioner at J.:llis I s land to impose a fine of 
$100 for each case of favus or trachoma brought in became practically 
a form l etter . See A ss i s tant Secretary Murray to Commis s ioner, 
Ellis Island, November 21, 1904. Letters Sent, 1891-1912. 

Annual Report~ t he Commis3ioncr-G cnc1·al of Immir,ratlon, 1903, 63-69; 
Commiss ioner \'. " illi c~ms to Owner:; , l\1asters , AncntD. and Consicnceo of 
All Vcse cln Drinc inc Aliens to the Port of New York, July 1, 1903. 
Ellis Island Letters Sent. 
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Authorities at I:llis Island had raised the question of examining cabin 
passen~er9 at an early datc- and had been told that "only immir,rants 
should be stopp~d. 11 In the \mace of the time, this meant stcera:-te 
only. Telegram, Superintendent of Inunigration to Commisoioner 
Weber, October 25, 1892. Dureau of Immigration, Record of 
Correspondence. S ec also Safford, Immio:ration P robl ems , 29-30. 
A circular was issued in 1898 requiring the manifesting of all alien 
passengers, but it seems to have been largely ignored by the steam­
ship companies. 

Commissioner-General to Commissioner, Ellis Island, June 6, 1902. 
Bureau of Imn1igra tion, Letters Sent. 

Annual Report of the Corr:missioner -Ge. er al of Imrn.igration, 1902, 
16, 1903, 68-69 . 

Commissioner Williams to Commissioner-General, May 5, 1910. 
File 52, 519/lSB, General Immigration Files; \ '.'illiams to Ccm­
missioner-Ge:ieral, January 22, 1912; Commissioner-General to 
Williams, J anuary 25, 1912; Williams to Commissioner-Genera l, 
January 26, 1912; Commissioner-General to \ '; illiams, November 23, 
1912. File 53, 438/15, ibid.;~ York Times, Februc:.ry 16, 1913. 

Ibid., October 10, 1910. ·. 
Williams t.o Commissioner-General, May 5, 1910. File 52, 519/1 8, 

General InuniGr ation E'iles. In 1910 second cz.bin passengero \•1ere 
required to present stamped and punched landing cards at the pier; 
first cabin passeng ers were exempt from t h is requirement. Com­
missioner \ '.Tilliams to Commissioner-General, October 31, 1910. 
Ellis Island Letters Sent. 

Annual Repol' t of the Commissioner-General of Immir!ration, 1903, 
68-69. -- -

New York Times, September 17, 1903. President Roosevelt had earlier 
orc!cr ccl a stay of deportation in the belief th:it the family involved was 
German, when actually it we1.s S yrian and, Secretary of the Treasury 
Gage assured him, "of a most undesirable class." Secrcta1·y Gage 
to George B . Cortclyou, Secreta ry to the President, J :inuary 2, 1902. 
Bureau of Immigration, Letters Sent. 

~York Times , October 6, 7, 8, 16, November 3, 1903; Cha rities , 
October 10, 1903 ; Rcnort 2-.! the Commission Appointed .EJ t h e Pr e~ ident 

~ Septcnbcr 16, 1903 to Inves ti .... 2.te t he Condition of~ Imr.;if'ration 
Station 2! E llis foland (Washington, 1904 ). 
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Report of the Co~mission; New York Times, February 29, 1904. 

Charities, March 5, 1904; n coort of e1c Commisdon; Hearinrrs 
• --- ..:> 

before the Commission appointed by the Prcsiclcnt to investigate 
condition of affair3 at Immigration Bureau on Ellis Island • 
1903. File 52, 727 /2, General Immicration Files . 

Organization of the U. S. Immigrant Station at Ellis Island, New 
York, Revise of October 23, 1903. Ibid. 

Report of t he E llin Island Committee, 1934, 48-53. 

Organization of tr1c U. S. Immigrant Station ••• 1903. 

Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of Immi~ration, 1904, 
100-106. -- -

While inspectors and board members were by no means all legally 
trained, their worl· was under the close supervision of the Islan d's 
legal staff. Commissioner '\'.'illiams to Cor.-lmissioner-General, 
September 10, 1903. Ellis Island Letters Sent. 

Annual Report.::.! t h e Commiesioncr-G en eral of Immigration, 1904, 
100-106. 

Ibid. 

Ibid .• 1905, 71-72. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Steiner, On the Trail of the Immigrant, dedication, 86-93. 

Ibid. I 82. 

Outlook, December 28, 1907. 

Commissioner Watchorn to Armenag A. Sha2hoian, Care Dcportinn 
Division, Ellis Is land, September 6, 1905. Ellis Island Letters Sent. 

Commissioner Watchorn to Secretary Straus (Strictly Confidential), 
June 22, 1907. File 43/2, Labor Department Records. 
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106. New York Times , November 19, 1?06, January 11, 1909. Deportations 
on "likely to become a public charge" grounds had decreased under 
Watchorn' s adrr.iniatration, but this had been offset by a tightening 
of medical inspection and consequent deportations on meclical grounds. 
Watchorn to S ecrctary S traus, June 5, 1907. File 43 /2, Labor De ­

partment Records. 

107. Leslie's ' " eekly, July 9, 1903. 

108. New York Times, January 19, July 11, October 8, 1911, September 20, 
--i-912; File 2/2, L abor Department Records. 

109 Commissioner \'.'illiams to 0. D. Baring, Providence, R. I., July 25, 
1911. Ellis Island Letters Sent. 

110. Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of Immigration, 1907, 5. 

111. Ibid. , 1901, 40. 

112. Entry of May 20, 1902. Bureau of Immigration, Record of Corresponc~ence . 

113. Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of Immi~ration, 1902, 51-52; 
Commissioner -General to Cornmis"'ioner, :E.llis Island, Jan uary 12, 1903. 
Bureau of I m.migration, Letters Sent. 

114. Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of Immi~ration, 1902, 60-61. 
All the builclin:;s in t he original plan were completed by t he end of fiscal 
year 1902. Annual Report of the Supervising Ar :::hitect, 1902, 15 - "16. 

115. Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of Immigration, 1903, 65-66. 

116. Ibid., 69-70; Acting Commissioner-General to Sur geon General, 
~vember 4 , 1902. Eurcau of Immi6ration, Letters Sent. Supple­

mentary construction was handled by t he Department of Commerce 
and Labor, i·athcr than by the Treasury Department. Annual Report 

of the Supervi::;in~~ Architect, 1903, 53-54. 

117. Secretary of the Treasury to Attorney General, March 27, 1903. Bureau 
of Immigration, Letters Sent. 

118. Annual Report of the Commissionc1·-Gcncral of Immi~ration, 1903, 65-66: 
Commissio11;;--G cne1·al to Cotrunis$ioncr, L llis I s land, July 24, 1902, 
March 23, 1903 . Bureau of lm.micration, L etters Sent. 

119. Commissioncr-G cncral to Commissioner, Elli a I s land, March 23, 1 ?03. 

Ibid. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
·1 

I 
I 
I 
i' 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

118. 

· lZO. Since the buildini was not in line with the cardinal points of the compas s , 
the front wa!J s ometimes referred to as the "west. 11 sometimes as the 
11 south1

'; the rear was i ndifferently called the "north1 1 or the "east 11 • 

Here ·the rear of the building, the side toward Manhattan, is obvioualy meant. 

121. Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of Irnmi~ration, 1903, 65-66. 
The tempor a ry barracks had been 11 aclded to t he main building. 11 L eslie ' s 
Weekly, July 9, 1903. 

· 12Z. This was the E llis bland, out of commission but still lying in the slip a t 
the Island in 1965. 

123. Annual Report of the Commissioner-General of ImmiPration, 1904, 
100-106. 

124. New York Times , July 19, 1904. 

125. Pike, Ellis Island: Its Legal S tatus, 61-63; · New York Times, 
December rn. 1904. 
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127. Commissioner-General Sar gent to Commissioner, Ellis Island, 
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128. Annual Report of t he Commissioner-G eneral of Immigration, 1906, 69-71. 
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131. Ibid. 
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Watchorn to Commis sioncr-General, October 10, 1906. Ellis Island 
Letters Sent. 

133. File 52, 519/18, General Immig ration Files, 1906-1908, pass im. 
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80-83. A suppl ement a ry c.ppropriation to double the size of the conta6ious 
disease hos pital was actually made before this report was Gubmitted. 
Acting Commissioner-G eneral to Comrnissioncr, Ellis Island. Ma.y 6, 
1907. · Letters Sent, le91-1912 . 
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Chief I:ngineer, Office of Supcrvisine Architect, Field Force, N. Y., 
to Commiss ioner of Immigration , N. Y., December 12, 1911; 
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Walls, June 4, 1912. File 55, 640/558, General ImI':ligration Files . 

153. Annual Report of t he Commissioner-General of Immir.:ration, 1913, 
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I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

• 

CHAPTER IV 

Wartime Interlude 

The Tide ~l3ckcns 

-
' 

With the outbreak of general war in Europe at the beginning of August, 

1914, the great tide of immigration slackened. The leading emigration ports 

of Hamburg and Drcmen, in Germany, came under British blockade and the 

German liners sought shelte r wherever they happened to be. The flow from 

Liverpool, another great emigration port, ·was reduced. Immigration con-

tinued for a time from some o! the Mediterranean ports, but became in­

creasingly hazardous as submarine warfare developed and was recluced to 

a trickle after Italy eatered the war. The heavy migration from t he Austro-

Hun3arian and Russian empires ceased almost at once and almost completely. 
1 

The impact of the war was felt immediately on Ellis Island, and was 

reflected statistically in the years that followed. In the fiscal year 1914, 

the l ast full year of migration, 1, 218, 480 immigrant aliens were admitted 
2 

to the United S t ates , 87G, 052 of them t hrough the port of New Yo1·k. Duri11g 

the fiscal year 1915 there were only 326, 700 admissione , 178, 416 of t h em 

through New York. Immigration had been reduced by approximat ely 75 pcr -
3 

·cent in a s i ngl e year. As the war went on the numbers diminished, the 

low point being reached in 1918, when only 28, 867 immigrant aliens entered 
4 

the port of New York. 

One natural consequence of t he les sened traffic t hrough Ellis foland was 

a reduction in the working force. There were many furloughs and tran!lfcr!l 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

122. 

ordered by the Department from the veteran staff that had been carefully built 
5 

up under corr.missioners \', illiams and Watchorn. This process went e;o far 

in the fii·st year of the war that it impaired the efficiency of the station and 

made it "difficult to perform properly and promptly t he duties incumbent 
6 

upon it even though immi0 ration" had "so greatly diminished." After the 
7 

United States entered the war the old staff ·was !urthe1· dispersed. It is 

probable t!1at the orcanization never a gain attained its prewar efficiency while 

Ellis Island remained a major point of reception for immigrants. S o m e of 

the odiuo heaped on the Island during t:1c immigration revival of the early 

1920's is undoubtedly attributable to wartime administrative and personnel 

dislocation. 

Another anti more constructive result of the fallin~ off of immigration 

was the opportuaity given to i m prove the medical examination. Much more 

thorough inspection was made of t hose immigrants who did arrive. "The 

results attained," it was reported, "show conclusively that the medical 

inspection heretofore accorded aliens has been totally inadequate to the 

conditions e ·isting. '' As it was assumed that aft~r t he close of the war 

there would be a considerable influx of diseased and mentally deficient 

aliens, this s ccmed the time to introclucc a system of inspection that would 

reduce admissions of such unclc:::;irablcs to a minimum. It was rccomn1endc<l 

that the more intensive individual examination be permanently established 
B 

in place of the ol<l line inspection. 

There. was more opportunity, also, to look ii1to the activities of the 

miosionary and immigrant-aid societies that maintained representatives nt 
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Ellis Island. These or6anizations had always been a part of t h e scene and 

their work as a whole was undoubtedly very helpful. Some of them , however, 

were primarily commercia l in nature, actually preying on t he imm i grant, 

and under Commissioner \';illiams one or another of t hem had from tim e to 
9 

time been expelled from the Island. In this work he had been aided and 

encouraged b y t he U. S . Immic;ration Comm ission, which had conducted its 

own investigation of missionary activities from 1907 to 1909. The Commission 

had found that some of the missionary "homes" acted as recruiting agc:its for 
10 

houses of prostitution. 

Now it became possible to make a systematic check of missionary 

operations. There were 40 such organizations represented a t :E.llis bland 

at the beginning of the "var, a..-i.d 15 of them maintained immigrant ho:ncs in 

New York City where arriving and departing aliens might obtain board and 

lodging . Many immierants needing help, partict~larly females, were dis-

charged.to their custody. Periodic inspection of ~hese homes by the cor.1-

misoionei:' s office, it was reported in 1915, "has t ended to raise t he Gtanclard 

of service and hcl? extended to t he immigrants. 11 Some of t !1em, it was found, 

were acting as ticket accnt s of the ntcamship companies . This practice was 

believed "incompatible with t he purposen for which t hey a re g ranted t he 

privilege of representation at Ellis I s land, 11 and it was reco:nmendecl t hat 
· 11 

it be diccontinued. 

The s lackcnin.c title of immigration also made possible a policy of 

"humanizing" E llis I s land. This policy was i11auguratcd by the new com-

missioner, Frederic C. Howe, a well-known municipal r eformer, a for mer 
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graduate student of President \\ oodrow Wilson's, and recently director of the 

People's Inctitute at Cooper Union in New Yori>: City. Howe entered on duty 
12 

about enc month after the becinning of the war. He had heard Ellis Island 

refer1·ed to as the "Island of Tears. 11 It was, he recalled later, "a store-

house of sob sto1·ies for the press; deportations, dismembered familiC$, 

unnecessary cruelties made it one of the tragic places of the world." He 
13 

• set out to change it. 

Howe's early activities as commissioner were described in an issue 

of the Survey, spokesman of the relatively new social service profession, 

a few weeks after his appointment. "Commissioner Howe has t wo advanta~es 

over previous commissioaers at Ellis Island, 11 the Su1·vey noted. "In t 11e !ir :::; t 

place, the creat fallin~ off of immigration since war began, has given him tirrl e 

for CA'Periments and a small group with which to c .::pcriment. All former 

pommissioncrs have been so buried under the administrative detail of d ealing 

with a million iinmigrant!l a year that they had no imacination for addi.tional 
14 

work.'' 

• I 

Howe had determined to chang e some o! the old tradition at E llis Island, 

which undoubtedly stressed efficiency at some cost in human \varmth , and 

"to make of it a c01:nfort:iblc waiting room for thoD c newcomers whos e ~tart 
. 15 

in America must be safeguarded by certain precautionary measures ." 

In other words , he souGht to make life a little les s grim for detainees. Thio 

p1·occss began with the simple steps of t<i.king benches out of storage, placin~ 

them on the lawn, and letting people out of detention quarters to sit on them. 

, - ' 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
·1 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

125. 

Next followed an outdoor play!jround for the children, and a teacher to direct 

it. Inside the detention quarters he broke a doorway through the wall separClt-

ing husbands and wives and made it possible for them to see each other at other 

than meal times . Cheap sewing materials were provided for the womc:i., toys 

!or the children, and forcizn newspapers were distributed. Out on the piazza 

swings were set up. On Sunday afternoons there were band concerts, and 

Commissioner Howe talked of adding folk dancin3. By arrangement with the 

Board of Education he planned to set up a school for detained c!1ildren and 
16 

classes for adults. 

The sleeping and boarding a.ri·angements he found fairly adequate. The 

food was good, he t housht, but he had stationed inspectors in t he dining hall 

to take any complaints about it. The bunks in t he s leepine quarters wei·e not 

bad and there had juot been completed space for l, 000 immit;rants. "In fact, 11 

said the Survey, "the commissioner reciards the regimen of the plant a t Elli::. 

Island as pretty well managed; --it i s the fact that human beings a re inside it, 
17 

not digits in an annual report, which he believes has been forgotten." 

High praise for 11owe1s administration came also from the Outlook at 

. 
almost the same time. Howe was formerly t he head of the People's Institute 

in New York City, t his periodical noted, and his training t hei·e was of service 

now in enabling him to attack the problem of what could be done to tui·n an 

alien into a good citizen. "The only thing that is lacking over here is 

imagination," he told the Outlook's writer. "No one ever seemed to try to 

imagine what a detained immi3rant must be feeling. 11 The authorities had 

concentrated on eliminating t he two percent of undcsirableG and had los t sight 
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of the 98 percent. Ellis Island had been, with great difficulty und labor, 

developed into an efficient sieve for separating the fit from the unfit. "Now, 

under its new Commissioner, 11 the Outlook concluded, "Ellis Island gives 

promise of dev~loping a new function--that of a beginners' class in American 
18 

citizenship. " 

This picture of growinc sweetness and light was only a little dimr.,ed at 

first by the natural resistance to change on the part of the staff, by lack of 

harmony between :-Iowe and his immecliate superior in V.'ashington, and by 

tl1e gradual accumulation o.n E llis Island of deportees who could not be a cd 

19 
home because the ships were no longer sailing to their native ports. .dearly 

a year after Bowe had taken office the innovations he had made on the !eland 

were again described admiringly. "These changes," said the Imn~i~rants 

in America Review, "have been due to the huma:lizing persoP..ality of 

Dr. Frederic C. Howe, the present Co1nmissioncr, who was appointed la!:1 t 
. 20 

fall by President 'Wilson for fois very purpose." · 

Howe had tried to make the main examination hall attractive by pl~1.cing 

plants in the windows, hanginc historical pictures on the pillars, and draping 

. 
larr,e American flags from the balcony. He trusted that the~e would "cxpre::;s 

in some measure icleals of patriotism, beauty and service to the new arrivals.'' 

He wanted to have the immigrants well started on their way to becoming good 

American citizens before they left the Island. As it had been and still was, 

"they arrive, we see that they arc qualified to enter, tag them and then pass 

them on to shift for themselves. II E llis Island, he thought, ought to be a 
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concrete impression of the best of America. 

· Visitors to the Island at this time noticed the courteous treatment £rom 

all employees. 11It is evident," said the Review, "to one familiar with the Cld 

Ellis Island, that a new Dpirit of service is permeating the entire official force 

there." Complaint and suggestion boxes were found in various parto cf the 

station. The staff had b~en organized on a democratic basis, each divinion 

sending a delegate to a periodic staff meeting to discuss suggestions. Prom­

inent Government officials and immigration experts attended and spoke at these 
22 

weekly staff meetings. 

The winter of 1914-1915 had been one of seriouo unemployment in New 

York and elsewhere, in part due to the war. Commissioner Howe, finding 

himself with empty sleeping quarters on hia hands, bacl opened two buildings 

to the local unemployed, chiefly immigrants. Some 750 men were given 

shelter there during the winter months. The Ellie Island ferry took them 

over to the Dattery every day so that they could look for work, and a charit-

able organization set up a soup kitchen !or them there. "The expense to the 
23 

Government," Howe said later, "was practically nothing." 

Wartlme Problems 

Howe's reforms, perhaps inevitably, gradually created enemies for 

him and his administration. As there was plenty of room at Ellia Island, he 

proposed to have second cabin passengers as well as steerage passengers 

landed there. The otaf! had been eo reduced that it .was dlf!icult to handle 

examinations on shipboard. A more thorough examination would be posoible 
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on the Island than the hurried one uoually given to cabin passengers on the 

way up the bay from quarantine in the midst of preparations for landing and 

often in poor li~ht. Many smaller ships now charged little more for second 

cabin than ior :Jtecrage passage and immigrants were urged to come second 

cabin on the ground that inspection was not so severe. Many prostitutes and 

other immoral characters were alleged to be coming to the United States at 

this time. They usually travelled cabin class and could be more easily de-

tected on the Island. Second cabin passengers o!ten bought prepaid railroad 

transportation as steerage passengers did, and their orders could be honored 

only at Elli3 Island. This meant that after landing at the piers they had to 

pay bagcaie trano!cr and other charges and were often delayed in hotels 

over night. By the time that they reached the Island they had been put to a 

good bit of unnecessary eh.-pense and delay. Howe asked his superiors for 

an order to be issued for the examination of all second cabin passengers at 
24 

Ellis I s land. 

An order requiring the steamship lines to land these passengers there 
25 

was approved by the Secretary of Labor, but there was an irruncdiate 

proteot by these companies, who claimed they had not been consulted, and 
26 . . 

the order was suspended almost at once pending a hearing in Washington. 

By the time that the hearing took place, the Secreta1·y had been deluged with 

telegrams and letters from New York, Hoboken and Jersey City, all protcst -
27 

lng the order. .At the hearing the Secretary revoked the order for the time 
28 

being and appointed a commission to look into t he ·matter further. 
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This commis:Jion, headed by Solicitor J. B. Densmore of the Depart-

ment of Labor, met at Ellio Island in January, 1916, and listened to further 

argument on the subject. Members of the Ellis Island staff defonded the 

proposed order. Two congressmen from New Jersey, a representative of 

the mayor of Hoboken, a number of inclividual hotelmen and representa tives 

of the Hotelmen's Association of New York, the New York Produce Exchange, 

the Maritime Exchange of New Yo1·k, the Merchants' Association of New York, 

the Hoboken Board of Trade, the New York Board of Trade and Transpo1·tation, 

the Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York, the Cunard Steamship 

Company, the Trunk Line Asoociation, the Pennsylvania Railroad, the American 

Line, the Lloyd Italian Line, the Scandinavian American Line and others pro-
29 

tested it. The entire business community, it appeared, recarded the second 

cabin passengers as their legitimate prey. The steamship companies promisetl 

to provide improved facilities for shipboard examinations and the order was 
30 

permanently revoked. 

Howe also crossed swords with the railroad companies on another matter. 

He found that the railroad ·"pool11 at Ellis Island, which divided up the business 

.of transporting immigrants to inland points, often oel'lt paDsengers to the v; est 

by the most circuitous routes. "They lost days of time," according to Howe, 

ln the process, and "often reached their destination late in the night without 

friends to meet them." He tried to get an order to correct this practice, 

which was based on what the railroads considered fair oharing of the traffic, 
31 

but could not get action. 
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He found that the rate paid by steamship companies !or the care of 

immigrants detained in hospital was a purely nominal figure based on a 

calcula tion made many years be.Dre. He had the actual cost of the hospitals 

worked out by accountants on a per diem basis and obtained an order from 

the Depa!'tment fixing the charges on the basis of cost. Thie brought in 

hundreds of thousands of dollars ln revenue, but 11organl.zed the hoetillty 
32 

of the steamship companies. 11 

Ellis Island had boen the major point of deporta.tion !or alien prostitutes 

and procurers since 1903 and especially since 1907. The United States had 

later entered an international agreement for tho suppression of the so-called 

11\'lhite Slave" tr<:?!!lc. In 1910 an amendment to the 1907 law had removed 

all restrictions in time on the deportation of prostitutes and procurers. 

Deportations of this nature incrcaGed in number, but in general were handled 
33 

like other deportations. A few months before the outbreak of war Mrs. Kate 

Waller Barrett, President 0£ the National Council of Women, had attended the 

meeting of the International Council o! Women ln Rome as a special agent of 

tho Imtr.lgration Service. ~t this conference an intcrn:.tional committee was 

formed looking toward cooperation with the American immigration authorities 
34 

ln the care of women returned to their homelands. 

. . 
On her return Mrs. Darrctt had conferred with representatives of the 

Immigration Service in Washington nnd nt Ellis Island and assisted in work-

lng out improved procedures for handling the cases o! women deportees. The 

new procedures looked to ''more kindly and considerate handling of the cases 

' I 
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than had b een practicable by a system under which such cases were handled 

ln th~ main Hke other deportations. 11 In particular every e!!ort was to be 

made to avoid incarcerating women_ in jails; where suitable quarters were 

not available they were to be held in the ~omee o! pbilanthropl.c and religious 

societies pending depol'tation. On their return they were to be placecl as far 

as possible \tnder the care and surveillance of proper women's societies 

abroad. To care !or women deportees at Ellis Island and other immigration 
35 

etatlons selected women employees were designated. 

By the time that these new 1·egulations were promulgated the European 

war had been raging for many months and, as for as international cooperation 

was conc erned, they were already cancelled. Deportations, ln the main, be­

came lmpoosible and Ellis Island began to fill up with alien women and men 

rounded up from all over the country on immorality charges. The war its elf 

brought a. new hue and cry againot the white s lave traffic, which was a s sumed 

to be "an alien vlce. 11 There were many arrente of aliens, both m en and 

women, throughout the country, and hundreds of these people were sent to 

Ellis Ieland for cuotody pending d eportation. Most o! them, from Eouthern 

and eastern Europe, could not be d eported b e ca use of the war. Howe, who 

could not reconcile himself to the fact that d eporta tion proceedings were 

conducted l a rgely outs ide the Bill o! Rights , found that many o! them had 

been arre.!lted and m arked for deportation without much ln the way of due 

process of law, and that many of the women were not 1·cal pro!esoionals. 

He invited a group of prominent New York women to the Iola.nd to listen to 

.. 
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the evidence o! some of the arrested women. On the basls o! this committee's 

report, he proposed to the Secretary that caeu<ll ofienders in the group should 
36 

be paroled. Thia action was ;:i.pproved and many were released. This, too, 

made enemies. 
. ' 

The food contract at Ellis Island expired at the end of fiscal year 1916. 

Howe, believing that the Government could do better for tho immigrant by 

operating the reotaurant itself, got the approval of the Secretary !or such a 

plan. An amendment to thia effect was inserted in a pending appropriation 
37 

bill. At this point Congressman William S. Bennet o! New York, who had 

been the attorney for the food contractors, introduced and secured approval 

o! an amendment forbidding tho use o! the appropriation !or this purpose. 

Howe injudiciously criticized the action and Bennet denounced him as 11a 

half-baked radical with free-love ideas, 11 demanding an inveetlgatlon o! his 
38 

adminiDtration. 

Howe had, Bennet charged, failed to separate the sexes on the recrea tion 

ground, had admitted prostitutes to the United States contrary to law, and "by 

proposing to have the governn'lcnt sell food to tho immigrants on the loland in 

place of granting a restaurant concession to contractors he was conunitting 
39 

tho govermcnt to a socla list practice." Howe defended himself ably and 

was supported by the Secretary o! Labor. He was able to !end off thia attack 
40 

a!tor he.,.ringa before the House Immigt>ation Committee, but some o! the 
41 

mud clung to him. He waa marked as a radical and a dangerous innovator. 

One o! Howe's dcf~ndcrs at this tlmc waa tho New York Timen. The 
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. . 

lmmigrntion laws, it asserted editorially, were "barbarous and cruel." 

Howe had been appointed to the "petty Czarship created by the law" at 

Ellis foland. While his utterances wero "o!ten of the hal!-baked kind" he 

had "devoted himself to mitigating the savagery of the hard laws" and had 

tried to prevent immigrants from being robbed and from "all the terrible 

ln!lictions which our la .... vs encourage and almost demand." In doing this 

. he had run up against n commercial interest. Bennet came to lts rescue 

"with a farrago o! charges" that were "preposterous." These charges 

should be pigeonholed ancl Howe "encouraged to go on wlth. the beneficent work 
42 

he is doing at Ellis Island" and stay off the lecture platform. At a later 

date, the Times was to join the chorus demanding Howe's reoignation. 

Just when tho Howe-Bennet controversy v1as at its height, Ellis folarid 

suffered its worst d!saster since the burning of the first immigration station. 

Early on the morning of July 30, 1916, there began a series of tremendous 

explosions at Black Tom Wharf, just behind Bedloe's Island and less than 

a mile from Ellis. The wharf and a number 0£ moored barges were piled 

with munitions on the way to Russia. It was afterwards determined that the 
43 

' explosions were the work of German oabotcurs. Plate glass was shattered 
44 

all the way to Times Square and there was panic all over New York City. 

Some 0£ tho £1<!.ming b:i.rgcs were carried, by a rising tide and a west 

wind, over to Ellls fola.nd, where they set fire to tho cribbing of the seawall. 

Herolc tugboat crews towed them away before they exploded, and the station 
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escaped complete deetr\lction. The immigrants in the detention qunrtcrs 

became panicky but were finally loaded on the ferryboat and taken to the 

Barge Office. The hospital patlents, including a number of insane, were 

taken outdoors to the tennis courts on the sheltered side of the Island. 

Flaming debris fell in showers and the New York Fire Department came 

over to help put out the firea. Although there were more than 600 people 
45 

on the Island, not a single life was lost and there were no serious injuries. 

uvisiting the little islands of the immigrant station group a day aiter 

the explosion, 11 a reporter for the Survey declared, "one feels that he is 

treading ground where a miracle has been wrought. 11 Shrapnel and bullets 

had rained down upon b\\ildings and grounds; windows were blown out; locks 

and hinges were wrenched away; tiles were loosened in patches on the roofs; 

window panes and transo1ns we:r:e either pulverized, bitten into, or jarred 
46 

into patterns of lace. With all this destruction the lack o! casualties did 

seem Uttle less than rniro.culoua. 

The dam.ago was officially estimated at over $400, 000 for replace-

ments and repairs, but the fabric of some o! the buildings had also been 

ebakcn. It was .feared that injuries difficult to correct would show up later. 

Co11g1·csa gr~nted n.n appropriation o! $150, 000 to begin reotorat!on, and 

there was a later supplement o! $247, 000. While repair work was goin3 
47 

on, other improvements for whlch funds had been provided were delayed. 

When the United States entered the war, in April, 1917, the crews 

of tho German ships in the h:lrbors o! New York and New London wore 
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picked up and tran3!crred to Ellis foland for internment. The move had been 
48 

prepared in advance and the operation proceeded smoothly. There were 

about 1, 150 office:rs and crew involved. "Tho burden put upon the station 

through this emergency called for a complete rearrangement o! quarters, 

the shifting of detained allena to other rooms, 2.nd the reorganization of 

the administration," it was reported later. The entire detention and dor-

n1ltory qua.rtere in the baggage and dormitory building were given over to 

the German crews, over which a ot:dcter supervision than usual for detained 

immigrants had to be maintained. According to the New York Time3 they 

were quite comfortable and ouffered from nothing but boredom and the lack 
49 

of beer. A detachment of soldiers was detailed by the War Department 

as a. military guard !or the Ioland, and the ground floor o! the same building 

was used as barracks for them. A stockade was built a1•ound the power plant 
so 

nnd flooc11ights were installed on the various buildings. 

In addition to the interned German merchant eailors, Ellis Ialand be-

caine host to a considerable number o! enemy aliens arrested on '"larrant 

by the Department of Justice throughout the country and brought there !or 

custody. Other arrests ware made less !ormn.lly by other Government 
51 

agencies, lncluding the Army and the Immlgratlon Sc1·vice itself .. These 

people, suspected of being spic3 o.nd saboteu1·a, required even closer 

oupervision than the other Germana and were kept at ~11 times under strict 

surveillance. At t~e same time, the staff o! the station was depleted by the 

detail of lntcrprctoro n.nd inopoctore to other stationo and to other Government 

agcnclee. A new lmmlgratlon law, requiring more rlgorouo inspection 0£ 

., 
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arriving alleno, had gone into e!Iect in the spring o! 1917, and called £or 
sz 

more lnspcctoro on the station ltsel! just when the ranks were being thinned. 

The lmmigi·ation law of 1917, passed over the veto of President Wilaon, 

was a detailed general act repealing all prior immigration legislation incon-

slstent with it. It codified previous provisions for exclusion and added new 

catego:-ies. There were now 33 different classes of aliens exclucled !rom the 

. United States, the most lmpot·tant new cateeory being the illiterate. This law 
53 

remained a basic piece o! im.."'lligration leeisla.tlon until 1952. 

In addition to adding a new test, that of literacy, to the accustomed 

routine of immigration exami.cation, the law called for the medical exami-

nation of all alien members of arriving ships' crews. Thin meant that every 

arriving merchant vc.oscl had to be boarded, whether it carried any passengers 

or not. This put a great strain on the boarding division of the Ellis Isl2.nd 
54 

medical sta!f. . . . 

Both the War and Navy Departments had theh> eyea on Ellio Island 

£rom the timo the United States entered the war. A!tc~ the interned Germ.an 

seamen and many of the other interned enemy aliens were removed to a now 

internment station at Hot Gprings, N. C., to Fort Oglethorpe, Ga., and other 

statlons, and the sick immigrants and internees were turned over to private 

institutions, the Ellis Island hospital was taken over by the Mcdiccl Depa1·t-
55 

ment o! the U. S. Army for tl:.e remainder of the war. 

At the same time, early in 1918, the Navy took over the baggage and 

dormltory bl.4ilding, together with considerable cpaco in the maln building. 

• t • •• 
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Several thousand Navy enlisted personnel were quartered there, pending 

assignment to ohlps. The Army Medlcal Department, in addition to using 

the regular Ellis Island hospital group of Zl buildings fully equipped to 

receive patients, was o.lso granted hospital space in the .main building. The 

Immi~ratlon Service retained physical control over the whole station, supply .. 

lng heat, light, power, refriger~tlon, telephone service and building main-
56 

tenance, retaining minimum. quarters for its own reduced operations. 

One piece oi major repair work a!ter the Black Tom explosion had 

been the reotora.tion o! the damaged ceiling over the great registry rcx:>m 

on the second floor of the main building. The now ceiling was in the form 

oI a "Guetavino arch, 11 a. self-supporting terra cotta construction, and its 

lnotallation c..dded greatly to the general appearance o! the large hall. A 

new red tile floor was alco laid in the room, in a pattern to correspond with 

that of the ceiling, in place of the worn old asphalt floor. This oani~ry and 

easily cleaned surface m<.>.de the room suitable for hospital use and it wao so 
57 

employed by the Army. ~ . . . . . 

After the Army and Navy took over most of Ellis Island. the regular 

inopcction of arriving aliens had to be conducted on board ship or at the 

stean1ship piers. This C\dded greatly to the diHiculties of the wo1·k, involving 

as lt did a. wide dispersal of activities. The Commissioner-General, in hie 

1918 report, asked for both additional medical officers r..nd additional in .. 
58 

epectors, even thouzh the hoad cotmt o! arriving immigrants was tho lowest 

ln Ellis Island's history. . . ,. 
I ' 

., 
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The use of the l::Jland by the War and Navy Departments came to a 

close in 1919, the Navy relinqulshing its quarters at the end of March and 

the Army releasing the hospitals at the close of the fiscal year. The Com-

missioner-Goncral took occasion to observe, ln his annual report. that "it 

ls plc~sant to rcco1·d that the !rnJnigratlon Service was in position to furni s h 

housing accommodat ions at our greatest port of embarkation to thousands 

o! American sailors who were required to man vessels carrying troops and 

supplies overseas. Also that hor.pitcl facilities were available fo~ thousands 

0£ returned heroes whose 11L"leos and wounds demanded hospitCll care when 
59 

they were removed from the transports at New York." 

The Dig Red Sc are, 1919·1920 

Even while the Army and Navy were using moat of Ellis Island, the 

Im.migration Service had granted apace to the Department of Justice as 

detention quarters for alien enemy suspects pending examination and intern-
60 

ment or other dispos ition. With the close of the war the national fear of 

the 11Hun," which h ad reached the point of hysteria, subsided, only to be 

replaced by a new {ear, that of the "Red. 11 An act passed just a few weeks 

before the Armiat icc, drafted and backed by the D epartment o! Jn.s tice a'ld 

the Bureau o! Immigration, had made tho deportation of alion anarchists a nd 

other radicals much e.isier. It had, in fact, introduced the principle of guilt 

by association and authorized tho deportation of any alien simply on grounds 
61 

of belonzing to an organi:m tion that advocated revolt or oabotage. Soon 

·' ' •' 
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Ellis Island became the principal dumping ground for this class of undc5ir-

.ables, as it had been for suspected wartime enemies. 

The first such group, n1ostly members of the Industrial Workcro of 

the World (the I. VI. W. or "Wobblies"), arrived from Seattle in February, 

1919, aboard a train popularly dubbed the "Red Special." It had been generally 

expected that these aliens would be deported at once, and the progress of the 

train eastward was "welcomed by one daily newspaper after another," which 

united "in commendation of such a skimming of the great American meltbg-
62 

pot. II Commissioner Howe was in Europe when they arl'ived. Actinc 

Commissioner Uhl held the men incommunicado, at first refusing permission 

to the I. W. W. lawye1· to interview them. He contended that their cases were 

closed. A Federal judge also denied an application for a writ of habeas corpus. 

A few days later, however, at a conference in Washington between I. W. vY. 

lawyers and CommisGioner-General Ca.minctti, t11e records of the cases were 
63 

made available and permission was granted to see the aliens. 

On Howe's return in March, although he had been "advised by the Com-

missioner-General to mind my own busine33 and carry out orders," he <lid 

what he could to assist in ectting tho men a further hearing, refusing to rush 

them into deportation. Secreto.ry Wilson oupportcd him, directing that every 

alien scheduled for depo1·tation should have his case considered on its own 
64 65 

merits. All but a few of the "Red Specials" were eventually released. 

In March, also, the New York City police raided the headquarters of 

the Union of Ru!lsia.n Peaoant Workers of America and arrested a number 

of men and women. Most of them were soon released, but three of them 
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' 

declared that "they believed absolutely in force and violence, 11 and the 

assistant district attorney sought Howe's help in getting them deported. 

Howe, this official declared later, "told him he was too busy with other 

matters just then and let the men go on surety of $1, 000 each, furnished 

by their attorney." While. Eowe pointed out that the bail had been authorized 
66 

on orders from Washington, this action tended to confirm local suspicions 

that he was a Red himself. 

During the summer and fall, marked by large-scale strikes and 

mysterious bombings , the fear of Red revolution mounted, though for some 

time no further mass deportations were attempted. In Congress, Howe,· 

along with Secreta1·y Wilson and a nwnbcr of other Government officials, 

came under attack for alleged radical sympathies. In the House, Fiorello H. 

LaGuardia, then a freshman congressman from New York, offered an amend-

ment to the appropriation for the enforcement of the immigration laws. He 

would cut the eal~ry of the commissioner of immigration at Ellis Island from 

$6, 500 to. $2, 500. The comrnissioner, he charged, "is very rarely at his 

station, unless he goes there for the purpose of defending a detained anarchist." 

Howe was sworn to eniorce the immigration laws, including the provisions on 

anarchists, "We are able to take care of the anarchists in N cw York City by 

our mtmicipal police," 'LaGuardia asserted, "but after we get these anarchists 

and turn them over to the immigration office at Ellis Island we find that the 

immigration comminsioncr, instead of deporting them according to law, acts 

as their counsel." Congresom<).n Siegel of New York supported LaGuardia, 
67 

suggesting Howe's ponsible impeachment. 
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In the Senate, King of Utah noted that Howe had presided at a pro-

Russian meeting in New York. This meeting, he said, "was a meeting 

ostensibly to present t he truth respecting Russia, but it was a meeting 

in the interes t of raclicali:;m, in the interest of the Russian Soviet, in the 

interest of class government, in the interest of those who are seeking the 

ovcrth1·ow of organized government, including the republic of the United 

States." Howe, he concluded, "ought to be removed from office by the 
68 

President of the United States or whoever has authority to remove him. " 

Howe had spent several months in Paris, at the request of President 

Wilson, as a member of t he American delegation to the peace conference. 

While he returned to Ellis Island, he was in constant and increasing conflict 

with the Com.mlos ioner-G eneral, who was cooperating closely with the De-

partment of Jus tice in a policy of owift and wholesale deportation of radica l 

alicno, and ·with members of his own staif ovel" the ha:iclling of the r adical 

aliens and over d eportations ln general. One morning on his return to the 

Island after an absence ho found tha t he had los t control entirely. Aliens 

who, he hacl been promised, ·were not to be deported were being sent home 

to what ho believed was certain dea th. "I had an underotanding with the de­

partment that aliens should enjoy the right o! counsel," Howe recalled l a ter. 

"I had protested against deporting aliens to devastated areas or countries in 

revolution. Dut orders of the Secretary of Labor and agreements I had with 
69 

him were ignored by bureau officials." 

He went at once to Washington, where he had a etormy interview with 
\ 
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the Commissioner-General, where he found that "even the Secretary was 

being carried a.long by the hysteria," and where there was a powerful do .. 

mand for his resignation. He soon complied. After burning his personal 

papers relating to Ellis Island, intended for a book, he wrote his resignation 
70 

to t he President. 

A short time later there was an investigation of his adml~istration of 

the Island by t?le House Committee on Immigration and Natur alization. Figures 

were produced showing th:lt of over 600 aliens ar1·ested for deportation and 

sent to Ellis Island since early 1917 only 60 had actually been deported. Howe 

bore most of the blame for t his, and many other charges were brought aGainst 
71 

him. One newspaper editor, in the light of the committee hearings, luridly 

described Ellis Island under Howe's administration as 

a government institution turned into a Socialist 
hall, a spouting-g1·ound for Red revolutionists, 
a M:onte Carlo for foreigners only, a club where 
Europe's of:fscourings are entertained at American 
expense and given the impres s ion t hat government 
officials arc subject to t heir impudent orders, 
a place where the inspection of immigrants required 
by law is made a mere p1·ctense even when immigration 
ls lichtest, a pl~ce of deceit and shzim to which foreign 
mischief-makers are sent temporarily to make the public 
think t he Government is courageously deporting them. 

When Howe demanded the right to present testimony in his defense to the 
72 

committee he was ejected from the hearing room. 

More arrests of alien radicals began in November, under the leadership 

o! Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, and Ellis Island was soon filled with 

them. For the next several r.nonthe it was primarily a detention and deportation 

·. 
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center for Reds. On December 21 the Army transport Buford, popularly 

known as the "Soviet Ark," sailed from New York to great public applause 

carrying 249 deportees, anarchists and others, to Russia. Many wives and 
73 

children were left behind. The Island soon filled up again. On January 2 there 

were raids in many principal cities on the headquarters and affiliated activities 

ol the newly-organized Communiet and Communist Labor parties. More than 

4, 000 people were arrested, mnny with warrants, some without. About 600 
74 

of the aliens arrested in New York and nearby cities were taken to Ellis Island. 

The le!t-wing press depicted the conditions under which the radical aliens 

were held in highly inflammatory language, but at least their physical needs 

seem to have been met fairly well once they had reached the shelter of the 

Island, and many of them were soon released on bail. "Three More Radicals 

Die in Ellis Island Pen," said the New~ Call on January 21, asserting that 

two o! the men had died on the previous Sunday after being seized \·1ith convulsions 

and denied medical attention. All were coughing and suffering from nausea "due 

to the execrable food and stuffy air. 11 They refused to go to the hospital, the 

Call declared, because conditions there were "even worse than in the cells. II 

Secretary Wilson at o!'lce directed an investigation o! the matter, including the 
75 

whole physical arrangement !or the care of the detainees. 

The Acting Secretary and the Commissioner-General went immediately 

to Ellis Island. They found that three o! the radical alieno had died since 

reaching Ellis Island, all o! pneumonia and none of them on the previous 

Sunday. One o! the men who had supposedly died o! convulsions on the floor 

of the detention room without medical care was found in the hospital recover-
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lng from tonoUitls. Tho detention rooms were reported as commodious, 

well ventilated and as clean as the circumstances would permit. The !ood 

was good in quality and ample in quantity. The hospital was excellent and 

medical officers were always on duty to answer calls. All detention quarters 
76 

were visited by doctors and nurses several times a day. 

This time the public clamor for wholesale deportations· was tremendous. 

But llbernl protect also made itoelf beard and the Department o! Labor was 

at last roused to curb the activities of its Bureau of Immigration CL-id the 

Department of Justice. Secretary Wilson insisted on the early right to 
. 77 

counsel 1n deportation procecdingv and directed a liberal bail policy. He 

also held thJ.t the Communist Labor party did not advocate illegal doctrines, 

thereby freeing the m.embers of that group that had been arrested. Assistant 

Secretary Post, as Acting Secretary, thereupon inoioted on reviewing on its 

merits each individual case among the Communist party members, finally 

ordering about 700 deported and cancGlling Z, 700 other warrants. He was 

charged with "coddling the Reda" and the House Committee on Rules in-

vefltigated his administration. He defended himseU with a great deal o! 

spirit o.nd tho hearings were dropped. Thereafter the Red hysteria began 
78 

to abate and many newspapers commended Post for simply doing nls duty. 

During the war tho Department oi Justice had cen&ored the mail of 

enemy aliens , who were under its jurisdiction, at Ellis Island. Thie practice 

was continued after the war in connection with tho alien radicals held there, 

who were not under the jurlodictlon of the Department of Justice but under 

·. --· - - ~ -
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Figure 19. 

Seawall construction at Ellis I s land in 1919. Two 
types of seawall are illustra ted. The heavier type 
was u sed facing dredged channel s ; t he lighter type 
was used elsewhere. S cientific Am.::rican, April 26, 
1919. 

•. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 

.. . ... 
f .., .. . 
~. 

_ , ..,, .. .1,· r10N or 
Dc.1 ro L. l!llJ rOUND~T/ON i so, h'ALL 011 C • 

I 
I 

OHCltlT{ StcTIONS O' 
l1lTHOO Of' PLACIN' ~TH GRAN/TC rACCD TOI' 

NtW Sf A WALL W . 

.. . .; 
~, 

.· 
j -·- -~~ ~--

• I I d aad addlat to 111 auea11. Jteb1tlld1A1 Ille tuw1ll1 of DU1 I ID (Su P•I• U7) 

..... ~-- -

.. ~ 

... 
..,: ~ :·· t.~ ., ·'· 

.. ,, f , 

·,, . 



I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

•• J 

Figure 20. 

-' 

Aerial view of E llis Island about 1921. The slip 
behveen Ialands Nos. 2 and 3 has been partially 
filled, but there is as }'Ct no aeawall--only piling 
--between t he two i9lands on the side facing the 
Jersey sho;:-c. Over this the long -sou~ht covered 
way is at last in place. The new oeawall construction 
on the far side of the I sbnd, involving a slight extension 
of the area, remains uncompleted. Photograph from 
National Park Service files. 
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that of the Department of Labor. The procedure wae brought to Post•s attention 
79 

and he put a atop to it at once. 

Physicca.l Needs and I:nprovemcnts 

One major physical improvement at Ellis Island, begun before the war, 

was continued at intervals during the conflict and after its close. This was 

the conctruction of a conc1·ctc and granite seawall, to take the place of the 

piling and cribwork originally used. The wooden seawall had become badly 

decayed above low water mark and extensive damage to the Island was fear ed. 

In the ferry slip between Islands Nos. 1 and 2 the constant dredging needed to 

keep the channel open undermined the cribbing so that the bordering sidewalks 

began to sag. The first appropriation for this wo1·k had been made in 1911 

and the first section of new seawall had been built nlong the ferry slip in 

front of the mu.in building . The new wall was built outside the cribbing and 

at a greater depth. In 1916 the new seawall was extended to the other side 
80 

of the ferry slip. 

A further appropriation to eh1;end this work_ \Vas obtained in the following 

year and cons truction went on even when the I s land was being devoted almo5t 
81 

entirely to wartime activities. In 1919, when the conDtruction of the sea-

wall was far advanced, it was described in some detail, with illustrations, 
82 

ln the Scientific American as an .interesting piece of engineering. The new 

seawall was extended across the elip dividing Islands Nos. 2 and 3, with the 

lntontion o! filling the slip o.nd thereby enlarging the Island. Thle fill was 

mado, in part, of earth and vtone ballast brought from Europe by vhips under 
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. 
' 

the control of the War Department after the ..... ar. The fill was not completed, 
83 

however, until much later. Five separate contracts, between 1913 and 1921, 

brought the concrete and granite seawall. which involved further slight enlarge-

ment to the I sland, to an advanced stage but failed to complete it. Large sections 

of old cribbing seawall remained in place, steadily decaying, until the work was 
84 

renewed and pushed to completion beginning in 1933. 

Another project which Commissioner \7illiams had repeatedly urged was ,. 
brought up again in 1916. This was ''the urgent need o! more suitable accom-.. 

modations for detained cabin passengers." It was estimated that $ 100, 000 

would be required to provide proper accommodations at Ellis Island for such 

passengers, and the Commissioner-General recommended that it be approved. 

But while the 1917 appropdation did provide funds for sonie urgently needed 

items, such as the seawall extension and new boilers for the power house, it 

made no provision for detenticn accommoclations for cabin passengers. The 

request was renewed. "Complaints not only from passengers but .from repre-

sentatives o! foreign governments," it wao noted, "affecting treatment of 

their nationals have at times accentuated the necessity for quarters fo1• cabin 

85 

. paDsengers at Ellis foland. 11 It was hoped that the item would be allowed without 

further delay, "so that the work may be completed before the r esumption o! 
86 

normal itnmigration is actually taking place." 

.. The 1918 appropriations were disappointing. Improvcmento amounting 

to $513, 500 had been oubmittcd, but most of them had been disallowed. The 

only items favorably acted upon were for new engines and generators for the 

.. 
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power house and the additional seawall appropriation. A th~rd story on the 

kitchen and laundry building had been propooed and it was "especially re-

gretted" that it had not been authorized. This space, it was noted, "would 

be particularly valuable to the naval authorities at present, and the means 

would be at hand when immigration is resumed to avoid the serious embarrass-

ment involved in the detention of cabin passengers, for whom satisfactory 
87 

accommodations are almost wholly lacking. 11 

Some of the repaii' work made necessary by the Black Tom e:-..-plosion 

in 1916 was not completed until two yearv later. This included the new ceil-
88 

ing over the big registry room in the main building, already referred to. 

Beyond this extensive repair, and progress on the seawall, the war pei·iod 

'was largely a static one as far as the physical development of Ellis Island 
89 

is concerned. 

.· 

, 
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CHAPTER V 

Revival and Restrlction of Immigration 

Tho Returnin~ Tide 

. There w:i.s only a moderate rise in immigration in 1919. The normal 

lines of European continental and maritime transportation had been badly 

disrupted by the war, and were not restored all at once. Political and 

economic conditions in m:iny lo..nds were at first chaotic. For a time the 

outward movement through the port of New York exceeded the inward, as 

many new Americans returned to Europe to see how their relatives had 

fared during the great conflict. 

In the following fincal year there was a noticeable upturn, with 
1 

225, 206 immigrant aliens being admitted at New York. The departure of 

the Army and Navy had made Ellis Island available once more to the l:n-

migration Service. The inspection of steerage passengers wae resumed 

there, and the maintenance and guard staff were recruited up to prewar 

strength. Dy the end of tho fiscal year pressure on tho station, incrc~sed 

per immigrant by the more detailed examination procedures now in voeue 

and the re~mlting higher percentage of detentions, was beginning to mount. 

With the increase in irrunigration "already noticeable" and the assurance 

that unless it was reetTaincd by the action of foreign governments or by 

new American legislation, it would continue for many years to come, it 

was seen that the available epaco would become inadeqllato, 11notwithctanding 

the immensity of tho structurco at Ellis Island." The Commissioner-General 
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2 
foresaw the need of a large new dormitory. 

Ellis Island's function as a deportation center had by no means ceased, 

though deportation was no longer attempted on a mass basis nor in a mood of 

hysteria. A special deportation and transportation section was organized by 

the Dureau and parties of aliens subject to deportation on a variety o! crou..'lds 

were collected over the country and shipped periodically to Ellis Island or, 
3 

increasingly, to the Me>cican border, for embarkation or ejection. This 

system remained in use for many years, and it continued to demand a share 

of the available dormitory and hospital 6pace at the Island, and a portion of 

its staff services. 

-
Another operation that had resulted from wartime legislation was the 

examination of all alien members of ships' crews. While this examination 

continued to be held on shipboard, or sometimes at the Barge Office, sea-

men held on medical grounds, usually venereal dicca.se, were brought over 

to Ellis ·Island for treatment. They proved to be a difficult class of patient. 

With sick immigrants, sick deportees, and diseased alien seamen, the 

hospitals that had only recently been returned to the Public Health Service 
4 

were busy, nearly 6, 000 cases being handled in the first year. 

The literacy test embodied in the 1917 immigration law had been long 

agitated and was intended by its sponsors to cut down the actual numbers of 

those admitted. As the postwar movement developed, it did not serve the 

purpose very well. The literacy rate had risen even in the backward nations 
' 5 

of Europe since the device had first been proposed. By the latter pa.rt of 

the calendar year 1920 the rate of immigration was approaching that of the 
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prewar years and Ellis foland was in trouble. 

It became necessary, occasionally, to compel oteamships once more 
6 

to lie idle with their steerage passengers while the Island cleared itself. 

Naturally, t his brought a scolding from the newspapers. "Ever since 1914 

it has been obvious t h:it the end of the war would bring a tide of immigrants, 

yet not one effective step has been t aken to cope with it," aaid the New York 

Times , which also declared tha t conditions at .the port "arc actually worse 
7 

than during the record immigration before the war." The Newark News 

was more charitable, at l eas t toward the immigration authorities. Ellis 

Island had always been under s t a ffed, it said. During the war, with immigr~tion 

reduced to a minimum, it had been possible to make proper examinationc and 

weed out t he undcsit·ablcs. "The Conunissioncr-Gcneral reported t his in de­

tail and urged t hat due preparation be made a~ainst the time when t he rush 

would be on again. 11 But his pleas had gone unheeded. "The i s land station 

is blocked. Ships are held idle at great expense. Incorning aliens are de-

layed and inconvenienced. No proper examinations can be made of the new­
· a 

comers, and undesirables are bound to filter throuzb with the desirables. 11 

A reporter for the Survey, generally sympathetic to the problems of 

the Ellis Island adminii:>tration, wondered that "after the great machine has 

extracted patience, s tarch and intelligence from both the clientele and the 

practitioners, there is still such a remainder o! personal interes t and kindliness 

left in the attendants. 11 The detention room built to accommodate four hundred 

people at the moot, had a "quota of sitte1·s-upon-benchcs 11 o! "frequently above 
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a thousand. 11 Their stay was anywhere from one day to much over two y,reeks. 

Cases for special inquiry were sometimes at the I s land for as many months. 

"The sleeping qmirters, adequate for fifteen hundred, have been at t lmes in 

dc~and for more than three thousand imn'ligrants who sometimes sleep stand-

ing up before being put to b~d on the floor. 11 The dining rooms, with facilities 

for 800, often had to feed 3, 000 at one meal. " 'When the crowd is too great to 

be taken care o!, the people are not even taken off the barges, but are fed 

coffee and sandwiches there. The antediluvian toilet rooms, the missing 

laundry facilities (the women wash their babies 1 clothes in a wash basin with 

&ample sizes of government soap and then hang them on their beds to dry), 

-
the stinted, cramping detention quarters are things that God in His mercy 

9 
and an appropriating Congress vvill have to care for." The New York Times -------
commented editorially of E llis Island that 0 The facilities there for detaining, 

examining and distributing the arriving immigrants are inadequate to a de~ree 
10 

that ls a disgrace as well as a danger to the country." 

Fred-e1·ick A. Vallis had entered on duty as commissioner of immig1·ation 

at Ellis Island on June 1, 1920, replacing Byron Uhl, who had once more 

served as acting commissioner after Howe's res ignation. Wallis had been 

a deputy police commissioner in New York City, was an active Democrat, 

an elder in the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church, and had shown intere~ t 

in the problems of the imm igrant. His pro!essional background was chi efly 
11 

in the insurance businens . Wallis had been an active candidate for the 

position o! commissioner of immigration at the time of Willia.mo 's resignation 
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lZ 
ln 1913. He entered hl~ new office full oi noble plans for the betterment 

of the service at ElUs Island, which hs considered "the most important and 
13 

interesting spot in the world today. 11 These plans, after a promiolng start, 

\Vere pretty well swept nway by the new rush of lmmlgration and Wallis was 

aoon on the defcnalve, desperately trying to cope with a situation that would 

have tried even fiuch a veteran administrator as William Williams. 

While he was able to get hls staff increased, and even to obtain modest 

pay raiseB for some of them, ho had <liificulty in recruiting first-grade per-

sonnet !or the more responsible positions. Postwar prices were high and 
14 

Government salaries were low. He went to Washington with a plan for a 

$5, 000, 000 construction program for Ellis !Gland, and the Secretary pre-
15 

sented it to Congress, but that body was ecdoualy considering bills to 

halt immigration altogether and was in no mood for enlarging the station's 

lacllities or even repairing the exiatlng structures. 

As Wallie's frustra.tiona grc\v and the barrage o! criticism to which he 

was subjected increaaed in intensity, he became querulous. Soon be was 

agreeing with his critics publicly, describing conditions on the Island as 

"deplorable." There wao, he proclaimed in talks to various organizations 

throughout the East and in newspaper lnterviews, "filth, inefficiency, and 

red tape. 11 These difficulties and the misery th::i.t resulted, he said, were 

all the harder to bear "because we have managed to pass laws bearing no 

~elatlonship to our needs, such ae the literncy test, and then, to make 

matters still worse, thclr application ls made as lnhumano and cruel <lS it 
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ls poaelble to lmagino." Immigrants were regarded as a mass and not as 

individuate. "Our present immigration system ls simply criminal." Tho 

literacy test, he asserted, kept out sturdy workers but not educated crim-
16 

lnals; moreover, it o!ten separated families. ... 

This breast beating was hardly calculated to inspire confidence ln hia 

administration, but whatever his personal contribution to the situation may 

have been, conditions at Ellis !eland were certainly deplorable. Some of 

the buildings, never ndequate to the needs of the station, were no longer 

new and nll had been subjected to hard treatment during the war. Little 
17 

had been done toward rehabilitation afterward. Now they were being 

lnund~ted with a new wave of immlgranta. The administrative otaff was 

evidently not as efficient as it had been. It was composed chiefly of new 

men and Wallis does not appear to have remained on the Island enough to 

bring them under effective discipline. Detentions averaged higher than 

they had before the war, partly because of new legal restrictions, partly 

becauoe many of the postwar immigrants were practically refugees and 

arrived penniless. It was necessary to hold them until relatives or friends 

. . 
. could be notified and money could be e cnt to them. The dilapidated detalnees 1 

quarters were as crowded as they had ever been when the buildings were 
18 

new. .. . 

"Go down to Ellis Iolandl" challenged a widely circulated New9• 

paper Enterprise Association report. "You will find": 

Iinmtgro.nts herded like cattle ln the ill-ventilated, 
fetid dctention .. room. 
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"Future Americans 'putting up' with Uncle Sam: 11 

Immigrant women and children sleeping on the 
floor at Ellis Iola nd in 1921. Litcrc;r_y DiBest, 
April 30, 1921. 
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FUTURE Al\IERICANS "PU'l"flNO UP" 'VI'flI UNCLE SAl\L 

Over a thousand immi~ra.nts were rcccmt.ly forced to sleep on blanket,s spread on the 
fioors in ovC'rcrowclcd Ellis Island. Our treatment of the immigl'a.nt is "criminal," 

declare ·cvcral invcsliga.tors, and Commissioncl' "·a.His agrees with them. 

·-- ---- - ·--·-- - . -- --- - - ·-·-
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No separate quarters provided for mothers with babes 
in arms. 

Vermin on the wallo nnd floors o! detention-room and 
in dormitories. 

Immigrants forced to Bleep 1ndiacr1mln~tely two ln a 
bed or on the floors. 

; : Only 1, 100 beds, tho the overnight popul ation averages 
from 2, 000 to 3, 000 nnd often is as high as 4, 500. 

No mattresses for beds--only blankets spread over 
strips of steel; bunks built in tiers, three high. 

Only six bath-tubs !or use o! all the women and small 
children. 

No bath-tuba for men; thousands forced to use sixteen 
shower-baths. 

Lavatories so in..."\dequate that they are a menace to health. 

Many \vash·basins on upper floors without a water-supply. 

Only two pumps, \Vith low water-pressure, inadequate 
against firo. 

Many immigrants forced to wait weeks because affidavits 
and even money s cnt by relatives had been lost. 19 

Dr. Royals. Copeland, New York Commiss_ioner of Health, declared 

conditions at Ellis Island to be "a menace to the country." Thero were not 

enough medical inspectors; 40 men had to cxamlne 4, 000 im.."'Xlig1·ants a da y, 

or 100 ench. They should not have to examine more than ZO. He· saw filthy 

blankets piled in a corner, during a visit to Ellie Island. Commissioner 

Wallis told him that 1, 000 immigrants had Dlept on these blankets on the 

floor tho night before. The bed facilities on the faland were 1n.itlcquate an<l there 
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20 
were vermin everywhere. 

Describing in detail the intolerable conditions under which women 

and children dct~ince£J were kept on the Island, the Delineator urged its 

subscribers to ."Read this story of what women and children endure at 

Ellis Island, where many immigrants get their first taste of America. 

Then, while you are still boiling with the sense o! injustice and outraged 

21 
decency, write your congressman that conditions must be changed. 11 

It was through an Ellis Island older, shabbier and less well-run 

than that seen by the prewar arrivals that a new tide of 560, 971 immigrant 

aliens passed in the fiscal year 1921. The national total !or. the year was 
22 

805, 228, edgbt! up toward the record fieures of the 1900's • 

The First Quota Law . . . . . :. . . 

. . . . · . . . 

The movement to bring about an absolute reduction in immigration 

had been strong ever since the 1890's and had grown, during tho war if 

not before, to tho point of being a national consen~us. The method o! 

reducing numbers by the literacy teat had failed. Now another means was 

_to be tried. A rneasure limiting imm!g1·ation by basing it on percentages 

o! national representation in the 1910 census was repansed early in the 

admlnb>tration of Preoident Warren G. Harding, after President 'Wilson 

had vetoed lt. 

, Thie act, since known as tho First Quota Law, was adopted as a 

temporary measure pending !urther l'tudy o! the problem o! immigration, 
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but it proved to be the moot important turning-point in American immigration 

policy to date. It imposed the first absolute numerical limits on European 

immigration, and established a nationality quota system based on the pre-

existing composition of the American population. The principle remained 

basic in immigration law until 1965. It insured, as it was intended to do, 

that the new ir-imigration from southern and eactern Europe could not reach 
23 

more than a small fraction of its prewar level. 

The act provided that the number of any European nationality entering 

the United States in any given year could not exceed 3 percent of foreign-

born persons of that nationality who lived here in 1910. Nationality was to 

be determined by country of birth. Not more than 20 percent of the annual 

quota of any nationality could be received in any given month. The total of 

immigrants admissible under the cystem was set at 358, 000, but there were 
24 

numerous classes exempted from the quota system. 

This act, passed and approved by President Harding on May 19, went 

into effect on 15 days 1 notice, on June 3, 1921. Since not mo1·e than one-

fifth of a national quota could be used in any single month, steamship companies 

· rushed to land their immigrants as early as possible in June. The result was 

. 
tho exhaustion of many national monthly quotas within the !irst few days. 

Surplus immigrants were held on board while the immigration authorities 
ZS 

wrestled with the problem. 

"The final week before the new law became effective, 11 Edward Corsi, 

combing the old files at Ellis Island, noted many years later, "saw a mad 

daoh of thousands to American shores. Imagine tho ships, bulging with 
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human cargo, racinn through the Narrows and into New York harbor, actually 

colliding with one another in their hurry to be at Ellis Island before the las t 

minute of grace. 11 One of the last of the immigrant ships to get under t he 

wire was the Cunard liner Saxonia. Her immigrants were admissible under 

the quota, but there was no more room at Ellis Island. "Guarded by Cus toms 

officials and Cunard Linc detectives, her eight hundred human souls were 

landed on Pier 53, North River, at the foot of West Thirteenth Street, where 

they camped on the floor for four days.'' A storm of press criticism was the 
26 

natural result. 

During the month of June more than 10, 000 aliens of various nation-

alities in excess of the quotas for the month were brought to the United St ates , 

most of them to New York. T hese aliens were, as the authorities at Ellis 

Island saw it, "the h<!lpless victims of the transport ation companies," and 

"entitled to a full examination under the immigration law and aloo to an appeal 

to the Secretary of Labor." Yet, under the new law, t hey were barred from 

entering. The situation was "an utterly impossible one." The Secretary 

dil'ected, after due deliberation, that these aliens be admitted temporarily 

_on bond, the ndmissions to be charged to succeeding monthly quotas . The 
27 

decision was believed to be necessary in the interests 0£ humanity. 

The steamship companies continued their mad race, month after month, 
28 

in the keen competition for the reduced immigrant tra ffic, and the policy 

of general admission under bond could not be continued indefinitely. Whole 
29 

shiploads were turned back. The results were tragic. A woman physician 
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on the Ellis Island sta!! later described a. scene produced by such an adverse 

ruling: 

A greatly ma.gnii'icd tragedy was a shipload o! 500 
immicrants from southeastern Europe who had dis ­
posed of t heir homes a.nd all their possessions to 
start life o.new on American shores, only to find 
that they w~re nbovc the quota o.nd were forced to 
return. The ensuing de1nonstration of these excit ­
able people io one of my most pc:i.inful reminiscences 
of service at the foland. They screamed and bawled 
and beat about like wild animals, breaking the wait­
ing-room fu1·niture ald attacking the attendants, 
several of whom were severely hurt. It was a pitiful 
epectacle, but officials were helpless to aid. Again 
it may be asked "·.ihy they were permitted to leave 
their native port without a determinatio=i of the quota. 
Again, however, the I s land was culpable in the eyes 
of those who were blind to facts. Still the officials 
were forced to do their duty. 30 

Commisoioncr Wallin, who was probably miscast as an administrator 

but was a real hwnanitarian, was as unhappy about the quota law as he bad 

been about the literacy test. The conibination was too much for him. "I do 

believe, tt he wrote to Secretary of Labor Davis, "that our nation is com...-nit-

ting a gross injustice for which some day it must render an account, in allov.,i-

ing these hundreds of thousando o! people to sell all they have, sever all 

connections, come four thousand miles out of the heart of Europe and other 

~ountrics, only to find after passing the Statue of Liberty that tncy must go 

back to the country whence they came. Our inspection nnd examination 

ehould be conducted on the other side, thus saving thousands of people the 

suffering we see at the Island daily which is indescribable and that would 
31 

melt n heart of granite. 11 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

165. 

Quite aside from the problems o! administering the new quota law, 

whlch itself was freely belabored in the press, Ellis I s land continued under 

vigorous attack. The Chicar:o Tribune sent Genevieve Forbes, a member of 

its staff, to Ireland and back as an immigrant. She gave the editors the grisly 

account no doubt expected o! her. Her articles in the Tribune were widely 

syndicated. Vlhile her unhappy experiences had to do chiefly with the stec1·age 

and with the barge trip to Ellis I sland, she did complain of the treatment t hat 

immigrants received there. W. W. Husband, the new Commissicner-Gcneral 

of Immigration, was sharply questioned on the subject by the House Committee 

on Irrunigration and Naturalization: 

Mr. Raker •••• You have been at Ellis Island 
during the l as t four or five months? 

Mr. Husband. I have been t here a very cons id­
erable number of t imes. 

Mr. Raker. It is being circulated throughout 
California --and clippings have been sent to me--
that horrible treatment has been imposed on these 
immigr~nts at Ellis I s la:i.d by the officials th.:?m-
selves , t he men insulting women and such t hings like 
that. The article is by Genevieve Forbes, and she.has 
gotten it in most of the Califo1·nia papers. and I suppose 
all over t he United S ta t es , but for wi13.t purpose I cannot 
say. Is ther e anythi ng in t he idea that t he officers of the 
Gove~nment th~rc under you1· clh·ection are maltreating 
these people? 

Mr. Husband. Well, Judge Raker, I have said, in 
commenting on the statements made by Miss Forbes , so 
!ar as t hey rela te to Ellis I s lan<l, and so far as they relate 
to rough tr eatmcnt, loud talking ancl so on. on the part of 
employees at Ellis I a l c>.nd, that tl1ey are perhaps I 0 per 
cent true; that i ~ 10 per cent too much, 10 per cent more 
than there ought to be at E llis I s land. 

Tho officia ls at the !eland t ell me that I am wrong in 
that, th.1t it is not 10 per c ent as bad a s Miss Forbes says 
lt la, hut I would st:i.nd on the ctatcmcnt that 10 per cent of 
her charges, so far as the treatment of the immigrants by 
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employees at E lli:; I s l and is concerned, are true or 
were true at the t ime she wrote the articles. 

Mr. Free. \': hat docs that mean? Docs that mean 
rough or abus ive trc:itment? 

Mr. Husband. No; it means yelling at them, "Here, 
here, here, go this way," and taking hold of them, if 
it is neces::a1·y, and directing them not too gently. 

• • 
Mr. Sicr;el •••• Miss Forbes has told more truth 

as to general conditions at the islo.nd tha.'l has been 
disclosed in a long time ••.•• but you y;ill never be 
able to get at the island 100 per cent politeness and 
~ourtes y when you bear in mind the so.laries the n'len 
are getting; t here is no getting away from it. Further­
more, the physical condition o! the buildb~s is such that 
you can not get the perfection you desire. 3 

Conunissioner Wallis, a Democratic appointee, had submitted his 

resignation not long after the beginning of the Hardin~ administration. The 

Secretary of Labor, in reply, after suitable complimentary l anguage, had 
33 

asked him to stay on until October. The aclminiotration had already chosen 

his succeGsor. He was Robert E. Tod, a New York banker, yachtsman and 

philanthropis t of S cotch birth, a successful admbiotrator and man of affairs. 

He had oervcd as public works officer at t he American naval base in Brest 

during the war and had been cited by General Pershing and decorated by the 
34 

French govern..-nent. 

Tod, ho,vevcr, had been planning a European trip and was reluctant to 
35 

take on the recponsibilitieo of E llio I s l and. Secretary Davis pcrouaded 

him to convert his journey abroad into a !act-finding trip on the problems 

o~ emigration and immigration into tho United States , as a special com-

missioner of the Bureau of Im.migration. Ho was particularly to look into 

the !casibility of arrangements for the examination of aliens by American 

consuls or other officero o! the United States stationed overseas, and to 
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36 
report his findings on his return. 

Tod returned early in October, reporting a general reluctance on the 

part o! American consular offici<ll.s to take on the new responsibilities and 

recommending that Immigration Service officers be appointed as vice consuls. 

Meanwhile, he urged strict limitation o! the viscing o! emigrant passportr; to 

the quota allowed for each country. "You will find," he noted, "that many 

persons who have been warned by the Consuls that the quota has been filled 

for that month persist in getting a vise and coming to the United States in 

the belie! that by some means they may be able to enter. I believe that 

many emierants think th:::.t, having landed at Ellio Island ••• they can appeal 

to the Courts here and with the powerful assistance of different organizations 
37 

will succeed in landing. 11 Tod had put his fineer on a problem that was 

soon to haunt him. 

Wallis at once asked to be relieved and Tod accepted the appointinent 
38 

at Ellis Island, entering on duty late in October, ·1921. The next issue 

of the Outlook indicated its belief that the change in administration was long 

overdue. It pointed out the inconsistency of the current enthusiasm for 

"Americanization" of the. immigrant at the same time that most new arrivals 

had to pass through Ellis Islan d , "one of the most efficient factories in tho 

world !or the production of hatred for America and American institutions." 

The writer refori·ed to three documents that lay before hlm describing 

conditions there, one of them a "calm and dispass.ionate" report by a 

committee of the Merchants Association of New York. ''The foul sanitary 
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conditions and the inefficiency of administration at E llis Islancl" were 
39 

"frankly pointed out in this report." 

Two of these reports, including that of the Merchants Association, 

by a "curious coincidence. 11 said the writer, "refer with approval to the 

successful administration of Ellis Isl:lnd by Commissioner William \'/illiarns 

in 1909." It waa clear that while the organic law was responsible for some 

of the de!ccts and injustices of our treatment of immigrants, "much de-

pends upon the character and ability of the Commissioner, who has great 

power." The Outlook, an influential liberal Republican periodical once 

edited by Theodore Roosevelt, had been hoping !or a reorganization of 

Ellio Island under the Harding administration. "That hope is justified," 

it proclaimed, 11by the announcement of the appointment by President 

Harding of Robert E. Tod to succeed the present Com.missioner, 

Frederick W. Wallis, who was appointed by President \'! ilson." Tod was 

competent, the Outlook declared," to deal successfully with the complica ted 
40 

and perplexing problem which faces him at Ellis Island. 11 

111 never can forget," the Secrct<!.ry told Tod in assuring him of back-

ing to the limit in making the Island what it should be, "that your prcdcce!isor 

spent most of his time out lecturing and telling stories about the dcploral,te 

conditions at Ellis Island, yet no one in his audiences ever seemed to have 

intelligence enough to ask him why, as the administrator of affairs at Ellis 

Island, he did not correct these conclitions rather than going around telling 
41 

eob otories desi3ncd to discredit the immigration laws. 11 
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The Secretary and the Commissioner-General had not waited for Tod 

to assume office before trying to improve conditions at the immigration 

station. As part of the economy program of the Harding administration 

the staff at the Island, which was perhaps excessive, had been reduced 

from 780 to 520 people. Beginning in July, "a committee of the Department 

and Bureau was assigned to Ellis !Gland to make a detailed study of the whole 

situation." Several weeks were spent in this study, which was concentrated 

on the handling and treatrnent of the immigrants. As a result a good many 

changes in both methods and personnel had been made. There was corruption 

as well as discourtesy, chronic problems that grew flacrant with any re-

laxation of discipline at Ellis Island. "In the few cases where it was possible 

to prove dishoneoty employees, some occupyin~ po3itions of trust, were sep-

arated from the Service and appropriate action wa!; taken in the case of 
42 

employees who were shown to be rough and discourteous with the immigrants ." 

Another step taken by the Department of Labor had been the appointment 

of a committee to make a study of welfare wo1·k among arriving in1migra11ts. 

The committee was headed by Fred C. Croxton, chairman of the Ohio Council 

of Social Agencies, and included Julia Lathrop, former head of the Childrcn1o 

Bureau of the Department, and Loula D. Lasker, who had been attive in Red 

Cross work in New Yo1·k. 111 hope to carry this 'cleaning up' work on until 

we have the Island in as nearly an ideal condition as it ie possible to put it, 11 

. 43 
Secretary Davis w1·ote to a New York correspondent. 

Th\s action was hailed by tho .survey. "Ellis Island, " it said, "provides 

llluntration of the need for such a otudy. 11 A number of volunteer agencies 
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carried on work of v~rious sorts there. Some of them limited themselves 

to legal activities, trying to get immigrants their full rights under the law 

and to secure the admission of deferred cases. Others undertook to get 

them started right for their destinations and assured of friendly welcome 

on arrival. Some of them spent "infinite pains" on individual cases, but 

limited their work to special racial or religious groups. "There are natur-

ally gaps in such a spontaneous coterie on the o:ic hand," the Survey pointed 
44 

out, "and on the other hand there is overlapping." 

This committee concentrated its efforts at Ellis Island and held hear-
45 

lngs there in the fall of 1921. . Its report, made early in the following year, 

contained a nwnber of unanimous recommcnd~tions. These went far beyond 

the activities of the welfare agencies and centered on the administration o! 

Ellis !Gland. The report called for the close coordination of welfare work 

by a directo!" of information, to be under the immediate direction of the 

commissioner. This, presumably, was intended to end the bickering that 

had been more or less traditional between the administration and the 

11micsiona1·ics. 11 It called for a genera.l c:i.sing of restrictions on information, 

asking for interpreters trained in social work to assist detained immigrants , 

during the period when they were not allowed to communicate directly with 

their friends, and fo1· a systematic exchange of allowed information bct·.veen 

them and their friends. It called !or a general information service to be 

available to them at all times. 11 Herctofore, 11 thQ report noted, "immigrants 

have been without service of this kind until their ex<iminations are completed, 11 

.. . 

. . 
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frequently being held apart from the public for several weeks. In case of 

deportation, it urged that explancition of the action be given to the immigrants 
46 

and to their friends. 

The report recommended separate and improved quarters for women 

and yo\L""lg children, with a trained dietician in charge of the feeding of the 

children, and better laundry facilities for all detained immigrants. It .iskcd 

that separate religious services, Protestant, Jewis h and Catholic, be held 

on Sunday. It recommended that official interpreters meet the barges takin~ 

hri..migrants from t he ships to E llis I s land and that pending medical examinatio:i 

the immigrants be taken frora the barges to comfortable reception rooms in 

the main building, instead of being held on t he barges. A large room on the 

ground floor, used as a money exchange and r aih vay ticket office, the report 

said, should be converted into a day room !or detained women and children. 

There should also be day rooms with a view of the bay for other detained 
47 

immigrants. 

This was a formidable program, but the new commissioner at once 

accepted the findings o! the committee and set about vigorously to carry 

· out its recommendations as !ar as ho could with the limited funds available. 

There was also a marked improvement in the morale of tho eta!f' which 

probably had little to do with the work of the committee. Secretary Davis 

eont his chief clerk to Ellis !Gland for a check on conditions when Tod had 

been in office o:ily a few week!l. "As soon as the boat reaches the Island, 11 
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he reported, "one who has not been on the Island for six or eight months 

notices certain changeo. 11 There was a general improvement in "many 

ways and many things," hard to define but definitely noticeable. "Employees 

seem to be more alert and do not eeem to treat the immierants with t he 

authorit:irian severity as noted in days gone by." There were a ereat 

many physical problems, however, most of which were pointed out to 

him, along with proposed improvements, but things seemed to be movine 
48 

in the right direction. 

The 0 ltlook, having endorsed Mr. Tod's appoint.Inent enthusiastically, 

sent a reporter over to Ellie Island shortly after the committee's report was 

made public, to see how he wao doing. Tod, it was found, was not after 

personal publicity and p1•cfcrr ed action to t alk. He did not profess to have 
49 

mastered the aituation and had no rcady·made philosophy on immigration. 

Some real changes had already been made under his administration 

and "this l eads one to think, 11 the Outlook said, ' 'that the entire ambitious 

prog1•amme laid out by the Committee on Immigrant Welfare Work will be-

come a reality in the course of time. 11 There had always been some spots 

on Ellis Island t hat were a shock, even when it w'1.s at its best, according 

to the reporter who knew the Island well, and the Great War had affected 

conditions there v ery materially. Commio oioner Tod was eradicating 

"these evil spots" from the Ellis I sland routine, and the eta!! seemed to 

be pleased. "We bad never thought of doing thi s , 11 said several old-time 
50 

officials ne they pointed out changes. 

Tod had already fitted up a large room, formerly uocd for storage, . 
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lnto reception rooms where immigrants were taken directly from the barges. 

There they could wait in comfort for their turn to be examined. In each 

section there were water fountains. There was a new i:afeteria in the in· 

formation room for relatives and friends of incoming aliens. There was a 

nursery where i.trunigrant women were taught to bathe and properly clothe 

their infants. A director of information was soon to be appointed to take 

charge of all welfare work, and there were to be more interpreters, avail-

able to immigrants when t."iey were forbidden to communicate with relations 

and friends. A bigger detention room !or women and children was planned 

("the author's la.Gt visit to the detention room was a horror"), and plans 

were shaping up for improving living conditions for all detainees. Com· 

missioner Tod seemed aware that Ellis Island had been the "Island of Tears," 
51 

and to be determined to change the name. Thia, o! course, had been tried 

before with no permanent results. 

At the request of the Secretary, Albert Bushnell Hart, distingui!;hed 

Ame1·ican historian and student of government, spent several days looking 

into the handling of immigrants, visiting Ellis !Dland four or five times. 

· Hart, of courGe, received red carpet treatment, and his inspection was 

made in tbc winter when immigration was low. Later he went to Washing-

ton and watched in action the Secretary1o new board of review, oet up to 

speed action on appeal cases. While he was there he recorded for his 

host hie impressiono of Ellis Island. The cxiating system of handling 

immigrants in New York, ho thought was "a remarkably well organized, 

well eupervieod, and efficient oystem, in which the general principleo of 
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hwnanity and respect for the poor and friendless are well maintained." 

Ellis Island was "exceedingly well managed. 
52 

right place. 11 

Tod is the right man in the 

A little later the results o! the previous swnmcr 1s investigationa in-

to graft on Ellis Island v1cre publicized. A Polish emigration expert, the 

New York Times reported, had traveled from Danzig to New York with im-

migrants and had studied the workings of the Island. He found much bribery 

going on. "Emigrants rarely complain about the necessity for bribing," he 

said. Their first anx.iety was "to !ind just the man to approach. " Bitter-

ness came after they realized that they had "bought" the wrong man, or 
53 

that they could have gotten tho srune results with no bribery at all. This 

willingnesa, even eagerness, of hmnigrants from some of the Europe2.11 

countries to bribe their way was always a factor at Ellie Island and led to 

the downfall of more than one official. Tod had followed up the investigations 

begun before _his arrivd and five pcroons, £our o! them E llis Island inspecto:rs 

who had resigned during the investigation and the other n concession employee, 
54 

were indicted by a Federal grand jury. 

But the problems of Ellis !eland could not all bo mastered at once nor 

while it was under pressure beyond its physical capacity, and the barrage 

of criticism continued. As the summer came on and the steamship race was 

resumed, Tod's staff was worked to tho limit and morale began to decline. 

The personnel cuts made in tho previous yenr had evidently gone too far and 

the pay ocalc had not been improvccl. "Whilo I have placed the situation. before 

1 •. 
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Mr. Husband, u he told the Secretary in a confidential l etter, "he dmply 

states t hat other r;t=.tions complain the same way. That settles no problems 

for Ellis Island, and the fact 1• cmains that the eyes o! the whole world are 

centered right here at E llis Idand and only the flaws at this port are prL"'ltcd 

in the public press. Upon t he arrival o! every ship protests flood the office 

because of some oc ·urrence which might have been averted had there been 

a sufficient force to mt.:et the exigency •••• The morale here has been alrr.o:;~ 

broken by the utter lack of cons id('ration shovm them. The faithful ones have 
55 

been furloughed, over - worked and under-paid. " 

Congressman Siegel, veteran member o! the hnmigration and Natural-

ization Corrunittee, vidted Ellio Island dui·ing the summer. He found t he 

Island inundated with <letainecs. There was a lack of guarcls and ot11er 

personnel. All the paper worl':. of the station was woefully behind. Tod, he 

told t he Secretary, "means well," but "conditions since July 1st arc even 
56 

worse than they were at any tirne with the CACcption cf last October." 

One byproduct of the war had been the outbrec>J~ of typhus a."1d other 

epidemics in Europe. Some of these were still ragin~ or endemic in parts 

o! that continent. Dody lice, carriers of typhus, cornmon enoueh among 

some clasccs of prewar immigrants, were now regarded as a national 

health hazard. The discovery o! lice among them sometimes held up whole 

bargcloads of immigrants at Ellis Ioland for hours. Dr. Copeland, who had 

been sharply critica l of Ellio I sland the year before, renewed his a.ttack in 

1922. 1'1 would declare Ellis ! el and an infected port," he affirmed. There 
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was always a danger that cases of typhus and other epidemic diseases would 

slip pact ships' doctors and medical inspectors at quarantine, and be "herded 

in insanitary conditions at Ellis Island, where the possibilities for the develop-

ment and spread oi diseases are many, and these cases may enter the city of 

New York and sprca.d to various communities throughout the country, carry-
57 

ing disease with them." 

It was in the midst of attacks on Ellie Island, on the grounds of health 

hazard, of corruption, of filth, brutality and indiscriminate herding together 

of immigrants, that a real effort was under way to reform the place. Com-

missioner Tod resigned to return to private business at the end o! June, 1923. 

He had done much to improve conditions on the Island with the limited funds 

available to him, but the pressure of politicians to get unqualified aliens ir..to 

the country wearied him of the office. They were "making a m.ockery of the 
. 59 

immigration laws," he declared some months before his resignation. 

The~ York Times was editorially sympathetic. "Despite the un-

58 

willingness of Robc1·t E. Tod to comment upon his resignation as Commissioner 

of Immigration for the New York District, Jt it revealed, "it is scarcely a 

secret that his action was largely in protest against the incessant political 
. 

pressure used by Congressmen and others intent on violating the provisions 

of tho immigr:ition restriction law." This fire was naturally concentrated 

on the keeper of the gate at Ellis Island. "Congressmen flatter, cajole, 

insult or threaten him. Immigrant societies cmpl~y skilled agents and 

lawyers to 'get around' him. The public is stirred by tale a of pitiful suffer -

• I 
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lng, of disrupted families, of cruelty and harshness. The brunt of all thca~ 
60 

attacks is borne by the Commissioner. 11 

It was an old story, but still true as it had been in the times of Williams 

and Watchorn. Long before his 1·esignation Tod had protested vigorously to 

his superior in Washington againat last-minute stays of deportation, often 

received by telephone, after deportees had been placed aboard ship. "If an 

alien has had a hearing, in many cases one or more rehearings, and the 

record has been r eview.?d in this office, by the Bureau, by the Advisory 

Board, and by the Assistant Secretary," he wrote, "it would seem. as though 

he had had his day in court and that if found to be inadmissible to the United 

States deportation should proceed. tf, after all these hearings and reviews, 
61 

interested parties demand a further stay there can be only one inference. 
11 

. Tod was succeeded by Henry H. Curran, who had long experience in the 

hard school of minority New York City Republican politics, had run for mayor, 

been a magistrate and Borough President of Manhattan, and had an acceptable 

62 
war record. Curran prove<l to be an able administrator, but he had scarcely 

taken office when the storm of abuse reached a climax. British immigrants 

were most sensitive to the conditions at Ellis Island, it seemed, or at least 

. most vocal in protesting them. The English press printed long articles about 

the inhumanity of keeping British citizens in "cages" with "people of dirtier 
63 

and in!crior nationalities . 11 11Thc British are continually complaining that 

they are put in the same apartment as the Continentals," Commissioner Tod 

told a 'I'ime9 reporter ehoxtly before hio resienation. "Vl e have eight divisions 

to make as it is, oo you can eee if we were to aubdivide these nationalities 

the place would look like a honeycomb. We can't give the British separate 
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64 
quarters." 

65 
Speeches were made in the House of Commons denouncing Ellis I s land. 

Slr Auckland Geddes, the British Ambassador to the United States, visited tho 

Island at the invitation of Secretary of Labor Davis toward the end of 1922. 

He made a thorough inspection and wrote a full report to Lord Curzon, the 

British Secrcta"J:"y for Foreign 4ffairs , who held it until the following August 
66 

and then issued it to the press. 

This r eport was a stinging piece of criticism and produced something 

approaching a ffrst-class international incident. ·The British p1·ess had a 

field day with the document, which confirmed their worst suspicions of 

Ellis Island, while American journals, long accustomed to belabor the Island 

themselves, now r allied to its clefcnse. Starting with the plan of the main 

building, which "did not impress him favorably, 11 the Ambassador discussed 

Ellis I s land exhaustively, commenting freely on "locked doors and wire c ages:t 

which might be necessary but did "mentally cuggest imprisonment," and 011 

such details an "impacted greasy dirt that had been there days, if not weeks 

or months ," the "compound smell of old dirt and new immigrant, 11 which 

"it took thirty·s ix hours to get rid of after leaving tho island," badly 

ventilated rooms a nd "make·shift facilities for medical examination. 11 

General comments included the statement that he would pre!cr "imprison• 

ment in Sing Sing to incarceration on Ellis Island awaiting deportation, 11 and 

the opinion that the time-consuming system of appeal to the Secretary of 

Labor in Waehington in ca.a es o! rejection, though probably right in theory, 
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67 
was ln practice "nothing short of diabolic. 11 

The report was "grossly misleading" and "out of date because it 

comes eight months after his visit to the station," said Commissioner 

Curran to the New York Time9. Most o! the trouble at Ellis Island lay 

in the detelltion cases, he said, "which constitute the one per cent of 

tragedy. 11 These detentions an~ exclusions he blamed on the steamship 

companies for transporting inadmissible aliens, and on certain foreign 

governments for permitting emigrants who could not meet the r equirements 

to start for America. British immigr ants, he declared, his Irish t emper 

roused, were "not very well picked, in spite of the large numbers trying 

to get in in excess of their quota. 11 The British, he asserted, were "jus t 

kicking Uncle Sam's dog around." The I s land wasn't a hell hole or a place 

filled with diabolica l cages . "In most instances, the story ends right and 

they live happy ever after." Curran did agree heartily with some of G eddes ' s 

suggestions for physical improvements, he told the~ York Tribune, and 

thought it likely tha t Congress would provide the funds to carry them out. 

"Actually, there are no great hardships suffered by immigranto at the present 
) 68 

. time on the island, 11 he insisted. "W c are running a pretty good hotel." 

Curran's predecessors at Ellis Island were c;ought out for their opinions 

o! tho validity of tho Ambassador ' s charges. Former Com.missioner Tod 

admitted that "there i s still much need for improvement on Ellis Island," 

while his predecessor, Wallie, repeated his sad tale that Ellis Island was 

"literally a vale of tears. 11 Cur1·an could accept Tod's comment, but replied 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

180. 

with spirit to Wallis's statement thnt be had "seen as high as 1, 100 sleeping 

on the cold tiled floors in the middle of winter." Thia was simply an indict-

ment of \'Tallia's own administration of past years, ho pointed out, and had 
69 

no bearing on his own or Mr. Tod's. 

A new official report on Ellis Island given to the public at this time, 

prepared by Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Wadsworth, took cognizance 

of the "enormous complexities'C.. of administering the immigration law and 

was more critical of the accommodations there than of the sta!f. For example, 

the intensive individual medical examination introduced during the war could 

no longer be carried out fully. Only about 800 of the 2, 000 now permitted to 

land daily could receive this examination. With more space all could be 

examined. The hospitals were good and well administered, but needed better 

quarters for personnel. The "traffic regulations" for handling immigrants 
70 

were criticized, but could probably not be much improved for lack of spa ce. 

This report demonstrated that "During Mr. Curran's administration 

great improvement has been shown, 11 the Indepe!ldent said. Hardship cases 

had not been eliminated, and there would be too many of them as long as the 

exiGting law remained unmodified. "But the comfortinc thine about the work-

lngs of Ellis Island is the thought that Mr. Curran is exercising as much 

common sense and humanity as he can while still adhering to the spirit of 
71 

the law." 

With all the blistering criticism to which Ellis Island bad been subjected 

ln tho recent past, it was only natural that tho authorities there should make 

the most of what came their way in letters of commendation. To Commissioner 
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Curran there came a letter from an lntclli~ent and hichly educated French 

woman. depicting an Ellis Inland scarcely recognizable as the same place 

that Ambassador Geddes h:id described. It told of a detention there less 

than a year after his visit. What most delighted her thrifty French soul, 

apparently, was th:it all the service there was free: 

I 

Gentlemen: 

After a life of travels, and study, knowing five 
langua~cs , it might have been supposed th:lt I had seen 
everything worthy of interes t, yet I had lately an ex­
cellent opportunity to study an ins titution u.'lique in 
the world, and extremely interesting . I mean Ellis 
Island. 

The construction is vast and impos ing tho o:ten 
crowded by the immense quantity of emigrants, whose 
absolute ignorance prevents m~ iy to appreciate that 
the c;hort detention is not only imposed for the security 
of United '"' tatcs, but for the ir own welfare. 

The ladies and gentlemen in chare;c of the emigrants 
have i nc.:<:hauetiblc patience and kindness. The larec 
admittio11 hall i s (in the evening ) used as a concert 
room (once a week) and cinema once also. Sunclays 
a Catholic, a Protc3t~nt and Jewish services are held 
eo any creed can be followed. All this is free. Above, 
nll around t ho hall, is a balcony. This have white tile 
walls and floo1·s, porcelaino l a vabos and baths. There 
are t.wo hospital, a. kinder r,ar ten, medical altcnd~nce, 
all free as well o.o board lor,g ing , ontortainment, etc. 
etc. Intcrro;;ation rooms, otc., arc on the g round floor . 
Beoidco breo.kfa::;t (coffee, ccgs , bread, butter, jam ) 
(lunch--meat, vegetables , chceac, tee\) dinner (soup, 
me<.i.t, etc.) thcl'o n1·c (morning, afternoon, evening) 
throe diotributiono of the best of sweet fresh milk and 
crackers. Many days thirty of tbo9e enormous cans 
aro needed (they contain fifty gallons each, I wae told). 

.. 
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Slx hundred and fifty employees arc daily in attendance. 
Eighteen lancuar;es are interpreted. From morning till 
night colored men and women clean incessantly. Towels 
are changed daily. Sheets three times a week. 

I leave to a competent man the estimate of the daily 
expense of such an esta.bliahment, and I should thank 
heartily an expert to compare E llis Island to anything 
of the same sort, any other nation in the wide world 
has to off er. 

This statement is not solicited, but if it can make 
emigrants undcr st<tnd and appreciate ,-,hat U.S. does 
for them, you are welcome to publiGh it (in any and 
all o! the eighteen languag es understood at Ellis !&land). 

Thanking you for all passed favors, I remain, 

Gratefully yours, 
72 

F. M. Lalande. 

One of the mos t persistent complaints about E llis Island had always 

been the delay in appeals against exclusion. Pending a decision in Vfashinl;ton 

an alien who had been excluded by a board of inquiry c..nd had appealed to the 

Secretary was usually held in confinement on the Island, sometimes for a 

considerable length of time. Ambassador Geddes, in his report, had called 

the system "diabolic." Commissioners at Ellis Island, who bore the brunt 

of complaint in detention cases , sought to speed the procedure, usually by 

getting more authority into their o,·m hands. While rulings varied from one 

administration to another, the Department, jealous of its prerogatives, 

tended to limit the commissioner's discretion, at the same time insisting 

that it handled appeals with all the expedition possible. The problem was 

a constant source of adminiatrative friction as well as of adverse publicity, 
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and was never settled zatb!actorily while I:llis fobnd functioned as a point 

of detention. 

Cor.nrnlosioncr Curran's correspondence with his superior ln Wash· 

lngton on th.iG subject becams aci·imonlous. Shortly after the Geddes report 

had been made public ho ::i~kcd for ''a special effort at this ti:ne toward 

promptness in dccielnc appc:ils," aa Ellis Isl~nd w.:is "ri~ht up to the hllt 
73 

of decent phygical limits" in ita detention quarters. He harped on the 

same theme; for many n1ontho until the Corn."1lissioner-General, in er..a~pcr­

ntion, told him rather loft ily that "unlike the field offices and the Burc::i.u the 

Department's part in handlin~ appeal cases is not a perfunctory one," for 

"it has a real function to pcr!orra, ancl obviounly t11c cases can not be handled 
74 

'\\ilth machine like rcr;ularity." 

Thie was too much for Curran. "I barclly think that the eucccac:ive 

etepo of the actual hanclling of the various examinatio:io of the alien arc to 

bo tossed off <is a n-iattcr of such mere routine as your l etter would in<licatc," 

he replied. Many of the cli!ficultics in these cac;es, he inoisted, were 11the 

result of your systematic withdro.wal of c1iscrcaon from local officials hero 

and every day you duplicate at Cl disadvantage work already done here, and 

thin you necessarily do in a purely routine ·way on the baoia of readin3 a 

plcce o! paper." He cited a list of recent cases in which he blamE-;d the 

Department for delays from 30 to 82 days. Ho referred to a. Mr. and Mrs. 

Elnsiodler, who had arl"ivcd at I:llis Island five months before. They hod, 

ho eaid, "become so lncU~cnouo to the soil of Ellis Iolnnd that Mr. EinaieU!er 
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has mastered the American game of basket ball and is now the leader in 

alien outdoor sports here. Mrs. Einsiedler has been occupied having a 

baby at Ellis Island. I do not know what will happen next. But I do know 
75 

that this case could have been decided befoi·e this time." 

Another and related point of friction between the com.missioner and 

Washington lay in t he lack o! explanation by the Department o! its decisions 

in appeal cases reversing Ellis Island decisions. "If our Boards of Special 

Inquiry are too severe or have misconstrued the law," Curran wrote the 

Commissioner-General, "we should know that at once. I! the admission 

ls predicated on quota charging or other action by the Secretary of State, 

we should be apprised of that. In short, we should be enabled promptly 

in each case to see here t hrou3h the eyes of the Secretary, in order that 
76 

our own discretion may be informed accordingly. " All the satisfaction 

he got was a cold i· cply to the effect that he could not have the informatio:i, 

as ''there la no provision of laY..' under which the Secretary of Labor is re-

quired to explain his action in such cases to boa1·ds of special inquiry or to 
77 

any subordinate offic ial or employee of the Im.migration Service. 11 

Curran was not the ~n to let the matter drop. By arrangement 

l'Ccently effected, he pointed out, cons uls were receiving copies of testimony 

ln excluded cases b c!o1·e boards of special inquiry at Ellis Island. "Jus t as 

the consuls know why we reject, we should like to know why the Secretary of 

Labor admits •••• The consul now has our reasons, and in course of 

correspondence, we shall have the consul1o i·caaons. You, also, now have 
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our reasons, but we, on the contrary, have r.ot the slighte:lt glimmering of 
78 

your reason:;." Whether it was pure bureaucratic snobbery, t he pressure 

of paperwork or rcluctar.ce to admit the frequency with which the Secretary's 

o!!ice gave in to political pressure in admitting unqualified aliens, the De-

partment was most unwillb1g to ~-cplain its reversing decisions to the field. 

Ellis Island was to know some dark days a gain, but by the middle of 

1924 it was over the worst of its many crises . The quota law, whatever its 

faults, had served the purpose of reducing immig ration to more manageable 

proportions and the staff organization had been cons iderably improved. The 

last serious jam at the zt .ition occurred in June. It waa caused by a Supreme 

Court decis ion declaring t hat families of aliens could not be admitted if their 

country's quota had been exhausted. As part of the rehabilitation pronram 

then going forward on the Island, one of the older dormitories had been dis­

mantled and there were a ccommodations for on ly 1, 000 aliens. With over 

11 400 immigrants in detention and more waiting on a steamer for accom­

n"lo<lations, 11 400 men were obliged to sleep on wooden benches in the l a r ge 

r egistry room and many more were quarter ed on benches in the smaller 
79 

offices. 11 

Such scenes were done away with by the new law that went into effect 

at the beginning of July and by phys ical improvements then going forward. 

The Geddes report, resented though it may have been, had made Congress 

more receptive to the needs of Ellis Island. When Commissioner Curran 
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presented a program calling !or $2, 500, 000 !or the rehabilitation 0£ the 

existing buildings, new construction and the enlargement o! the Island to 

provide more recreational space, he had gotten at leas t a part o! what 
80 

was needed-- enough to put the old plant in presentable condition. 

In the midst of the furore over the quota l aw and the horrors o! 

Ellis Island, a basic change in 'Ocean transportation had come about al-

most unnoticed. After the steamohip companies had come to accept the 

new limitations on steerage traffic, they found that the steerage itself no 

longer paid. It could be filled only on west-bound voyagez at the height 

o! the season, and was little patronized between seasons because of the 

poor accommodations. The new liners, beginning in 1922, had no steerage 

quarters but a new and comfortable set of third class cabins. "Competition 

and the Immigration Act have had a noticeable effect on third-claas accom-

modations, 11 an article in the Nautical Gazette noted. "Quality and cor.nfort 

are the watchwords today r ather than numbers carried, and the steerage is 
81 

fast bccomin~ a thing of the past in the North .Atlantic service." So passed 

an ins titution t hat had brought more sorrow and discomfort to the immigrant 

than did Ellis Island at its wor6t. 

The Second Quota. Law 

The quota l aw Rpplicd to European immigration, but not t:> immigration 

from the Americas. There were also a good many classes exempted from 
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the quota. In 1924 there was a large total immigration, 706, 896, but New 
8Z 

York's share of it was only 315, 587, or considcr:i.hly leso than half. 

Migration was incrcasincly across the borde1·s of Mexico and Canada, in 

part of natives and in part of Europeans seeking entry through softer spots 

than Ellis Island. 

Congress was determine<?- to cut immigration further and the debate 

continued intermittently throughout most of the 1920's. The first quota law, 

a temporary measitre, had been extended while the deb:>.te went on, but in 

the oprlng of 1924 a new piece of legislation took its place, effective with 

the beginning of the new fiscal year. This Second Quota Law retained the 

basic principle of the first, but changed the quota base from the census of 

1910 to that of 1890, to cut down still !urthe!" the proportion of immigrants 

fro1n southern and eastern Europe. This quota base Y1as to be replaced 

later by a similar device based on the national origins of the American 

people in 1920. The quota admissible !ram any nation in any one year was 

reduced from 3 to 2 percent of the census figure, thus reducing the total 

quota. Annual quota immigration under the new law wa9 ?'educed from 

358, 000 to 164, 000 per year. 

The most important single foature 0:£ the act, as far as Ellis Island 

was concerned, was a provision for selection and qualification in the countries 

of orl[;in. All imrr.ii;rants from the quota cotmtries were required to obtain 

special immigrant visas, based on examination, from American consuls, 

and not more than 10 percent of a yearly quota' fl vioas could be issued in 
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any one month. This was intended to prevent, or at least reduce, the tragedy 

of rejection at immir;ratiori otations ln the United States after immigrants ho.d 
83 

c.xpe:ided time ar.d funds in rr..aking the crossing. 

The idea of having ir."lmigrants examir..cd in the American consulates 

abro<'.d vms ::.n old one, more than once proposed by ho.rd-presocd immigratio:i 
84 

officials and others. The Department of Labor had been e>q>lorin3 its 

possibilitic$ actively for so:nc tir.ie. Now it was to be tried out. Secretary 

Davis went to Ellis Island in July to sec how t~e new law actually worked. 

He left "pleased and boo.sth!.g over the fact that" t he Island "looked Hke a 
85 

'deserted village. ' 11 

At the end of t he fir~t year of operations under the new law its impact 

was summarized approvingly by the Commissioner-General. According to 

bis report, "in no previous year has so even and regular a volume 0£ im-

migrant travel corr.e to our ports nor has such travel ever bc!ore been so 

carefully and consistcntlr inspect ed by Government officers." Immigration 

under the new law was also of a vc1·y high ordc1·, as was shown by the small 

percentage of rejections, .in fipite of the "inspection methods of increased 

. e!fcctivencss made possible by the even flow of travel." Complaints on the 

part of both the steamship companies and t l':.c travclir:g public had been r educed. 

This succ.:ss had been due not only to the inspection at the consulate:J over seas 
86 

but mere particularly to t~c cH!;tribution o{ t he quota over a ten·month period. 

The 1924 immigration law was rightly termed a "law with a heart," the 

report went on. "There is no more mldr=-cM r acing o! immigrant-laden stcamcro 
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to our harbors: no more congestion of aliens in over-crowded quarters 

awaiting inspection at ports of arrival; no excuse for hasty or cursory in­

spection of aliens, or harsh and summary treatment that might result :Crom 

the efforts of inspectors to facilitate travel and relieve congestion at ports 

of entry." The Immigration Service had at last had "an opportunity to 

vindicate itself of the charge heretofore made by certain interests that, 

in its administration of the law, it did not take the human element properly 
87 

into account. " 

The millennium had come, it a cemed, as far as the reception o{ im-

migrants at the Atlantic ports was conce1·ned. But the formation in the same 

year of the Imrnigration Service 's border patrol chow~ that the problem of 
88 

immigration control had merely been shifted to new centers. 

While the new quota law had a great deal to do with the improvement 

o! conditions at Ellis I s land, a good bit of intern.al house cleaning had been 

going on as well. "Althou~h ·conditiono at Ellis Island were never so bad as 

some hysterical people would have the world believe, 11 the New York Titnes 

commented, "the news that a number o! much-needed improvements have 

been m~de there during the las t !cw months io welcome. 11 Mos t import:i=it, 

in the view of the Times, was the subs titution of individual beds for "the old 

system o! bunks in wire cages. 11 Another welcome change wao in the arrange-

mcnt of the reception and cxa1nining rooms. The old system was s omewhat 

haphazard. "There was unnecessary climbing of stairs and needless going 

to and fro. This has been eliminated and the passing of the immigrants from 
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one exarnine1· to ;mother and thence to the rest rooms and transfer station 

will be more business like." Cong1·ess appe<ired at lant to have appreciated 

"the importance of making Ellis Isbnd as good a reception ground as possible 

!or the incominb aliens .••. Good-will or ill-will there formed is likel}r to have 
89 

a lasting influence on t he immigrant's relation to American life." 

The Survey repoi·ted "a remarkably changed Ellis foland. " The fright-

ful overcrowding that had been ~.t the root of t he worst conditions of the past 

was gone. The new law, "combined with a long needed appropriation .:i.nd an 

energetic and constructive administration bath at. Ellis Island and at Washing -

ton," had brought about a general reform. "The housing facilities have been 

reconstructed; adequate modern plumbing is displacinci the ancient exhibits; 

the iron-pipe two-decker curiosities called 'immigrant bunks 1 have been 

sc1·apped and in t heir place--wonder of wondcrs--there now appear beds, 

real beds, with mattresses, sheets and blankets I Every effort is made to 

keep together the families who must be detained, .while at the same time 
90 

providing separate quarters for single women and men." 

The 1924 law required that prospective immigrants applying for vh;as 

at American c;onsulates ~rnpply t estimony o! their physical fitness from l ocal 

mcdlcal sources. It was found that t he consul s could not depend upon these 

medical certificates , and a good many physically u.Tlfit continued to arrive 
I 

at Ellis Island. At the suagestion o! the Surgeon G cncral, the experiment 

was made of posting Public Health Service examiners in the consulates. This 

wa~ tded out in Eneland and heland and later extended to moot of the Euro-

., 
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pean lands. This went a long way toward making the possession of an 
91 

American immi~rant vioa the equivalent of admission to the United States. 

What this meant for Ellis Island was that it was rapiclly losing the 

basic function for which it had been created·-that of primary inspection 

of t he im..-nigrant. This s ituation was intensified as immigration inspectors 
92 

were added to the medical officers at the consulates so that, in effect, 

the immigrant was completely "pre-processed" when he reached New York. 

A final check-up on the steamer coming up the bay normally completed the 

procedure and only a small percentage of doubtful cases held !or boards of 

inquiry was sent to Ellis Island. The Island, with its massive buildings, 

had become a white elephant en the hands of the Immigration Service. The 

monster was another thirty years in dying. 

Criticism of Ellie Island, naturally, did not automatically cease with 

the improvements that Commisoioner Curran had made and that the 1924 l~w 

had brought about. A writer in the Forum in 1927 could still describe it in 

detail and call it a "forbidding prison," to \vhich the Statue of Liberty "turns 
.93 

a cold, bronze shoulder." But he was c:mswered in the same publication by 

a well-informed eentlcma.n who had been startled by this description, had 

gone to the Island to refres h his recollection of the place and affirmed that 
94 

"As Americans we need not be ashamed of Ellis Island." The Island would 

never live down its dark reputation, but the abuse was easing. 

While Ellis Island continued to handle primary inspections of immigrants 

from countries where inspection teams had not yet been installed in the consulates , 
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its functions had so diminished that extensive reductions in personnel were 

under way by 1926. Trained immigration officers were badly needed else-
95 

where. Two years later the Commissioner-General began to speak of 

the station as "something of an economic problem. 11 It was thoroughly 

orianized and modernized, "the best equipped and operated immigration 

station in the world, 11 but the buildings were "la1·gcr than needful to ac-

commodate present-day immigration. 11 Moreover, "the overhead generally 

ln the maintenance of this tremendous plant, 11 was "a heavy item of eA.-pense. u 

The suggestion of abandoning it for a more modest base was very cautiously 
96 

advanced. "Where once congestion troubled the officialz," the Survey 

commented, "they are now uneasy over the e.xpense o! opcr:Lting an im:~itution 

that is mucli too large for present and probably !or future needs. The tide 

of immigration now beats upon the land bordcrs--not upon the sea-coasts-­
. 97 

of the United States. 11 

. .. 
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· . CHAPTER VI 

Last Phase: Detention and Deportation 

~ ; : 

New Deal at Ellis Island 

. : · Any serious proposal to abandon Ellis I s land at this time might have 

had an unhappy effect upon Congress, which had appropriated a good bit of 

money only a short while before, at the urgent request of the Immigration 

Service, for modernizing the station. Some sort o! station for the exami­

nation and hospitalization of foreign seamen had to be maintained in New 

Yoi·k Harbor. There were always stowaways and deserters to be picked 

up and deported. There were still some immigrants arriving in New York 

who had not gone through processing at American consulates. There were 

always some processed immigrants who must be detained !or action by 

boards of inquiry or hospitalization for illne::ises acquired after their ex-

amination overseas. Ellis Island, at the principal Atlantic port where the 

trans-continental railroads met tho trans-Atlantic liners, was still the most 

convenient place for the collection of deportees. Tho Island was i·ctained in 

service. 

The long and deep depression that followed the stock mark
0

ct crash of 

19Z9 had a significant impact on t he station. As the depression wore on, 

fewer immigrants came. Ey 1932 there were more aliens leaving the United 

States than there were a.rriv:ll5, for the first time since records had been 

1 
kept. While most of the reduction in immigration during the cal"ly 1930'e 
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was probably voluntary, it wa9 the policy of the administration of President 

Herbert Hoover to keep immigration at a minimum. The State Department 

now to a very large degree controlled immigration at its source through the 

consulates. In 1930 instructions went to the American consuls to interpret 

strictly the "likely to become a public charce" clause of the basic immigration 
z 

law and thus keep immigrant visas down. 

Another device for keeping what jobs there wore in the hands of Americans 

was a general roundup of aliens illegally resident in the United States. Secretary 

of Labor Doak set out in 1 ?31 to clear the land of "every one who cannot prove 

he is lawfully resident here," and President Hoove1· assured him of adequate 

funds for the campaivi. Doak estimated that there were 400, 000 dcportable 

aliens and planned to corral them. His methods were at first rather abrupt 

and brought loud protest. In a few weeks more than 500 aliens were rounded 
3 

up in New York City alone and Ellis Island was crowded. The Commissioner-

General reported in that !iscal year "the greatest number of deportations in 
4 

the history of the bureau, 18, 14Z. 11 

In August alone a total of 860 aliens were deported !rom Ellis Island, 

the commissioner there reported in asking more help in this task. "There 

has been a complete reversion at thio port of immigration work, so far as 

its importance is concerned, 11 he noted. "Vfhcrcaa previously it was re­

garded as the gatcwa}' to Amc1·ica, it is now the po1·t of expulsion, and our 

Law Division and Deporting Division are the two most important at the 
5 

station." 
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It was in this situation, with the immigration station at Ellie If;land 

!unctioning primarily as a deportation center, that Edward Corsi was 

appointed as the new commissioner of immigration at the port of New York, 
6 

in November, 1931. Corsi had himself passed through Ellis Island as an 

immigrant boy from Italy and he had spent most of his adult life (he was still 

young) in social service work among immigrants in New York City. The 

appointment flattered and attracted him. 

From the beginning of hia administration Corsi realized that the 

problems of Ellis Island were "in distinct contrast to those of the flood­

tide days. 11 The news had gone to all parts of the world that America was 

no longer the land of promise, discouraging immigration. In the adminintration 

of Secretary Doak there wao a clea1·ly defined policy of deportation. In some 

instances he used the "nnarchist" or i·adical clause of the law, but he also 

made a drive against vagrants and the unemployed, as well as those in the 

United States illegally. Doak had detailed "ambitious Immigration inapectors" 

to Ellis Island and, some months before Corsi's regime, they cooperated 

with the New York City police in raiding a Finnish dance hall in Harlem. All 

who could not convince the officers that they were in the country legally were 

arrested. The performance was repeated at the Seamen's Home on South 

Street, where many men were jerked from their beds and taken to Ellis 
7 

Island. 

The strenuous efforts of the Secretary of Labor to clear the land of 

illegally resident aliens were noted by the National Commission on Law 
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Observance and Enforcement, popularly known a!l the "Wickersham Com­

mission, 11 which was then !unctioning. In a report on the enforcement of the 

deportation laws, the Commiosion called attention to the fact that they were 

enforced by administrative rather than judicial processes. An agent o! the 

Bureau of Immigration had the whole duty of enforcing these laws within his 

district. "This makes of such an agent, 11 the Commission observed, "a 

detective, a prosecutor, and a judge--three !unctions which we have found 

it safe, in no other phase of life, to intrust to any one individual. 11 While 

the spirit of the Bureau and its agents was believed to be for the most pa1·t 

fair, there were "striking instances of oppression, unfairness, and hard-
8 

ship, 11 which were certainly to be expected under the circumstances. 

In addition to those aliens rounded up throughout the country and 

shipped against their will to the deportation station, there were in thee e 

days many who went gladly. In the hard times, quite often, "the radical 

or voluntary deportee l eft Ellis I s land with a smile. 11 Any alien in the United 

States less th:in three years who could prove himself destitute could be de-

ported at Government expense. For some time about 200 a month in this 
9 

category alone were applying for deportation. 

The tragic cases were the involuntary deportees. The laws were 

rigid and Corsi had little discretion in the matter. "We are making every 

effort to effectively enforce the law as to the e;~pulsion of aliens illegally 
10 

here, 11 ho reported a few months after taking office. But as he confessed 

later, "the duties of deportation were never very pleasant to me and often 

" 
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very bitter." This was particularly true when the laws applied to "men and 

women o! honest behavior whose only crime is that they dared enter the 

promised land without conforming to law." Often they were forced back to 

the countries they came from penniless, "and at times without coats on their 
11 

backs." 

Corsi believed that Ellis Ioland 1s reputation suffered more from the 

ln!lexibility of the legal system, and the want of discretionary power on the 

part of its administration, than from wilful abuse of authority by thE: enforc­

ing officials. The tradition he found at Ellis Island was one of the assumed 

necessity of enforcing the laws to the letter. He felt the need of ten'lpering 

justice with mercy. "Let us carry out the intent of the law, but let us do 
12 

it as humanely as possible," he said in one o! his first official statements . 

One of his firct efforts was to create better relations with the press 

than Ellis Island had known in the past. Hitherto, he found, the preos had 

been sharply restricted in its coverage of the Island's activities. He called 

a meeting of New York reportero, had them to lunch and promised them free 

entry to the Island and all its inhabitants. He had a similar meeting with the 

correspondents of foreign newspapers, which ha<l for years been eiving the 

United States a bad name because of the actual or imaginary conduct of the 

Immigration Service at Ellis Island. Thei·e was a third meeting with the 

consuls o! foreign nations in New York. The result of these meetines was 

better local and world-wide publicity. Following this up, Corsi made 

numerous radio addresses and platform appca1·ances, and urged hie senior 

., 
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13 
eta!! men to do the same, the mesaage being, "We have nothing to hide I" 

To Corsi ElliG Island was not a prison and it was wrong to treat de-

portees as prie;oners. Hitherto they had been allowed to have visitors only 

on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He iasued an order that friends and relatives 

might come to the Island any day in the week. He found that detained aliens 

were denied the use of the telephone and, after a staff meeting on the subject, 

ha.d telephones installed in the detention rooms. Hitherto detained aliens 

were allowed only an hour or two a day outdoors. This, it was ID:plained to 

Corsi, was b ecause of the lack o! guards . He requested more guards and 

got them, "and the immigrants, weather permitting, now spent most of the 

clay playing games or walk1nc in the sunshine." He granted deportees the 

privilege oi going out under guard to visit relatives or to attend to business. 

He had a apeciul mail box set up in the detention quarters !or mail add1·essed 

to hlm, and he m<ido hlmeolf accessible to listen to complaints. "Many ma.de 

valuable suggestions," he noted, "and often these talks were responsible !or 
14 

the prevention o! injustices." 

Corsi manaeed to hold the confidence of his superiors through the Hoover , 

administration. Ho invited Secretary Doak to the Island and Doak came on 

several occaoions, "watched the games o! the nliens, mingled with t hem and 

gradually changed his attitude." Corai was able to soften the Secrcta1·y's 

deportation policy considerably: 

Such whole3clo raids as that on tho Finnioh dance 
hall wero otoppcd. The Washington apccial agents, 

., 
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untrained and overly ambitious, were gradually 
cleared from the bland. Raids were canceled; ar­
rests were made in 01·derly fashion and on warrants 
as provided by l aw; third-<legrcc methods were strict­
ly pror.ibitcd; a gents abusing aliens, severely punished; 
hearings on warrant:J of depori:ation were orderly, fair 
and strictly in accordance with law. All this was in 
direct contrast to conditions which the public had 
protested vigorously. 15 

Good relations with the Washington office brought not only a more 

humane deportation policy but also helped Corsi to get the money and 

authority for physical improvements at Ellis Island. Early in his adminis-

tration he obtained $350, 000 for a gene1·al cleaning and dressing up. The 

old marquee in front of the main building was torn down and replaced by a 

plaza adorned with flower beds, and a new room to house the scattered 
16 

records of the station wao built. Larger sums were forthcoming later. 

Corsi's policies at Ellis Ioland blended harmoniously into the New 

Deal of the Franklin D. Roosevelt administi·ation ):>eginning in 1933. He 

bad known Frances Perkins, the new Sec1·etary of Labor, in social service 
17 

work, and on her recommendation he was reappointed. One of the new 

Secretary's early actions was to appoint a non-partisan committee of 

prominent citizens under the chairmanship of Carleton H. Palmer to 

undertake a complete analysis o! Ellis Island, and to make recommendations 

for !uture improvement there. Corsi worked closely with this committee and 

had the great satiofa.ction of finding embodied in its report, issued in 1934, 

"practically the whole body" o! his own conclusions and recommendations 
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not only for the improvement o! Ellis Island but also for the reform of the 
18 

deportation laws. 

The committee's report was painstaking and detailed. It reviewed 

the history o! Ellis Island and noted the changing conditions facing the 

arriving immigrant. In the old days all immigrants went to Ellis Island 

as a matter of routine; now they were so thoroughly inspected, both over-

seas and on shipboard, before a1·rival that comparatively few were held 

for further examination there. Only 4, 488 incoming aliens, including both 

immigrants and visitors, had been held on the Island during the previous 

fiscal year, usually for not more than two or three days. The problem of 

the outgoing alien was more acute. In the same fiscal year 7, 037 outgoing 

aliens had passed through Ellis Island. Moat of these had to wait there for 

their passports and sailing arrangements, sometimes !or long periods, 

while foreign consuls carefully investigated their status as nationals whom 
19 

they should take back. 

The report described the physical development of the foland and its 

existing functional use. It noted that "a generous grant" of Public Works 

Administration funds had already been allocated to Elliz loland and was 

being uocd to add new land to the Island for recreational purposes. The 

Committee's "recommendations in regard to buildings and grounds," it 
zo 

was oboervcd, "arc thus already in the process of being carried out." 

In other words, the Committee had gracefully accepted a fait accompl}. 
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The administrative organization o! the Ellis Island station was described, 

a.!ter complimentary language to the staff and to "the enlightened supervision 

under which the Island was administered." The Committee found that Ellis .. 
Island was now the headquarters of Disti·ict No. 3 of 22 immiciration and 

naturalization districts into which the country had been divided since the 

Immieration and Naturalization Bureaus had been merged in the summer o! 

1933. The district included southern New York and northern New Jersey. 

Separate naturalization offices were maintained in New York and Newark. 

The district was administered by a District Commissioner, Im.migration 

and Naturalization Service, aided by a District Director and an Assistant 
21 

Director. 

The Ellis Island station, in addition to its executive offices, consisted 

of 12 divisions: 

Boarding Division, which boarded steamers at quarantine, got the 

manifests and examined passengers. Admissible aliens were discharged 

with a landing card. l£ there was doubt as to hie eligibility to land, the 

alien was put aside for further ques tioning or held fo~ hearing before a 
. . 

board of special inquiry at Ellis Island. This clivision, the Committee 

found, was badly understaffed. 

. . 
Inspection DiYioion, which made primary inspections of such aliens 

as were not examined abroad or !or some reason were not examined at the 

pier. From this divbion were !ormed boards of special inquiry. Certain 

inspectors were appointed chai1·mcn of these boards, with the approval o! 

,. 
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the com.missioner. Under this division also was the Information Bureau, 

which answered inquiries made by callers or telephone, regarding detained 

aliens. The Bureau aloo arranged for the delivery of mail to detainees. 

Record Divi s ion, which had custody o! the records o! arrivals and de­

partures , as recorded on manifest sheets. The records o! arrivals dated 

from June, 1897. This division verified records of arrival for aliens apply­

ing for na turalization. At that time, the Committee noted, there was a delay 

of several months on current cases and more personnel shoul<l probably be 

added. This division aloo kept a record o! aliens admitted for t emporary 

residence. 

Regi stry Divis ion, which i nvestigated applications for certificates of 

regiotry (under the law of March 2, 1929, covering aliens of good character 

of whose l egal entrance there was no record). The division interviewed 

al'plicants and witnesses, and made recommendations to Waahington. 

Law Division, responsible for investigating deportation c aoes . It 

arranged !or bail bonds in warrant cases; investigated cases of fraudulent 

re-entry permits; handled fines, prosecutions and habeas corpus proceedings. 

This division, too, was short handed and "could use more inspectors for this 

very important branch of the work. 11 

Bonclbg Division, which handled all bonds required !or persons likely to 

become public charges, students, children under sixteen required to attend 

ochool, visitors and othero. 

?aeeport Divioion, engaged in securing passports for uUens who were 
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to be deported. V cry frequently this im·olved protracted correspondence 

wlth the consulate of the foreign country of which the deportee was a citizen. 

Treasury Division, which kept all governmental accounts, prepared 

vouchers, payrolls, etc., and held for safekeeping funds belonging to de-

tained aliens. 

Deporta tion Divisio!'l, which had custody of all aliens awaiting de-

portation or the decision of their cases. It handled all deportation arrange-

ments except the procuring of passports . 

Chines e Divi~ion, concerned with all casco involving Chinese aliens , 

both immigrants and deportees, either under the deportation law or the 

Chinese Exclusion Act. 

Night Division, conGisting of an officer in charge, matrons, guards, 

laborers and charwomen, responsible for night security and for the clean­

ing of the rooms occupied during the day. 

Filing Division, in which were kept all con·espondcnce files. 

. The total staff at the time of the Committee's report amounted to 450, 

a much smaller fi gure than the station had maintained during the height of 
22 

lts operations. The Committee made no compa1·able analysis of the medical 

staff at Ellis I s land. This was composed of Public Health Service ernployees, 

who co-operated with. but were not subordinate to, the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service. 

The Ellis Island Committee, while generally. approving Corsi 1 a 
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administration, pointed out a number o! possible improvements. Boarding 

inspectors, it believed, should explain to immigrants not immediately dis-

charged juat why they were being held and should perrnit social workers to 

assist them. They should refer doubtful cases to the chief' inspector aboard 

the boat before sending them to Ellis Island for special inquiry. At the be-

ginning o! a special inquiry the chairman should read to the alien the facts 

in his case as stated on the detention card, so that he might know what the 

isoue was thc..t he had to meet. Relatives 01· friends of aliens should be per-

mitted to pos t a bond in atlvance of the arrival of an alien, to be retained by 

the Government only if such alien were admitted under bond. There should 

be a more moclcrn literacy test, the Committee believed, than the existing 

one which employed tc"-1:S from t he Bible. There were other recommendations 

for improving administrative practices both on Ellis Island and at the consulates 
23 

abroad. 

Sodal welfa:&.'e work at the Isla nd, it was recommended, should have 

broader recognition through the establishment of a Division of Inforrnation 

and Immigrant Aid, and the commissioner should be authorized to 6ccure 
24 

t he assistance of prominent citizens to serve as a board of visitors. 

Going far beyond the boundades of Ellis Island, the Committee concerned 

itself with departmental regula tions and m ad e recommendations, generally for 

the protection of the alien, in connection with re-entry permits, certificates 
25 

of regi~try, depol'tation, education. and naturalization. The Committee also 
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"Lay-Out of Ellis Island," showing proposed new 
construction. H.cport £!.the E llis Is land Com1nittee, 
March 1934. 
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drew up a broad pro~ram o! lenal reform, under the heading of "Recommen-

dations Requiring Action by Congress." In general, proposed amendments 

to existing immigration and naturalization laws were in the direction o! 

greater efficiency and, more especially, more humane and just treatment 
Z6 

o! the alien. 

Accepting Corsi 1s building proeram, already under way, the Committee 

called for better facilities at Ellis Island for segregating the different classes, 

both of deportees and incoming immigrants. To this end it recommended that 

the baggage and dormitory building should be remodeled for deportees, and 

that a new building should be built to hold the incoming immigrants. The 

remodeling of the bagga g e and dormitory building was to be done in such a 

way as to allow better segregation o! the different classes o! deportees. 

The new building !or immigrants was to be on a new fill, behind a new sea­

wall on the northwes t side of the Island. This fill, about 100 feet wide and 

extending some distance on both sides of the new building, well fenced, would 
27 

provide l'Ccreation space for the immigrants. 

A number of physical improvements were proposed for the hos pital 

group. The "Cottage", or doctors' quarters, on Island No. 2 should be 

removed and a new pavilion built for housing personnel, nurses and doctors, 

with kitchen and dining rooms. There should be verandas on four pavilions 

o! the contagious ho s pital on Isla nd No. 3, for tubercular and other patients. 

The space between !Gland No. 2 and Island No. 3, "now covered with cinders , 

should be re.graded, surfaced, planted, landscaped and used !or hospital 
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Structural Development of Ellis Island, 1890· 1935. 
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recreation for all classes o! patients." A new recreation building should be 

built in the s pace between t he two hospitals "to replace the old A. R. C. build-

ing now on Island No. 2, at present a fire Hazard." More small ward units 
28 

should be provided within the hospital group. 

A new fireproof ferry house should be built, connecting with covered 

passages , and containing waiting rooms, lunch counter, guard room, toileto, 

repair shop, etc. Existing connecting passages should be fireproofed and 

new passages , connecting building s on I aland No. 1 with the new buildings 

of the f erry house and the two hospitals, should be of fireproof construction. 

All tiling, roofing , wiring, heating, plumbing and elevators in the old build-

ings should be repaired, and there should be new painting. The incinerator 

should be rebuilt and changed from wood to oil burning or, preferably, be 
29 

replaced by modern construction. 

A large part of t:his physic al development program was carried out 

withln the next t wo years , the last major construction on the Island. Land .. 
30 

scaplng of the g1·ounds was carded on with VT PA labor for several years. 

The Secretary's annual report for 1934 referred to the recommendations 

o! the E llis I sland Con'lmittee for alterations and extensions of facilities, 

and said that there were similar needs at other stations. An allotment of 

$1, 422. 980 had been obtained from the Public Works Administration for 

improvements and. of this total, $1, 151, 800 had been given to Ellis Island. 

"Work on these various p1·ojects," the report said, "was started in 1934 



:r 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

213. 

31 
but will not be completed u ntil 1935. " 

The Secretary's office accepted not only the Ellis Island Committee 's 

building program but also many of its administrative recommendations. 

"The report of t he E llis Island committee," said the Secretary's report, 

"and the recommenda tions of the district directors, as weighed and considered 

by the Com.mis sioner and his principal assistants , have been the basis of many 

of the administrative reforms effected during the past year and of the recorr..mend-
32 

ations for legislation which have been submitted to Congress." 

Corsi resigned early in 1934, before the Ellis I s l and Committee's r e -

port was released. He found that the routine at the I s land was so well establish-

cd that there was little for him to do except sign his name to letters and doc-

uments. "Aside from ovcrs eeinc t he functioning of t he job, 11 he said, "my 

daily duties were practically nil. My work there was finished. 11 Fiorello H. · 

La.Gua rdia, the dynamic new Mayor of New York, had asked him to serve as 
33 

his director of relief. Corsi felt the challenge and accepted. 

Ellis Island Under the Department of Jus tice 

Immigration continued at a reduced pace throughout the 1930's. With 

the growth of totalitar ianism in parts of Europe there v ... as great pressure 

to relax the immigration laws in favor of refugees from persecution. No 

lcgielation was passed, but administrative measures did allow the entrance 

of perhaps 250, 000 such persons during the years immediately preceding 
34 

World War ll. This influx was not on a ocalc to affoct operations at Ellis 
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Island to any marked degree; thiR type of immigrant was checked with es-

pedal care at the consulates under the "likely to become a public charge" 
35 

clause. 

Deportations also continued, but in a more orderly and generally 

more humane manner than had been the practice before the time of Corsi 

and the E llis Io land Committee. A committee appointed by the Secretary 

in 1938 made a further study of administrative procedure in deportation 

cases. As a result of its recommendations, some improvements were made 

ln the conduct of deportation hearings, making them l ess arbitrary and more 
36 

closely conformable to normal judicial procedure. 

Internally, Ellis Island was long racked by a scandal that broke as a 

result of the consolid'a.tion of t h e Im.migration c::.nd Naturalization Bureaus . 

It was found that for years thc1·e had been frauds perpetrated, involving 

both im.migration and naturaliz<ltion cases, by racketeers acting in collusion 

with employees of the Service having access to official records. Similar 

frauds had been exposed in the past, but these were on a scale large enough 

to justify p1·olongcd investigation. In the first year of the investigation 5, 000 

. bound volumes o! passenger manifests fil ed at Ellis Island covering the arriva l 

of 4, 000, 000 individual immigrants were examined for alterations and insertiono , 

and approximately 150, 000 naturalization pet~tions, with files and court records 

in New York City and Brooklyn extending over n period of 9 years, were checked. 

It was revealed that manifests had been altered, official documents were miss -

lng, and whole filcCJ had been stolen. The investigation continued into 1940, 

and involved the successful prosecutlon of ovor 250 racketeers, cmployeeo, 
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aliens and &team~hip companies. The scope of the investigation was ultimate-

ly enlarged to include registry frauds, visa frauds, the smuggling of aliens, 
37 

seamen's certificate fraucls, and other illegal activities. 

The fine new immigration building erected on the recommendation of 

the Ellis I sland Committee remained unused !or several years. This situation 

attracted the attention of t he Bureau of the Budget and the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service was forced to c:cplain. The building h::i.d been intended 

for the use o! detained arriving aliens. It had been felt that "a separate build-

ing and better quarters should be established for this class of aliens than for 

. 
the average deportee who is fr equently of the crim inal or other undesirable 

class. 11 It had never been used for several reasons. "Principally, the volume 

of business did not increase, improvements were made in the main building , 

and, above all, appropriations were never made available for the maintenance 
38 

of the necessary help to maintain a building of this cize." 

Soon afterward, war having broken out once more in Europe, the Coast 

Guard was directed to conduct extensive patrols to enforce the Neutrality Act. 

Quarters were needed for training and the Coast Guard thought that Ellis I sland 

was a likely place. The Labor Department accordingly turned over to t he 

Treasury Department the immigration building and the ground floor of the 
39 . 

baggage and dormitory building. 

The interest of the B udget Durcau in tho operation of Ellis Island by 

no means ceased with the allocation of space there to the Coast Guard. At 

hearings on Immigr a tion and Naturalization Service estimates a few weeks 

later, "the Durcau officials objected voci.t'erouoly to the constant heavy ex-

.. 
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pcnse involved in operating the Ellis Island ferry-boat and other appurtenances 
40 

such as the docks and steam boilers on that almost deserted island." Figures 

supplied to the Bureau had shown that maintenance and operation of buildings 

for fiscal years 1930, 1937 and 1938 had cost $47, 820. 48, $101, 549. 16 and 

$49, 598. 45, aside from work done by the Public Works and \Yorks Proeress 

Administrations. The operation of the ferryboat Ellis Island during calendar 
41 

years 1936, 1937 and l 93B had cost $79, 951. 61, $186, 222. 42 and $81, 177. 41. 

It was suggested that the Department of Labor try to arrange a deal with some 

other Government agency such as the Coast Guard to take over the whole of 
42 

Ellis Islu.nd and secure space and a new building on the mainland. 

By thin time the combined Immigration and Natu1·alization Service was 

carrying on operations at several points in Manhattan. Secretary Perkins 

accepted the Budget Bureau' s suggestion and began seriously seeking a centra l 

location which would permit abandoning Ellis foknd altogether to the armed 
43 

forces. A project for a $6, 000, 000 building in Manhattan to house all 

the local operations of t he Service was set on foot and approved in the Executive 
44 

Office of the President, but no appropriation was made and it did not 

materialize. 

With the coming of World War II, Ellis Island went th1·ough a cycle of 

use similar to that which it had experienced in \Vorld War I. Before the United 

States entered the war, however, the Island celebrated a birthday party. Com-

missioner Rudolph Reimer, who had succeeded Corsi, decided to observe the 

fiftieth anniversary of the signing by President Harrison of tho bill C!itablish-
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ing the immigration station. The af!air took place on April 12, 1940. Governor's 

Island fired an 11 ·gun calute and the Coast Guard, newly-installed on Ellis Island, 
45 

responded with its cannon. 

The immigrant had at first been regarded pretty much as a species of 

import, and the :function of immigration control had been assigned to the Treanury 

Dcpa1·tment. Increasingly, he came to be viewed as an addition to the national 

labor !orce--a threat or a blessing, depending on the point of view- -and im-

migration control was assigned to the Department of Commerce and Labor 

(1903}. When a separate Labor Department ·was set up (1913) it was assigned 

to that agency. Now, with Europe once more ablaze, and especially with the 

fall o{ Norway to the forces of Hitler partly through the agency of subversion, 

the immigrant came to be viewed in still another light. He was considered 

primarily in the aspect of his potent.bl threat to tbc national security, and the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service was shifted to the Department of Juctice, 
46 

effective June 14, 1940. 

As part of the same trend, the Alien Registi·ation Act passed in the same 

n1onth not only required the registration of all ~liens but also added to the list 

of deportable classes and called for the finger printing of aliens seeking to 
47" 

enter the United States. This added another to the growing bundle o! papers 

that each immigrant had to carry with him and that the immigration inspector 

operating from the Barge Office had to check. As always , when the immi-

gration laws wore tightened, a !cw more unhappy immigrants were detained 

a t Ellis lslai1d. 
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Figure 24. 

The great examination hall at Ellis !eland about 1945. 
During World"\ -ar II the former examination hall was 
used as day qua.rte1·e fol' i ntern ed cn~my alien families. 
Sleeping quarters wc1·e in privc.te 1·ooms off the balcony. 
U. S. Immigr c-.tion and Naturalization Service. 
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As in 1917, Ellis Island in 1941 and 1942 played host briefly to the 

crews of enemy ships taken over by the Government. These men were 
48 

soon transferred to detention camps elsewhere, as were many other 

German, Italian and Japanese nationals picked up by the Federal Bureau 
49 

of Investigation and temporarily depoaited on the Island. As the war 

went on, and immigration through New York almost ceased, Ellis Island 

became pi·imarily a place of detention for family groups of enemy aliens. 

With the detention there of enemy aliens, Ellis Island became again 

!or a time a very busy place. By May, 1942, when the Navy Department 

so 

asked for additional space on the Island, the Attorney G encral felt obliged 

to refuoe the request. "The Inunigration and Naturalization Service now 

has in custody on Ellis Island approximately 1, 000 aliens, " he e;..-plained. 

11The detention quarters are insufficient for the needs of the Service and 

it has been found necessary to request the City of New York to permit us 

to use some of the dormitories on Rikers Island for alien detention facil-
51 

lties. 11 As "numerous complaints of various kinds" came in in connection 

with thenc detentions, the. commissioner began a busy search for quarters 
. 52 

elsewhere, but under w:i.rtime con<litiono space was hard to find and 

nothing came of tbes e efforts. 

Another solution was proposed. The Irrunigration and Naturalization 

Service now had some apace in the WP A Headquarters Building at 70 Columbus 

Avenue. It was pi·oposed ,to rent the entire building (the WP A was now wind-

lng up its affairs) and transfer there all the administrative work at Ellis !Gland, 
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"retaining there only those activities incident to the ca.re and mai11tenance 
53 

of detained aliens. 11 This move was car1·ied out in 1943. All the !unctions 

of the Service in the New York area except detention were concentrated in 

the Columbus Avenue building, while Ellis Island was kept "solely as a de-
54 

tention station for aliens." 

Another important operation becan at Ellis Island, however, at t he 

same time. An inves tigation of ar?"earages in the work of the Record Division 

there in 1941 had brought a recommendation for the copying of the disintegrat-
55 

ing i·ecords. The work of microfilming some 14, 000 volumes of ships' 

manifests and other' immigration records stored at Ellio Island, covering 

the years 1897-1942, began in 1943 and was completed in the following year. 

The National Archives assisted in preparing the material for microfilming 

and a negative set of the film record was d eposited in the Archives , the 
56 

positive being retained for Service use. 

While a few enemy aliens were kept in internment on Ellis Island into 
57 

1947, activities there tapered off rapidly afte1· the end of the war. The 

Coast Guard station on the Island was decommissioned in 1946, leaving the 

entiro immigration building, about half of the ferry house and much of the 
58 

baegagc and detention building untenanted. In this situation t h e Attorney 

General sought once more to get rid of this expensive installation. "Owing to 

excessive operating cos ts," he said, "I deem it imperative that the Immigration 

and Naturalization Service vacate its quarters on Ellis Island in New York 
59 

harbor at the earliest possible date. 11 The Public Duildings Administration 

. •. 
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was sympathetic, but raised the question o! what disposition should be made 

of the property. It appeared doubtful that any other Government agency would 

want lt. The National Park Service, which at the time did not have an approp-

rlation adequate to the basic maintenance of its existing holdings, was not 
60 

prepared to accept it as an hiotoric area. The problem was put under 

further study anu meanwhile Ellis Island, which had lost even the name of 

an immigration station, was retained in use as a "detention facility" of the 
61 

Immigration and Naturalization Service. 

Describing Ellis Island in 1949, the Service's Monthly Review had this 

to say of it: 

·' 

Ellis I s land, in the harbor of New York City, is 
used oolcly as a detention an<l deportation center 
by the U. S. Immigration Service. Once a general 
reception center for all aliens entering the United 
States, it has not been used !or thiG purpose for 
30 years I a s light exaggeration_/. N o immigrant 
or visitor whooe passport and entry papers are in 
order now coes to the island. More t han 99 percent 
of all immigrants and visitors arrive with documents 
and papers in order. 62 . 

In the same year the holding of hearincs for detained aliens, which had 

been done at the office on Columbus Avenue, was returned to Ellis Isl'1.nd. It 

was pointed out tha t this move would eliminate the escorting of aliens from 

the detention qu<:!.rtcrs on the !eland by ferryboat and bus to Columbus Avenue, 

with the accompanying traffic hazards, risk of escape and "the feeling of being 

'herded around' by uniformed officers which no doubt is humiliatins to many 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

ZZl. 

. ·-. -,,; 

of the passengers who are held ior board hearings. 11 

63 

The "cold war" with Soviet Russia that developed in the years follow-

lng World War II brought additional measures looking toward the exclusion 

of subversive aliens. Most noteworthy was the Internal Security Act of 1950. 

Among its many provisions was one specifically excluding members of 
64 

Communist and FasciGt organizations. This measure was passed over 

President Harry Truman's veto and his vehement opposition. With its passage, 

he directed its enforcement to the letter. 

This brought a new flu:-ry of activity at Ellis Island. Aliens ai·riving at 

the port of New York who had received passports before September 23, 1950, 

and who arrived after t hat date, had to be carefully screened !or membership 

in the proscribed organizations. They wci·c taken to E llis I sland for t he p.ur - . ·. 

pose. Those who were or ha d been mernbers-·even if nominal--had to be 
65 

detained. The Immigration and Naturaliza tion Service, its New York office 

reported later, "was confronted with the terrific problem of excluding from 

admission a large horde of aliens who had obtained visas prior and immcdh1te-

ly subs equent to the passag e of the Internal Security Act •••• It called for quick 

and efficient action to i·clieve the mis ery, suffering and embarrassment which 
66 

followed in the wake of this unexpected event. 11 

Tl~e New York Times Ma2azinc told of the removal to Ellis Island for 

detention and special s crooning of 130 immigrants taken from a ship that 

docked at New York, an experience typical of many. "Believing until thei r 

arrival that they had passed the last barrier when they obtained visas and 
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Figure 25. 

Scenes at Ellii:; Island in 1950, during the Internal 
Security Act flurr}~ of detentiono, compc.red with 
1905 photographs. Life, November 13, 1950. 
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boat tickets, they were baffled and bitterly disappointed." The writer thought 

that it was high time for Ellie Island to be closed. "It would remove the phyaical 

symbol of an institution that for many newcomers means the end of hope, not its 

beginning. The throngs of immigrants caught in the net of the new security law 
67 

emphasizes that the n<ltion needs a new gateway." 

The magazine Life sent a team to Ellis foland and took pictures remini­
. - 68 

scent, in their crowded scenes, of those taken there by Lewis Hine in 1905. 

The New Yorker ran a story telling of the detention there of a Czech theatrical 

producer, George Voskovec, a man with his first papers toward American 

citizenship, who had been picked up at La Guardia airport, sent to Ellis Island 

and held there for 10 months on the hearsay evidence of one witness to his pro-
69 

Communism. The American Mercury proclaimed that many world-famous 

artists, GI brides and other aliens had been pulled off ships and planes and 

sent to Ellis Island after having been issued immigrant visas by the State De-
70 

partment. 

This was the last serious beating that Ellis loland was forced to take 

from the press. Clarifying legisla tion was paascd in the spring of 1951, 

ma.king the exclusion dependent solely upon voluntary, and not upon involuntary, 
71 

memberohip in totalitarian organizations. Those who had been members o! 

the Hitler Youth in chilclhood, for instance, or who had been members of a 

Fascist labor union in order to be able to eat, were no longer to be regarded 

as dangc1·ous subve1·sives. 

Before the detention caocs arising from the strict enforcement of the 

Internal Security Act had been cleared away, a roundup of allcno illecally 
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resident ln New York added to the congeotion at Ellis Island. This "so-called 

free-lance work" was undertaken by the local office of the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service ln June, 1951. Investigators were sent out 11to in-

vestigate at docks, reotaurants, saloons, hotels, etc. to apprehend any aliens 

who might be found working there in an illegal status. 11 The central office co-

operated by assigning siA"ty investigators !rom other districts. In ti few weeks 

approximately 11 500 illegally resident aliens in the New York area were ap-

prehencled, including deserting seamen, some stowaways, smu3gled aliens 
72 

and overstay visitors. These cases were processed as rapidly as possible, 

with the aid of hearing officers and stenographers from other districts, but 
73 

the foland continued to be a very busy place for a time. 

Ellis Island gradually quieted down again, although increased depo1•tations 

under the 1950 act and the roundup of illegally resident alieno in the follov1ing 

June !or a time raised the population of the foland to nearly 1, 500. This 

caused some hur1•ied rearJ"angement of space and extensive repairs. File 

rooms bad to be cleared and reclaimed as detention quarters. The dining 

room then in use seated only 300 people and, as deportees had to be separated 

from others, this meant that meals had to bo served practically all day. Mean­

while, the Public Health Service, which had not been able to obtain funds for 

necessary repairs, had closed ito hospital group on tho Island and there was 

nothing but a small infirmary for the sick. Medical examinations, ln many 

cases, had to be held in Public Health Service hospitals elsewhere in the 

New York area. A new achool was opened for the children 0£ detainees, with 

as many as 1Z5 children ln attendance at ono time. The chapel was re-equipped 
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and plans were made for buying new furniture for the detention quarters. 

74 

The hospital buildings on Island No. Z, abandoned by the Public Health Service, 
75 

were taken over temporarily by the Coast Guard. 

The program o! renovation and repair at Ellis Island continued in the 

following year. A public address syotem \Vas inr>tallcd, providing an "intc-

grated system of surveillance. 11 A 30-bed infirmary was completed, though 

serious illnesses were still handled at hospitals elsewhere in the city. Plans 

were completed and approved for refurnish ing the quarters occupied by 

"passengers, 11 as incoming aliens were n0\7 called. At the same time it was 

noted that the Ellis Island plant was physically a problem area: "This detention 

station, with its great, wide halls and corridors, high ceilings, unusable spaces 

and outmoded utilities, will always present the dual problem of how to utilize 
76 

it with economy and yet make it serve our purposes efficiently. 
11 

As late as November, 1953 the Commissioner o! Immigration and 

Naturalization reminded the Senate Appropriations Committee that the recom-

rnendations of the Service for the construction o! a new immigration station 

in the New York City area had been on file for several years. "However," 

he added resignedly, 11prescnt indications arc that it y1ill be necess<!ry for us 
77 

to continue to occt·py Ellis Island indefinitely. 11 The Sc4'vice at the same 

time issued a short llic::tory of E llis Inland, ~ York, emphasizing the im-

proved detention facilities there and concluding bravely: 

Today, Ellis Island is a vastly different place from 
what it was during the excitinG busttinn days of its 
youth. HoY1cvcr, it s till continues to play an important 
part in the life of thls great Nation, and in the minda 
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and hearts of milliono of America's foster sons and 
daughters it will a.lwa}rs stand as the "Gateway" to a 
Promiocd Land of freedom and opportunity--the United 
States o{ America. 78 

Nevertheless, relief was at last in sight. Renewed study of the problem 

o! space indicated that all the operations still carried on at Ellis Island might 

be housed in the building at 70 Columbus Avenue. The major benefits foreseen 

were two. "Having all of the functions pres ently located at 70 Columbus Avenue 

lntegrated with the functions now at Ellis Island," the district director reported. 

"will add tremendously to the efficient operation of the New York District. Also 

of major benefit will be the tremendous money savings that will be e!fected by 

not havinci to maintain Ellis I s land and the ferry. The money savings, of course, 

will be effected irrespective of the loco.tion to "·"hich the Ellis Island facilities 
79 

are moved." 

The major problem involved was the housing oi detainees. This problem 

was solved, at last, by the simple process of reducing the nu1nber of detainees. 

In November, 1954 a new detention policy went into effect. under which "only 

those aliens likely to abacond and those whose release would be inimical to t he 

national necurity" were to be detained. "Many aliens whose papers were not 

in order," it was noted, "were previously detained at Ellis Island and other 

facilities. Under the present policy most aliens with purely technical difficulties 
80 

ai•e allowed to proceed to their destination under 'parole. 1 
" 

Thin simple humanitarian ruling brought the long and troubled history of 

Ellis I s land to a close. Within ten days of the change the number of aliens 

held in New York City dropped to about 25, compared with a usual detention 
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population of several hundred. "Ellis Island and other large facilities," 
81 

the Immigration and Naturalization Service reported, "were closed." 

The !eland was vacated and declared excess on November 3, 1954. It 
82 

was determined to be surplus property on March 4, 1955. 

Catapulted from insignificance into national prominence and notoriety 

"by a set of curious chances," Ellis Island had been for more than 30 years 

the steadily narrowing gateway to America and the storm center of the 

national debate, which grew hotter almost by the year, over immigration. 

For another 30 years it had been almost exclusively the sad point of in-

carceration and departure of the unwanted. It had received many millions 

o! immigrants. A good percentage of thes e went home again, particularly 
83 

in depression yea rs. Many came back once more and passed through 

Ellis Is land two or three times. Many thousands who, !or one reason or 

another, could not meet the increasingly rigid standards of reception and 

domicile, were barred or later expelled at Ellis Ioland. 

While the permanent atldition to the population of the United States 

that stre0:med through the I s l and was therefore much less than the number 

received, the majol"ity stayed and did their part in the building of the nation. 

Men whom we delight to honor, and "·,ho came to us by way of Ellis Island, 

are still with us. Their sons and grandsons are legion. There is nothing 

really fanciful in calling I:llis Island, as has been done, the "Plymouth 

Rock" o! its day. Thero is no single point in the country where American 

social hiotory !or a generation and more comes to a sharper focus. 

" 

I . 
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very few immigr<lnts p::i.ssed through Ellis Island except during 
the latter part of 1950. 

The trouble ,-,ith th.is entimate, it soon became app<:'.rent, 
was t:1at a very great many immigrant3 who arrived at Nevi York 
clurine the period before 1932 also did not pas:: through Ellis faland. 
"Ellis bl<:?.nd11 and "the port of New York" were never synonymous 
term:; in the physical reception of immigrants, although t~cy were 
srnonymou:.c: as Ir.i.mir;ration Service administrative tcrmc. Durin~ 

the fiscal year 1890, in which the Fe<lera.l Government fir Gt assur~:ed 
respCJnsibility for immigrant reception at New York, 209, 8 72 im­
migrants came through Castle Ga1·dcn and 118, 819 through the 
Darge Office. None \"Jere received at Ellis Island, where the im­
migrant station was only in the planning stage as the year closed. 
All the 405, 664 immigrants received at New York in fiscal year 
1891 came through the Barge Office, as did those coming during 
the fi1·st half of fiscal year 1892. Again, after the fire of June, 
1897, Ellis I s land was closed and immigrants were received at 
the Barge Office until the middle of December, 1900. As the 
monthly reports have long disappeared, no precise calculation 
can be made, but it is evident that neal'ly 2, 000, 000 immi;;rants 
received at t he port of New York from 1890 to 1900 actually came 
through the l3arr,e Office r a ther than through Ellis Island. 

Cabin passengers, ~liens a~ well as American citizen$, were 
ordinarily landed directly at the steamship piers during the whole 
of Ellis I s l and 's history as an immigrant station. Some of the alien 
cabin paEJsengers were vi sitors, sorne ''Jere in transit to Canada, 
but most of them, at least until well i nto the 1920 1s, were immi~rant!l , 

just as were the steerace aliens who were automatically s\°?nt to !.:llis 
Ioland, and YJcre cou .t ed in the statistics of irrunigrants rec e ived. 

· \Vhile the printed annual reports do not ordinarily indicate how 
many c abin clazs aliens there were, and very few of the original 
manuscript i·eports can now be found, it is possible to make a 
rough calcul<'.tion of their numbers. The printed annual report for 
1905 is specific on the point. There were examined at the port of 
New York in that y ear 821, 169 alic1~s. "Of this number 98, 428 were 
examined on board ehip --they beino cabin passengers. Of the number 
of cabin pas::;en~crs thuc examined, 2 , 982 were detained for further 
examb:.tion ~t L lli:J I s l and. 11 Ia other words, 95, 446, or 11. 6 i 1...!' ­

ccnt, of a ll t :1e aliens arriving at Hew York in that year did not ~o to 
Ellis Island a t all. Vi hcthcr this was a typical year in this reepcct 
ls not known, but it seems safo to say that 10 percent of all aliens 
arriving at New York during tho entire period from 1090 to 1932 
landed directly at the stcamchip piers as c~bin passengers. A 
further deduction of about 1, 400, 000 should therefore be made 
from the preliminary estimate. 
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. During n1ost o{ calendar year 1918 and the first half o! 1919, 
when the Army and Navy were occupying Ellis Island, the exam­
ination of all alien arrivals in the port of New York '\: 'a:l conducted 
on shipboard. Although immig1·ation was at a low ebb, this calls 
for another deduction of possibly 40, 000 from the preliminary 
Ellis Island estimate. 

During the fiscal years 1925 -1 932, in which a total of 1, 001, 290 
immigrant !> are lis t ed in the official reports as arriving at t he port 
o! New York, a rz.1')iclly decreas ing percentage of aliens arriving ia 
all class es was sent lo E llis I sland. The quota law of 1924 had pro­
vided machinery for e::amin:ition overseas and the vast majority of 
immigra::i.ts were landed at the piers. The new examination procedure 
was rapidly improved and extended, and eventually only about 1 per­
cent of immigrants arriving at Nc\·1 York were sent to Ellis I s lanc!. 
Assuming, however , that as many as 10 percent were cleo.red throu!jh 
the Island b etwec.a 1925 and 1932, a further deduction of about 900, 000 

·must be made from the original i:>ctimatc. 
These deductions tota l 4 , 340, 000, l eaving a figure o! 11, 660, 000 

bona fide E llis I sland immigrants. This figure is, of course, based 
on a number of guesses a.ad is preocnted for whatever it may be? worth . 
One further confusing factor might be mentioned. Earlier reports 
listed "Immigrants Received, 11 or 11Im1nigrants Arrived. 11 Later 
r eports spoke of "Immigrant Alieuo Admitted. 11 These terms do 
not mean t he same thing, though they have commonly been accepted 
as such. 
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