STares ‘r," /’/’I?LD !\5

A RIPORT ON ELLIS ISLAND AS AN IMMIGRANT DEPOT, 1890-1954

THOMAS M. PITKIN

New York City, June, 1966

ON MICROFILM




Introduction
Chapter I,

Chapter II.

Chapter I,

Chapter IV,

Chapter V.

Chapter VI.

TABLL OF CONTENTS

. . . . - . . . L] - . . .

Larly History of I'llis Island

Ownecrship and Nomenclature of
Ellis Island as a Military Installation, 1794-1890 ,

The First Immigration Station ,

Federal Control of Immigration Degins
Use of the Barge Oifice, 1890-1891,

The Ellis Igland Station |
Back to the Barge Office

RHigh Tide , , , .
The New Station on Elhs Island
TR Cleans House , , ., . . .
Operations Under Pressure |
Administrative Problems -

Physical Needs znd Improvements

Wartime Interlude |
The Tide Slackens ,
Wartime Problems : = <1 o
The Big Red Scare, 1919~ 1920

Physical Needs and Improvcnu.nt., -

Revival and Restriction of Immigration ,

The Returning Tide | , , . .
The First Quota Law , , . .
The Second Quota Law , , . .

Last Phase: Detention and Deportation ,

New Deal at Ellis Island |, , ,

Ellis Island Under the Department of Justice ,

Btbllocrnphy 5 @ & 0 ® #=8 @ .' « 8 e @

lis Island, 1630-1806 ,

23
23
28
31
44

55
55
59
68
78
95

121
121
127
138
145

154
154
161
186

199
199
213

234




ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 1. "Map of New York Island." 1778 . . . . . . . . o . 4

Figure 2, "Plan of three Islands Situated in the Harbour of
New“-‘t’orko L . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . “ 6

Figure 3. "Ellis's Island, Fort Gibson, New York. " 1819 . ., . s - 13

Figure 4. "Ellis'Island.™ 1854 ., , ., , . . . . v o . . e « 15

Figure 5, Navy powder magazines on Ellis Island. 1868 P . 16
Figure 6. Buildings of the first immigsration station at

Ellis Island in 1896 . . e e L N . . . . . 32
Figure 7. Italian deportees in the detention pen at

Ellis Islandn 1896 . . - . . . - . . - L . . . 41

Figure 8, '"Plan of U.S. Immigrant Station, Ellis Island,
N' Yl Ezarbor. . - . L] - . - L] . - L - - . - L] 56

Figure 9. "The Immigrant Station on Ellis Island, New
York I‘:&rbor. i . . *® & & & s 4 e e s & = . [ 58

Figure 10. "The Registry Desk, Ellis Island.” 1903. . . . . . 66

Figure 11, Line medical inspection of immigrants at Ellis
Island about 1910 * s & e e e e+ s 8 . . . . . 74

Figure 12, "The World's Greatest Clearing-House for Immigrants,". 76
. Figure 13, Manifcst cheet from the steamer Francesca , . . . 77
Figure 14, The ferryboat Ellis Island, 1004 ., , . . . . . . 98

Figure 15, Immigrants in front of the main building
about 1910. . . . - L L . . - . L) L] - L . . 105

Figure 16, Immigrants on benches in the examination hall, . . 106

Figure 17. First scction of new seawall under construction at
Ellis Island, L e e S S T S S . 108

- --“-------




e Bl A TSI T L T T N T R —————— Y T PR

|

Illustrations (continued)

AN -

l Page
€’ Figure 18, Third story of the bagpage and dormitory building

l under construction, September 29, 1913, . . . . . . 10¢€
- Figure 19, Seawall construction at Ellis Island in 1919, , . . . é 145

Figure 20. Acrial view of Cllis Island about 1921, ., . . . . . . 145

Figure 21, '"Future Americans 'putting up' with Uncle Sam." ., . . 160
Figure 22, "Lay-outof EllisIgland." , « o« ¢« ¢ ¢ ¢ o o o o . 211

Figure 23. Structural development of Ellis Island, 1890-1935. . . 212

‘A N e

Figure 24, The great examination hall about 1945, . . . . . . 218
Figurc 25, Scenes at EllisIslandin 1950, ¢« « o o o o- o . 222
l i




INTRODUCTION

This study has been prepared under contract with the Northeast Regional
Office, MNational Park Service, June 29, 1965. DBy its terms I am to provide

"A Report on Lllis Island as an Immmigrant Depot, 1090-1954," to be a thorough

documented study of the period during which Ellis Island served as the principal

immigration depot in the United States, plus a brief account of the earlier history
of the Island. The organization and administration of the immigrant depot arc to
be stressed, with aftention to structural deveclopment on the Island during the
period.

The resources available for such a study are formidable. There is much
published muterial and it has been used extensively. The reports of the Com~
missioner-General of Immigration and other officials are voluminous and contain
much information on Ellis Island. The New York newspaper and periodical press
showed constant intcrest in the Island during the years when it was receiving
immigrants in great numbers. Much use has been made of such contemporary
material, as well as of more recent monographs and related works,

Manuscript sovrces exist in bulk, but are badly broken up or are in cumber-

some form, The related administrative files were largely destroyed a few years

~ago, making the evolution of organization and polic.y difficult to trace. Illuminating

fragments remain and have been used. There are also hundreds of volumes of
letter files to 1912, very poorly indexed and in good part illegible or nearly so.
These have been broadly sampled. For the period 1891-1903 there is a record
of correspondence which offcrs a rough cross-index to these letter files within

its period and has some information within itself not found elsewhere. For the

iv




important decade after 1912 relatively little matcri:xl‘on Ellis Island can now
be found in Immigration and MNaturalization Service records. This lack has
been supplied to a limited degree from Department of Labor records,

Ellis Island's carly history is interesting only as it occasionally reflects
in miniature the life of the growing port of New York. It was chosen as the site
of the first Federal immigration station more or less by accident and against
the judgment of the Secretary of the Treasury, in whose department it was
placed for administration. Its first 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 recescion period and was almost immediately inundated by a swelling tide of
newcomers eager to share in the reviving Ame_rican prosperity., During the
period of peak immigration Ellis Island was never quite equal to its task, in
spite of extensive supplementary construction and much conscientious effort
on the part of some very able administrators.

The immigzrant station on Ellis Island acquired a sinister reputation early
and never overcame it. This reputation was based in part on the corruption and
brutality that were rampant in an early phase, but more especially on the very
effort put forth by its best administrators to carry out the immigration laws with
whose cxecution they were charged-~laws tending steadily toward the exclusion

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

"and quickly through Ellis Island, only a minor hurdle compared to obstacles

that they had alrcady overcome. But other hundreds of thousands were detained
briefly or at length, caught in the meshes of the law, in the overcrowded quarters

at the Island, and many thousands were cxcluded. It was chicfly around these that
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the cvil legend of Ellis Island grew,

When, in the middle 1920's, the selection of immigrants passed very
largely to the American consulates overseas, Ellis Island lost the prime
function for which it had been established. The plant was now vastly over-
built and expensive to operate in the light of its reduced functions, It continued
in use for many years, however, as a convenient center for the detention of
questioned immigrants and the deportation of undesirable aliens. At long last,
when it came to be accepted that moct of the detainecs were relatively harmiess
and c.ould be torned loose under parole, this function also practically disappeared
and the overbuilt, outmoded station was clc;sed.

This, in barest outline, is the story of Illis Island as a Covernment

institution. Vhat it meant to the immigrants is another study.

Thomas M. Pitkin
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CHAPTELR 1

Early History of Illis Island

Ownership and Nomenclature of Ellis Island, 1630-1306

Ellis Island 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
Bedloe's ) and @ now submerged reef, are all in the shallow waters west of the
ship channel, usually known as the Jersey Flats. In Colonial times they were
often referred to in a group as the Oyster Islands, and the waters around them
were sometimes called the Oyster Bank, l

Nomenclature was flexible, however. Tho; largest of the Oyster Islands
came to be known as Dedloe's Island, from an early owner, Ellis Island, called
by the Indians Kioshk, or '"Gull Island, " from its only inhabitants, was later
labelled Dyre's Island, Bucking Island and Gibbet Island before the name of
Samuel Ellis, its only known 18th Century owner, was firmly fixed to it. ’

The lzland was a tiny bank of mud and sand, mixed with oyster shells,
abeut three aeres in extent and scarcely rising above the water at high tide.

It was a eingulazrly unin-viting piece of terrain, useful only because of its pos‘ition
in the midst of rich oyster beds and as a fine place from which to stake out nets
3

during the spring run of shad, It had none of the attractions of its somewhat

larger neighbor, Bedloe's Island, which was closcr to deep water, had some

~ vepetation and a pleasing elevation at the end toward the channel, and boasted

a supply of good fresh water,

When the Buteh West India Company in 1629 created the patroon system,




ey

2-

to stimulate settlement and development of its colony of INew Netherland by
granting lands and extensive feudal privileges to company directors who would
bring in settlers, Michel Paauw (or Paw) was onc of the first patroons, He
received a grant of land on the west bank of the North River opposite New
Amsterdam, including the site of present-day Hobcken. This land was purchased
for him from the Indians by the director general and council of the colony on

4
July 12, 1630, the compensation being "certain cargoes, or parcels of goods,"

To this purchase there was shortly added Staten Island, and some time
afterward the Intervening tract including the site of Jersey City. The colony
that Paauw founded was called Pavonia, the first white settlement in the later

5 :
State of New Jersey. These purchases presumably included the later Ellis
Island. WV ashington Irving, in his fanciful account of the assembling of the
Dutch Colonizl {orces to attack the Swedes on the Delaware, speaks of "that
renowned Mynheer, Michael Paw, who lorded it over the fair regions of
ancient Pavonia, and the lands away south even unto the Navesink mountains,

6

and was moreover patroon of Gibbet Island. "

_Mldhel Paauw (Faw) could not actually have talken part in this muster,
gi:;ce he never left the comforts of Amsterdam for the crude colony overseas,
and he had, in any case, sold Pavonia to the Conmipany long before the Swedes

' 7
threatened the Duteh ¢ontrol of the Delaware. Nevertheless, Irving's
assumption that his patroonship of f’avonia had included Gibbet ( Ellis ) Island
seéms sound, It is quite likely that the later Bedloe's Island wae regarded

as part of hls domain, as well, Both islands huddled close to the shore of

Pavonia.




3.

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

court case of 1601, in which a missing boat was discovered undamaged

8 :
"on Oyster Icland, " Why it has been assumed that this was Ellis Island
and not Bedloe's Island is not clear. It could have been either, more likely
Bedloc's, the larger and more inviting of the two.

The first certain reference is in an undated grant by Covernor Andros
to William Dyre, his collector of customs, of "Little Oyster Island." The
grant was made at some time between 1674 and 1620, ’ A few years later,
in 1636, William Dyre and Mary, his wife, conveyed to Thomas Lloyd lands
on Manhattan, "And alsoe A certaine Island Scituate and lyeing in IHudson
River to the Westward of Manhattans or York Island and north of Bedloes Island

10
Comonly called or knowne by the name of Dyre's Island or Oyster Island. "

Lloyd in turn conveyed the Island to Enoch 2nd Mziry Story. ! Iiere the trail
of ownership breaks off for nearly a century,

In 1691 the Island was formally included within the boundaries 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 Barn Islands, and !;hc three
Oyster~Islands; Manhattan's Island, to be called the City of New York, and

12 :
the Rest of the Islands, the County, "

The charter granted to the City of New York by Governor Mountgomery

in 1730 referred to the Island as Ducking Island and included it within the

city's boundaries, which were '"to include Nutten Island, Bedlow's Island,

.




Figure 1.

""Map of New York Island."™ 1778. This map shows
Ellis Island as "Bucking Island" in the "Oyster
Bank," Stokes Collection, New York Public Library.
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Bucking Island, and Oyster Island, to low water mark on the west side of

13
the North River. " The name Bucking Island, of unknown origin, was

applied to the Island during a good part of the 18th Centufy. In 1757, when

the city council was seeking a site for a pest house, it appointed a committece
14
"to view and Examine Buckin Island. " The committee's report, not found,

was probably negative, for in the next year Bedloe's Island was purchased
15

-

for the purpose.
The name Gibbet Island has been traced to an event of 1765, ‘A pirate
by the name of Anderson, captured in the West Indies, was returned to New
York, the port from which his ship had sailed, tried and executed "upon an
Island in the Bay, near the city, which, from that circumstance, has ever
since been called, Anderson's or Gibbet Island." Other hangings tock place
1 ,
there ‘ and Washington Irving, writing early in the following century, con-
1
sistently used the name Gibbet Island. 8 The British Army during the
American Revolution, however, in its military cartography, used the name
Bucking Island on one map and Oyster Island on another, to designate the
18
later Ellis Island. ) >

Privats ownership of the Island reappears in 1785 with the advertise~
x"nent for sale by one Samuel Illis of "that pleasént situated Island, called
Ofater (now Ellis) Island, lying in New York Day, near I’cwles Hook. "'19
How he obtained his title is unknown, but it seems not to havé been challenged.

No sale followed the advertisement., Samuel Ellis died in 1794 and by his

will of the same year the Island, "with all the buildings and improvements

thereon, "' was bequeathed to the child of his daughtcr Catherine Westervelt,




5.

with which she was then pregnant, if it should be a son, He also wished the

son to be named Samuecl Ellis, If the child should be a daughter, his estate
20

was to be divided among Catherine's children equally,

Catherine dutifully preduced a son, who was named Samuel Ellis as
his grandfather had wished. Eut the boy dicd in infancy and letters of
admianistration were granted to kis mother. At this point the title becomes
confused. Samucl Ellis Ryerson, son of another daughter of Samuel Ellis,
and his wife Rachel decded the Island and property in Manhattan to John A.

21
Berry in 1806, When Colonel Jonathan Williams, U, S. Army Chief of

Enginecrs, wanted the Island shortly afterward for fortification he found

that there were saveral claimants,

Ellis Island as a Military Installation, 1794-1890

In 1794 there was a serious threat of war with Great Eritain because
<->f her interference with American trade in the french VWest Indies. The
long Eurcpean conflict that followed the French Revolution was under way
and England and France were beginning their titanic 20-year struggle. The
Wa.r Department sent cngin‘eers to the chief coastal cities to prepare defenses
lagalnst the British fleet. Charles Vincent was sent to New York, to make a

| 22
plan on a very limited budget. At about the same time the State of New
York appropriated funds for the ﬁame purpose and appointed a commission,
including Governor George Clinton, with full powers to erect forts ''at or
23

near the city and port of New=-York."

Vincent submitted a plan including outer works on the Narrows and




Figure 2.

"Plan of three Islands Situated in the Harbour of
NewsYork fortifyed for the defence of the said

harbour.'" Covernor's, Bedloe's and Oyster (Ellis)
Islands as fortified by Charles Vincent in 1794,

Karpinski Collection, No. 305, New York Public Library.
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6.

an inner defense basc;d on the triangle of Dedloe's, Governor's and "Oyster!
Islands. Dedloe's Island, he pointed out, was ""situated so as to face the

channel, " and its "fires might cross, with great advantage, those of Governor's
Island, and concur with those of Oyster Island." His plan called for a battery

of six picces of the largest caliber and two mortars on Bedloe's Island. "After
Bedloe's, " he noted, "and on the same side of the channel, we {ind a very low
Island (Cyster Island,) which its proximity to the city, to Bedloe's and Governor's
Islands, renders infinitely precious; it will be necessary to place there the same

defence as on Bedloe's Island." Heavier works should be built on Governor's
24
Island, Vincent said.

In the same year he reported the works on all three islands as under
25
construction. Governor Clinton's commission, being informed that ''the
President of the United States had appointed Mr. Vincent a French Engineer
of experience to cxamine the Harbour of New York and form‘a plan for its
Iortifichtion, " had accepted Vincent as its own engineer. Since the appropriated
Federal funds were entirely inadequate, the commission voted to use the funds
appropriated by the Sft’ate for the forts that he was to design and construct
2

under its direction.

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

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

which it owned, and the "soil from high to low Water mark around the said

Isle called Ellis's Isle, " which it evidently claimed under the Montgomery
27

chartcr, to the State for purposes of fortification, The State prepared to

L1
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buy the Island itself, and a deed was drawn for the purpose, but LEllis died
2

and the deced was not executed. ’ The works built there in the 1790's were
actually on private property, so far as fhcy rose above high tide.

The State made a further appropriation for '"compleating, making and
repairing the {ortifications on Governor's island, Bedlow's island and Oyster -

: 2
island" in 1795, k In that year the plan of the battery on Oyster (Ellis)
Island wae enlarged to provide for twelve guns, and some work secems to have
been done toward carrying it out. * Early in 1798, when the Army was being
enlarged, Ellis Island was in use as a recruvit depot, a "General Rendezvous
for the Recruits of the Corps of Artillerists & Engincers in the Unitcd States
Army, "31

As a threat of war with France deepened in that year, the nation looked
once more to its harbor defenses. Ebenezer Stcvéns, a veteran officer of
the Continental art.illcry 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, Bedlow
and Oyster Islands" in "a coadition to be defended and to annoy. "32

| A new flurry of activity followed. The principal work done in 1798
was on Manhattan Island, where a large number. of guns were mounted be-
hind a timber parapct on the Dattery, and on Governor's Island, where
Vincent's works were further developed with a large blockhouse. > On
Ellis Island new barracks sufficient for a company were built and twelve
34

24-pounder cannon were mounted there.

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

respect to purchasing it and the State will cede the jurisdiction to the Federal
35

Government, " Nothing was done about purchasing the Island, but in 1800

the Statec of New York passed an act ceding jurisdiction over all thrce of the

fortified islands~-Governor's, Bedloe's and Oyster (©llis) --to the United

- 36
States. The United States Government has since held Governor's and
Bedloe's Islands 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 completion. Major Decius Wads-
worth, reporting on the state of the forts there in 1802, found Fort Jay, on
Governor's Island, in serviceable condition though badly planned. There
were good quarters on Bedloe's Island, but there were no cannon mounted
there and the works were "of trifling account,'" As for Ellis Island, the
work thczje was "'a semicircﬁlar battery calculated to mount 13 guns." The
parapet was of timber and was unfinished; no guns were then mounted, though
12 pieces of rather light caliber cannon were lying on the Island., There were
very good quarters for a company of men and possibly more, but the officers'
quafters were inadequate. '"The quarters for the men,' Wadsworth reported,
"are of stone and brick work, furanished with loopholes, and an ell calculated
to resist an attack of‘muSquetry. "' Ellis Island, though it lackedv good fresh
water, he thought "a very proper position for batteries to defend the harbor
of New York against an attack by sea." Only part of the Island had been
purchased for public use, he noted, and he recommended that the rest of it

37
be acquired,
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There secems to have been no garrison on the Island at this time and
Washington Irving, describing a walk on the Battery in 1804, depicted it as
a quict place, conccrned only with the surrounding oyster beds: '"... the
fleet of canoes, at anchor between Gibbet Island and Communipaw, slumbered
on their rakes, and suvficred the innocent oysters to lie for a while in the soft
mud of their native banks." Presently a storm came up and '"the oyster-boats
that erst sported in the placid vicinity of Gibbet Island, now hurry to the

38
land,..."

The War Department used the name Gibbet Island occasionally, When
Colonel Villiams was sent to New York in 18C5 to survey the harbor for
further fortification, he was instructed, among other things, to measure

39
"the distance irom Covernor's Island to the Island near Gibbet Island."
In his report on this mission, however, Williams used the modern designation.
He noted that "The forts at BEedlow's and Ellis's Islands are dismantled and

40 _

totally out of repair." Like Vincent,Stevens and Wadsworth before him,
Williams approved the position of Ellis Island, if not its other character=-
ictics. He dreamed of erecting there a three-tiered circular work of many
guns. "Ellis's Island appears to me a proper place for such a battery, "
he stated, "since it could firc in a sweep of 3/4 of a circle from Paulus
Hook to the INarrows to the extent of cannon shott. "

Under the pressure of fund limitations and other considerations, he
had eventually to forego his tower on Ellis Island and content himself with

a very modest battery. But for a time he was unable even to work on the

Island because of lack of title. His plan of harbor fortification, approved
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in the summer of 1807, called for "a casemated Battery' to be erected on
Ellis Island and urged that ""a purchase should be made of the part now be-
42
longing to citizens, " Governor Tompkins of New York had assured himn
that the title to the land between high and low water was in the hands of the
State and would be conveyed to him, but that he would have to get 2 dced for
the Island as a whole. The works that had been built there were "occupicd
43

merely by the permission of the owner. "

Williams set about this task but, as he reported a few weeks later,
"I have had all manner of difficulties about the title to Ellis's Island which
is in so confused a state that many legal questions might arise.'" Ey the
advice of the local U. S. attorney, he had "determined to buy the claims
for what they may be & depend upon the State for a title by an act of the

44
legislature. " This procedure forced him to wait until the following
winter, when the legislature met., Meanwhile, as he told Governor Tompkins,
he had not felt "justified in doing more than to make a convenient landing place
for all the purposes that may be wanted." This landing, he said, "being
situated between low & high water mark cannot be considered as standing on
P 45 :

private territory."

The law moved ponderously. It was not until the following March that

the necessary legislation was passed. Meanwhile, Williams had arrived in

the harbor to begin the year's construction program and had been refused
permission to cross Illis Island from the new wharf to the old fort, ''on
the ground of private territorial right." He complained to Tompkins and

asked for immediate information on the proposcd legislation. The permanent
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work on this Island was to be postponed, he said, but he meant "immecdiately

to endow Ellis's Ieland with as many heavy pieces behind the old breast work
46

as can be placed there."

A few days later Williams had word that the necessary law had been
passed in Albany. He immediately notified the Island's occupant, he wrote
Governor Tompkins, 'that I should under your authority repair thither with
authorized surveyore and take possession in the name of the Staté of 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

4
Governor to speed the remaining steps leading to a title. !

Therproccdure prescribed by the act of cession called for condemnation
by a special jury, and in spite of his impatience Williams had to wait for its
verdict. When it came, at the middle of May, he was outraged. The jury
had priced the Island at $10, 000, he informed Secretary of War Dearborn.
"The jury are acknowledged to be of the mos£ respectable kind, & generally
esteemed good judges of property, " he admitted, 'but in this instance they
have cst‘imated capabilitieé inst_cad of real estate, taking into consideration
the advantage of sctting fish nets on the flatis ail arround. letting rakes to
the oystermen, & keeping a house of entertainment for all these amphibious
cutomcrs. " Still, VWilliams did not see any remcds‘r unlcss the Secretary
was prepared to abandon the position altogether. 48 Governor Tompkinsg,
writing to the Secretary on the same subject, was rather apologetic about

49
the price but indicated his belief that the Island could not be had for lcss.
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50
On Dearborn's advice, he concluded the purchase on behalf of the Statec.

A deed was then e.ccuted, June 30, 1808, conveying the State's title to the
51
United States.

At the end of the year Williams reported on the progress of fortification
in the harbor of New York. As for '"Cllis's or Oyster Island, " its position
was s0 advantageous that "it would be cesirable to erect a castle here, "
similar to the one then under construction on Governor's Island. However,
the Island was of so spongy a nature that no foundation could be made with-
out filling and without entirely removing the old fort, since there was no
space for a new site. The Secretary had therefore ordercd him to make
""an open barbette battery here for about twenty guns on one platform. "

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

program. At the end of the season of 1811, 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 second conflict with Great Eritain, the battery on Ellis
Island was manned by a small garrison, sometimes of New York State
troops, sometimes of regulars (mostly recruits), sometimes of artillery,

55

sometimes of infantry. Lilke the other forts that Jonathan Williams

built in New York Harbor, it saw no action with the enemy. Like those

forts, however, it no doubt helped to discourape a Dritish naval attack on




Figure 3.

Ellis's Island, Fort Gibson, New York. 1819,
Although Col. Jonathan Villiams had projected
a 20-gun baitery on Ellis Island, this plan shows
only 12 gun embrasures. 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 VWashinaton.

In the fall of 1314 Governor Tompkins bricfly took command of the
forts in New York Harbor. One of his first acts was to give names to the
forts.on Bedloe's and Ellis Islands, The works on Bedloe's were named
Fort Vood and thoze on Ellis were named FFort Gibson, in honor of two
gallant and distinguished American officers who had recently been killed

56
at the battle of Fort Erie.

Fort Cibson's peacctime history thereafter was relatively uneventful,
In the 1830's the Island came into use again as a place of e::ecutior.x. In 1831
two convicted pirates, George Gibbs and Thomas Wansley, were brought to
Ellis Island by steamboat under the guard of marines. There, at high noon,
they were hanged. According to the newspapers, '"The concourse of
spectatore was immense, the little Island was crowded with men and women
and children, -- and on the waters arouﬁd, were irnumerable boats...." In
1839 Cornelius Wilhelms, convicted of murder and piracy on the ship

. . 57
Bracanza, met a similar fate on Ellis Island.

In the 1830's, also, the States of New Jersey and New Yorlk finally
came to an agreement on a boundary dispute that had flared up from time
to time and involved Ellis Island, New York claimed the waters of Hudson
River and New York Bay to high water mark on the New Jersey shore, while

New Jersey contended that her sovereignty extended to the middle of the

river, In 1833 commissioncrs of the two States met in New York City and
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entered into a compact later ratified by the legislatures of the States and
58
approved by Congress in 1834,

Under this compact the boundary line between New York and New
Jersey was declared to be the middle of the Hudson River through upper
New York Bay, but Staten Island was recognized as part of New York and
it was further declared that "The state of New York shall retain its present
jurisdiction over Bedloe's and Ellis's islands.'" The State of New York was
to have exclusive jurisdiction over the waters of the Bay of New York to
low water mark on the New Jersey side, except that '""The state of New
Jersey shall have the exclusive right of property in and to the land under
water lying west of the middle of the bay of New York...." New Jersey
retained exclusive jurisdiction over wharves and docks on its shore and
had exclusive right of regulating the fisheries on the westerly side of the

59 '

river. This complicated arrangement, ncedless to say, has since

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

j'urisdictional ghosts that apparently have not yct been laid.
60

Fort Gibson was used for a time as a recruit depot, but by 1835
’ 61

it had been turned over to the Navy Department for use as a powder magazine.

It was returncd to Army control in 1841, the Navy reserving ''the entire control
Y y 8 y
) . 2

over the Naval Magazine there and the rights and privileges incident thereto. "

The Army made cxtensive repairs to the fort in the next year, including the
63 ‘
construction of a hot shot {furnace. By 1843 Fort Gibson was reported as

64

"armed and equipped" since its rcturn by the Navy. Interestingly, in the
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Figure 4.

"Ellis' Island.'" 1354, This map shows a MNavy
magazine in the middle of the Army's Fort Gibson.
Record Group 77, National Archives,
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15.

light of its later use, the New York State Commissicners of Emigration
wrote to Secretary of Vwar Marcy in 1847 inquiring whether Ellis Island
might not be available for use by ''the Convalescent Emigrants.' The
request was denied, "Ellis' island," it was stated, 'is very small; it
is the site of a naval magazine, containing large supplies of ammunition;
the gpovernment has not hcretofoze allowed any person, other than a proper
5

guard, to reside on the island."

The Army, after repairing and modernizing Fort Gibson, had put
no garrison in it but allowed the Navy to maintain Ellis Island under a
small guard to protect its munitions. This odd arrangement continued.

66

During the Civil War the Navy built extensive additional magazines there.

67
At the same time the Army was installing 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 from 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 learn
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-

68
formation with respect to its location could not be definitely obtained by me."
Shortly after the war the Navy was left in sole possession, and it continued to

69
maintain large stocks of munitions on Ellis Island,
A fcw years after the end of the war, the preaence on Ellis Island of

all these explosives gave rise to alarm, The New York Sun, corroborated

by larper's Weekly, '"called attention to the startling fact that New York,




i 5
Figure 5.

Navy powder magazines on Ellis Island., 1868.
Harper's Veekly, March 14, 18068.




HE - - - N B - - N S e aE S . .

Marcn 14, 1868.]

HARPFR S ¥ WEEKLY 173

| B S e T R SSSTRAS ol et S e .z.".':‘:r‘v-'—‘ﬁ—-——.‘ Ex hanei i e e s e *-"—53#- AR f’_'ﬂ)# = — L)
ELLIN'S ISLAND, XEW YORK MARBOR-TIE UNITED STATES NAVY POWDER MAGAZINES.—([Skrrouxo ny Tnronons R. Davis) y
‘
|




Al - I B - S S O N O S A B N E e e e e
. ;

16. 1 Tt

Drooklyn, Jerscy City, and the numerous villages on Staten Island, are now,
and have been for a long time, in imminent peril of being at once destroyed by
the explosions of the magazines on Ellis's Island...." Harper's sent over an
artist who made sketches of these sinister structures. There were six of
these buildings, '"built of solid masonry with slate roofs." They had a combined
capaéity of 5,000 barrels of powder. At the moment, it was said, they held
about 3, 000 barrcls and "a very large number of shells," While elaborate
precautions were taken to prevent any accident on the Island, '"still the greatest
of precautions are sometimes in vain." There was not the slightest necessity
for accumulating this amount of powder '"in such close proximity to the most
pepulous city in the country, ' and Harper's demanded that Secretary of the

70
Navy Welles should at once remove it.

Having given their readers a few chills, Harper's and the Sun apparently
let the matter drop. The subject waa‘revived in 1876, when Congressman
Hardenbaugh of New Jerscy offered in the House a resolution that Ellis Island
in New York Earbor be abandoned as a site for a powder arsenal. '"If it were
struck by lightning, " he said, "the shock would destroy Jersey City, Hoboken,
a_ndr parts of New York, "71 Nothing came of this and the Navy still maintained
a powder magazine on Ellis Island at the beginning of 1890.

There was still cpposition to its prescence, however. Thev.l'.ohnst'own
flood in 1889 had reminded Jersey City of its own local peril and the subject
had been brought up in a meeting of the Board of Trade. A member warned

that the powder magazine might blow up at any time, and that '""such an

explosion might sacrifice more lives and destroy more property than the
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flood did in the Conemaugh Valley." A resolution was adopted requesting
the rcmoval of the powder magazine from Ellis Island and putting the New
Jersey senators and the Jersey City congressman on notice ''to use their

72
best efiorts to that end, "

!
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- CHAPTER II

The First Immigration Station

Federal Coutrol of Imminration Begins

. Except for the counting of irnmigrants as they arrived, and some
limitations on the packing to which they could be subjected on shipboard, the
Federal Government left the control of immigration 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 1822 a more comprehensive statute
excluded '"any convict, lunatic, idiot or any person unable to take care of
himself or herself without becoming a public charge.' A separate law ex-
2
cluding Chinese laborers was passed in the same year.

The Secretary of the Tréasury was charged with the execution of the
general exclusion law, but he was authorizeci to work through State boards
or officers in its actual administration. The law provided for a head tax
of 50 cents on immigrants, to be used to defray the expenses of exarnination

; , 3
‘of passengers on their arrival and for the relief of those in distress. New
York had long been ;he principal port of lmmigra..tion and since 1855 the State
had reccived immigrants at Castle Carden on the Béttcry. Under the new
law, the Secretary made a contract with the New York State Commissioners
4
of Emigration to carry it out as far as that port was concerned,

Another picce of Federal legislation in 1885 marked a further step in

the direction of national control and restriction of immigration. This was
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24,

the Alien Contract Labor Law, making it unlawful to import aliens for labor
under contract. ’ This law cdid not provide any administrative machinery,
but in 1887 its exccution was also placed in the hands of the Secretary of
the Treacury, to whom the StaZe authorities were to report on the status

of aliens under its provisions,

For several years the reception of inumigrants at New York and else-
where w2o handled by this mixed Federal-State system, The arrangement
proved unsatisfactory and preesure developed for full Federal control of
immigration, A special House commiitec looked into the question and
reported in 1889, It had concentrated its investigations at New York, Of
the operations at Castle Garden it concluded that "it was almost impossible
to properly inopect the large numbers of persons who arrive daily during
the immigzrant sezson with the facilities afiorded, ' and that "large numbera
of persons not lawfully entitled to land in the United States are annually
reccived at this port," One of the New York State commissioners was
quoted as admitting that the local administration was '"a perfect farce. "7

The Treasury Department in the same year rceported 'grave difficulties
in the execution of the law through State agencies,' which were not subject
to effcctive control, There wero jurisdictional disputes and "serious

differences in the settlement of the accounts of certain State commissions.

The Sccretary recommended that the Federal Government assume the whole
8
business,

Pending appropriate legielation covering the whole fleld, the Trezeury

Departmeant, eiter somao further investigation, decided to cancel its contract
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9

with the New York State authorities. The {irst site chosen by Secretary
of the Treasury Windom in 1890 for a Federal immmigration station to take
the place of Castle Garden was Bedloe's Island. At once the New York
World, which had a few years before led the campaign to raise money for
the pedestal of Bartholdi's Statue of Liberty there, began a vigorous pro-
test. The island, which it said "wag to have been made into a beautiful
park as a fit setting for the great Statue, ' was now ''to be converted in-
10
stead into a Babel, "

The World kept up a drumfire of agitation against the proposed use

of what it called "Liberty Island, " insistingfhat the decision was 'funiversally
11

deprecated by those who look with pride upon Liberty's imposing beacon. "

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

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

Bartholdi was properly horrified. The proposal‘ to move the immigration

station to Liberty Island, he said, was "a monstrous plan'" and "a down-

12

right desecration. "

.Ev‘en before Sccrctar‘y- Windom's decision had been ma;le known, the
World had called attention to the availability of Ellis Island for immigration
purposes. o Senator McPherson 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 groups. This resolution had been referrcd to the Committee on Naval

14
Affairs. After the World's campaign of protest against the use of Bedloe's
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Island for the immigration station bad gathered sufficient momentuni. this
resolution became the vehicle for placing that facility on Ellis Island in place
of the powder magazine.

In response to the furore stirred up by the World, a Joint Committee
on Immigration had been called together and had made another investigation
of the various sites in New York Harbor, It inspected Bedloe's Island,
Governor's Island and Ellis Island. The military gentlemen quartered on
Governor's Island were a unit in opposing the use of any part of the choice
Army rescrvation there for immigration purposes. Senator Evarts of New
York, who had been a principal promoter of the Statue of Liberty, gave the

1
committee an impassioned plea against the use of Bedloe's Island. ; In
this situation the choice of Ellis Island, where the Navy's powder magazine
was under attack and where there was no powerful sentiment to be over-
ridden, was natural. On its return to Washington the Joint Committee,
with only two opposing votes, appxé,oved the selection of Ellis Island as the

1 .
site for thc immigration station.

Meanwhile, Senator McPherson's resolution for the removal of the
powder magazine there had been brought out of committee and p;\s;sed by
the Scnate with an amendment appropriating $75, 000 "to enable the Sccretary

; 1
of the Treasury to improve said Ellis Island for immigration purposes. " !
This resolution was taken up by the House, passed with only brief debate,

18
and signed by President Benjamin Harrison on April 11.
This action had not been taken without protest. One of the members

of the Joint Committce had based his opposition on the statement of Secrectary

Windom, who had looked at Ellis Island, among other locations in New Yorlk
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Harbor, and rejected it as a possible site on what he considered good and

sufficient grounds. He had told the committee:

V/e also tried to reach Ellis Island. We werc on a
little revenue cutter, and asked the oificer to take us to
Ellis Island. Xe said he could not get the boat there, be-
causc the water was not deep enough. I told him then to
take us as nedar to it as he could; and he went within 30
rods of it, I should think, or perhaps less. The difificulty
of recaching it and the observations we had at that distance
from us, whcre it seerned to be almost on a level with the
water, presented so few attractions for an immigrant depot
that we steamed away from it under the impression that
even if we could get rid of the powder magazine which is
there now, and could sccure the island, it was not a
desirable place; and we were so advised by the collector
of customs of New York and some others who were with

us., 19

Whether he liked it or nct, Ellis Island was the place presented to the
Secrctary for the building and operation of the first Federal immigration
station. It was transferred to the Treasury Dcpartment for this purpose,
the powdcer havz‘xgg been removed to Fort Wadsworth on the Narrows, on
May 24, 1890, Planning got under way almost at once in the office of
the.Superintendcnt of Repairs of United States Buildings in New York, “
The Secrctary's report for the ﬁscal year indicated that the work of
construction was already ''being prosecuted with vigor, " with hopes that
the new plant would be ready for occupation in the following April, i

The work going forward consisted- of the dredging of a channel to a
depth of 12 fcet ;)r more, 200 feet wide and 1,250 feet long; the building of

853 feet of docks, with 860 fcet of additional crib work (to contain fill enlarging

the Island); the construction of a large two-story wooden building, with a sinall
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separate hospital group, a boiler house, laundry, and electric light plant;
23
and the digging of artesian wells and the construction of cisterns. As

might have been cxpected, such a formidable program was not completed
in the following April; it was the end of the year before the Ellis Island

station was ready for use.

Use of the Darce Gffice, 1820-1801

The notice of contract termination that the Secretary of the Treasury

had scnt to the New York State Commissioners of Emigration in the middle
24
of February was to take effect in 60 days, on April 18. The Commissicners,
in a resentful mood, refuscd to permit the use of Castle Garden by tiie Treasury
2
Department while the Ellis Island station was under construction. ’ A
temporary immigration station was found in the Barge Office, at the south-
east corner of Battery Park, not far from Castle Garden. The Barge Office
got its name from the fact that there had been in the vicinity from Colonial
times to the Civil War a landing place for bai~gea plying to and from Governor's
26

Island. The building then existing under that name, near the Staten Island
ferry, was a granite structure with a corrugated iron annex, completed in
‘1883 for ti;e usc of the Customs Service. It was into;nded as a central landing
place for steamship cabin passengers and their baggage, to simplify customs
inspection. The plan had not worked, as both passéngcra and steamship

27

companies had objected strenuously. In 1890 the building, which was a
_ 28

Treasury Department facility, was lying largely idle.

The quarters at the Barge Office were cramped, and immigration was
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on an upward curve and heavily concentrated at New York, In the two and
one-half months remaining in the fiscal year 1890, there were landed and
29
examined at this temporary station 118, 619 immigrants. In the follow-
ing full year 405, 664 iramigrant alicns were received there, of a national
30
total of 516,253, or approximately €0 percent. The Secretary put a
good face on the situation, reporting that though the place was '"'not entirecly

satisfactory, ' his expectation that 'the Department could administer the

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

control" had been fully realized.

The Department had no staff of its own ready and trained to take over
this sudden and scrious responsibility, The organization at the Barge Cffice
was made vp largely of former Castle Garden employees, under the general
direction of a superintendent subject to the control of the Collector of the

32 i ;

Port. Many former State immigrant examiners, or ''registry clerks"

33
as they were long called, served not only there but also later at Ellis Island.
There was at first no bureau in Washington charged with responsibility for

34
immigration matters. For the time being, the port of New York was the
oni;} one at which immigration was handled directly by the Department, exist-

ing contracts with State authoritics at the ports of Portland, Boston, Philadelphia,

Daltimore, Xey West, New Orleans, Galveston and San Francisco reniaining in
35
force.

All this was changed beginning with the passage of the first comprehensive
immigration law in the spring of 1391, This act laid a permanent foundation

for national control of immigration. It placed immigration wholly under Federal
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30.
authority. It set up a practical method of enforcement of exclusion regulations
by compelling steamship companies to carry back to Furope all passengers
rejected by United States inspectors. It contained the first effective provision
for deporting undesirable aliens; those who entered illegally, or who became
public charges from causes existing prior to landing, might be expelled within
onc ycar. It added to the exclusion categories polygamists and '"persons suffer-
ing from a loathscme or dangerous contagious disease,' and broadened the
contract labor law to exclude immigrants encouraged by employers' advertise-

‘ 36

ments, making such solicitation in itself illegal.

The act created the office of Superintendent of Immigration in the Treasury
Department. The Superintendent was required to report annually to the Secretary
on the work of his office. In accordance with the provisions of the act, the

37
Bureau of Immigration was established in the Department on July 12, 1891,
At the port of New York there was set up the office of Commissicner of
Immigration, and Colonel John B, V/eber, a Buffalo businessman, was the
38 '
first appointeec.

The Secrectary's report for 1891 stated that '"The new and commodious
Immigrant Station on Ellis Island, in New York harbor, is practically completed,
and the business of receiving and inspecting immigrants will be transferred
thither from the Barge Office as soon as certain details are arranged.'" There
would be a regular ferry maintained between Ellis Island and the BEarge Office,

and the annex forming part of the latter was to be used as a final landing place

for those immigrants going to New York and nearby points, Officials at New

York were obviously close to desperation in their limited quarters and with
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their overwhelming responsibilities, and looked forward eagerly to the movc..
"The new receiving station, ' it was affirmed, 'besides adding vastly to the
comfort, convcnience, and sanitary well-being of the arriving immigrants,
will enable the inspection officers to perform their duties much more thoroughly,

39

effectively, and expeditiously,"

The llis Island Station

Not long before Ellis Icland was opened for business as an immigration
station, an enthusiastic writer described the new plant in admiring detail in

Harper's Weekly: .

..s.Itis ...2apparent that in reaching the conclusion to

build a proper depot, the Federal government does not

appear to be overestimating its needs so much as to be
putting to shame the neglectiul Ctate officials who pre-
viously mismanaged the business. The determination

to build and the work of construction {ollowed one another
closely, after the immigrants had been forced to land at

the inadequate JBarge Office. Ellis Island, one of the very
smallest dots of land that rises above the waters of the

Upper Bay, was chosen....The Island was only two and

a quarter acres in extent, and was long used as the naval
magazine. A government architect drew the plans for the
new Castle Garden, or immigrant receiving=-station, as it
should be called, and Major George B. Hibbard superintended
the work upon the new building and grounds. Sheridan & Eyrne
are the contractors. Dy necessity the island has been about
doubled in sizec.

For a long time the great new building has been one of
the sights for those who enjoy the Dattery Park and those .
who cross the North River on the ferry-boats. It looks
like a latter-day watering place hotel, presenting to the
view a great many-windowed expanse of buff-painted wooden
walls, of blue-slate roofing, and of light and picturesque
towers. It is 400 fecet long, two stories high, and 150 fect
wide, and, with its adjuncts, will cost about $200,000. It
is devised to permit of the handling of at least 10, 000 immmigrants
in a day, and the first story, which is 13 {feet in height, is




Figurec 6.

Buildings of the first immigration station at Ellis Island
in 1896. These buildings were all burned in the following
year. Annual Tcoort cf the Commissio: 1("-( eneral cx

Immigration, 18 6.
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sufficiently capacious for the storage and handling of the
baggage of 12, 000 newcomers.

Steerage passengers were to be landed in barges at Ellis Island, Harper's
continued, and to ascend to the second story, by a double staircase, for
medical inspection and interrogation. Some would be separated and detained
for further physical examination.,

««++ The others will continue on and into the great second-
story room, to be separated into ten lines and to march
through that number of aisles between the desks of the so-
called "pedigrec clerks, " who will cross-examine them as
the law requires, beyond tie aisles and the desks of the
questioning inspectors they will {ind two great pens or
enclosures, one 58 fecet wide and 144 feet long, and the
other 72 x 110 fcet. Into one will go those whose destinat-
ion is New York city or its suburbs; into the other will be
put the greater number who are about to begin another
journey to distant States and Territorics....

On this second floor, coaveniently arranged, are spaces
for the railroad ticket-sellers, the clerks of the information
burcau, for the telegraph and brokers' counters, and the
lunch stand. Colonel John B, Weber, the Commissioner
of Emigration, will have his officec in one corner on that
floor, and Ceneral O'Beirne, the Assistant Commissioner,
will occupy a similar office in another corner....

"On the grounds, I‘Targcr's reported, either finished or under construction,

therec were hospital builc‘.in.gs. bath house, power house, kitchen and restaurant,
" ' 40

and doctors' quarters,

The Ellis Island Immmigration Station was formally opened on January 1,
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 later
some remodeling of the brick and stone buildings of old Fort Gibson, as well
as of the heavy masonry structures built by the Navy for the storage of

. 41
explosives. Some of the magazines were converted into vaults for the
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33.
storapc of immigration records. Other old buildings were used for various
purposes. One of them, enlarpged and extended, formed part of an extensive
two-story dormitory for detained immigrants. The hospital buildings, which
: 42

were new, were built with sheltered verandas, arranged in a quadrangle.

A medical officer who served at Ellis Island during this period recalled
that the main building was closer to the water than the present structure,
"in fact directly alongside the ferry slip.'" Its functional arrangement was
closely similar to that 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 cffort was made to keep it looking like the wooden deck of a ship. Numerous
tall windows running to the eaves let in abundant light and sunshine. '"On the
whole, " he said, ''the former building at Ellis Island impressed the visitor

43
with its cleanliness, light and airiness."

To some degrce, perhaps, this cleanliness was made possible by the
falling off of immigration. The tide was still rising when the new station
opened for buciness. Fiscal year 1892 saw 445, 987 immigrants admitted
through the port of New York. Germany, Ireland, England, Sweden and
Norway, the leading emigration nations of the recent past, were still send-
ing considerable numbers of their sons and daughters to America, but Italy,

; 4
Russia, Poland, Hungary and Austria were sending more. ’ The change

from the "old immigration' of northern and western Europe to the ''new

immigration" from southern and eastern Europe, about which nativists

then and later were greatly concerned, was taking place.
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Beginning with the latter half of the calendar ycar, immigration both
old and new dropped off sharply. In August there was a cholera scare and
a strict quarantine was established in the Atlantic ports. Many steamship

45
cornpanies thereupon refused to embark immigrants, In 1893 there was
a panic followed by years of nation-wide depression. Immigration 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 werc 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 year, and in the
late 1890's immigration officials thought that the trans-Atlantic movement
of population had passed its crest because of the effect of the immigration
laws of 1891 and 1893. "With the present laws energetically enforced, "
the Commissioner~-General of Immigration reported in 1897, "I do not
apprehend that immigration will ever reach the volume of pést years, not-

47
withstanding the most prosperous conditions in our country."

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 business

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

rise in immigration as a natural result, was almost at once taxed to its physical

limits and often beyond them.

Grover Cleveland succeeded Denjamin Harrison as President in 1893
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and, naturally, there was a new commissioner of immigration at the port of
New York., He was Dr. Joseph H. Senner, a highly educated gentleman of
Austrian German background, who had been on the editorial staffs of some
48
of the leading German language newspapers in the United States. His
appointment was closcly scrutinized and his administration of Ellis Island
was critically viewed early in his tenure by the Senate Committee on
49
Immigration. Some of the New York press ridiculed his accent and attacked
his adminictration vigorously. Ile was evidently a man of ability and integrity,
50
however, intent on improving the service at the Island.

Just before Dy, Senner's appointment a new immigration law had been
passed. The act of 1893 was an administrative mcasure intended to facilitate
the enforcement of the general legislation passed two years before, For the
administration of the Ellis Island station, its most important feature was the
requirement that shipowners prepare manifests on incoming passengers to
aid the immigration inspectors in their work, These manifests were of a
prescribed form and earried much detailed information on individual immigrants.
Their preparation involved an inspection process abroad, for which the steam-

ship cornpanies were responsible. This preliminary screening was intended

to cut down the percentage of inadmissible aliens received at United States
51
ports.

The ships' manifest no doubt did serve this purpose to some extent in
the ycars that followed, although the document was often carelessly or
fraudulently prepared. Immlgrants constituted a profitable self-loading cargo

and chipowners tended to eount on mass movement for their profit, taking
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chances on rejections. The manifest became the basic record on the individual
immicrant., Copies of ships' muanifests accumulated at Ellis Island in enormous
numbers. They were used in the compilation of immigration statistics and be-
came invaluable references in cases involving naturalization and deportation.

Under the laws of 1891 and 1893, which provided the basic procedure
for a generation, the admissibility of an alien on arrival was determined by
a medical examination, an interrcgation of cach passenger 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 States forthwith if he was, in the
opinion of the inspector, ''clearly and beyond doubt entitled to land.' If not,
the law required that he be held for investigation by a board of special inquiry,
composed of four (later thrce) qualificd and designated officials. The adver:ze
decision of this board formally excluded the immigrant, but appeal was allowed
from its judgment through the commissioner to the Secretary of the Treasury
(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 Bureau of Immigration in cases of exclusion and
deportation were administrative and not judicial. The law of 1882 gave the
Secretary of the Treasury authority to make such rules and regulations ''as
he shall dcem best calculated for carrying out the provisions of this act and

53
the immigration laws of the United States, " It was under such rules, and

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

The practice was confirmed as carly as 1893 by the Supreme Court. The court
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held, in the case of Fong Yue Ting v. United States, that deportation was

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

return of unwelcome and undesirable aliens to their own countries. Alicns

were deported on the grounds of expediency and not of crime, because their
54

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

It followed that the guarantces of the Bill of Rights intended to protect
persons accused of crime did not apply to aliens, as far as their right to
enter or remain in the United States was concerned. The hearings of the
boards of inquiry were conducted in a manner best calculated to elicit the
desired information. 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
2 public charge.

A sympathetic and somewhat exaggerated account of the ordeal of the

immigrant appeared in Harper's Weekly not long after this full procedure come

into effect:

The hospitality of our land is given freely to all who
deserve it; but Uncle Sam has drawn wisdom from ex=-
pericnce, and in these latter days has come to demand
at least a show of evidence that it will be rightly employed.
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For the saloon passenger our doors still swing wide open.

He may come and go freely, save for the incuisitive custom-
house e:zaminer and the boisterous and importunate dock cab-
man., Dut the voyager in the steerage finds his course strewn
thick with obstacles., For him the New World speedily be-
comes a miglhty interrogation point. Failure to answer
properly any one of a score of questions, asked him perhaps
half a score of times and by as many different men, failure
even to allay suspicion by his manner, though his words are
satisfactory, may cost him vexatious delay, or the shame
and bitterness of a wrecked ambition.

His trials presumnably begin when he seeks to buy his
passage ticket; for in these days the steamship companies
are made responsible for the people they bring to us, and
may be subjected to a fine of {20 for each unwelcome visitor,
along with the necessity of taking him home again. No sooner
does the irmmigrant get on board ship than he is passed in
procession before a physician, and if he locks ill he is put
ashore. During the voyage he is put through his catechism
once more. Nineteen questions are asked him concerning
his nationality, age, health, trade, resources, and prospects
in the New World, and these answers must be sworn to. Then
he is cdrilled in the proper method of conducting himself before
the examining officer in INew York, and a tag is given him to
be worn conspicuously upon that occasien, the purpose being
to indicate clearly upon what particular sheet his answers are
recorded.

The steamer itself had to pass a quarantine inspection, Harper's noted, to

make sure that no contagious discase was rampant aboard. On its arrival at

the pier the steerage passengers were separated and sent to Ellis Island.
¥
It is a strange, a stirring, and an instructive spectacle
which is thus presented almost every day in the year upon
the great airy second floor of the Ellis Island building. ...

Presently there is a stir. A waiting figure stands before
the little desk at the end of each lane; every beootn is tenanted;
interprcters mass themselves; and there is the distant clatter
of many feet, as the immigrants crowd open-mouthed and be-
wildered through the further doorway. For a moment all is
confusion; the carcfully ticketed groups-are broken, as fricnds
find themsclves scparated, or parenta sce their little oncs
stupidly assigned to another batch., At length they come down

h
----------
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their proper lanes in single file, their queer bagpage
bumping against the rails and playing havoc with those

in the rear. They clearly have small notion of what is

to follow. Some look frightened when halted at the desks,
some angry, aad some stolid, with the indi{ffcrence of

stupidity. Many are nervously defiant; now and again
a woman's laugh sounds perilously akin to hysteria,

If their answers agree with those recorded on ship-
board they are passed on. If there is any discrepancy
or any dubiousness of manner, the suspect is pounced
upon by waiting officials, questioned closely, and either
sent upon his way, or pushed iato the cage to await in-
vestigation by the established board below.

But having passed the desks, the immigrant's worries
are not over. The contract-labosr inspector is there to
halt such as look to him suspicious, and just now the bulk
of the immigrants returned are of that class. And other
agents stop and jostle them at every point to learn their
destinations and with well-meaning if irritating zeal to
sct them right and save them from the hovering swarms
of sharpers on shore.
The long series of struggles with the steamship lines, that was to be
a prominent feature of Illis Island's operation in the years to come, was
forecast during Dr. Senner's administration there. The use of the ships'
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 '""had become very nearly a
59 :
mere matter of census -taking, " 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 ordercd returned by the lines that brought them. The greater propor-

tion were finally permitted to enter.

The stecamship lines, finding their expenses increased, began protest-

1
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ing that they should not pay for.the subsistence at Ellis Island of those dctained
but eventually landed. Some of the companices undertook a "strike" against
this procedure, arguing tha.t 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 1882, for the care of immigrants
arriving in the United States, and for the relicf of those in distress, "
Superintendent of Immigration Herman Stump declared, '"has been used for
their benefit after being landed, which m;aans after examination and discharge,
and not to relieve steamship lines of any liability prior to such landing... the
steamship companies are liable for all expenses incurred in guarding and
lodging a,ndbfeeding detained immigranté pending the decision of the Immigration
Officials. 0Along with this declaration, Dr. Senner received orders to form
boarding parties and examing on board ship all immigrants arriving on the
vessels of the protesting comp:.mies. This, of course, would have caused
great confusion and delay, and the companieé quickly capitulated. i

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

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

'~ were so mixed in nationality that cooperation among them was unlikely,

Assaults by individuals on individual guards and fights among the cictzinces

: , 2
themselves were not uncommon, but violent group protest was rare. But
in the mid-1890's and for some years to come the Italian immigrants were in
paz;ticular disfavor, as the Irish had becn a generation or so before. In the

spring of 1896, in spite of the lingering depression in the United States, there

was a considerable influx of Italians, nearly all men. New York newspapecers




Figure 7.

Italian deportees in the detention pen at Ellis Island.
1896, These men had rioted a day or two before.
New York Tribune, April 20, 1896.
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attributed this to an effort to evade military service, Italy being at the time
at war (disastrously) with Ethiopia. Boards of inquiry at Ellis Island frecly
ordered dctentions and deportations under the "pauper' clause of the im=
migration law, The limited detention qua'rters on the Island soon overflowed
and Dr. Scaner feared an epidemic. "8

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

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

As there was no space for them in the regular detention quarters, 2 ''temporary
detention pen'' was fitted up in an open space on the Island, One afternoon a
crowd of them made a rush for the fence and began tearing off the pickets.
The guards succeceded in beating them back with considerable difficulty., The
commissioner, fearing more trouble, telegraphed Washington asking per-

64
mission to employ armed constables on the Island during the congestion.
In response to Senner's alarm, the Washington office appealed to the Navy
for protection at Ellis Island and6received a promise to send marines from

5

the Brooklyn Navy Yard on call.

The New York Tribune sent over a rcporter to follow up the story.

"A'forlo‘ru-.'.ooking lot they are, ' he said of the dcportccs in the outdoor
éeter_xtion pen, 'restless, depressed, degraded and penniless, anc} it is
pitiable indeed to watch their longing looks, hoping against hope as they
do, for freedom. The most sympatlxetic; however, could but exclaim, "
as they looked upon the groups, "We don't want them; send them back!'"

This episode, and the rush of Italian immigration that had produced it,

were Investigated at the time by Robert DeCourcey Ward of the new Immigration
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Restriction League, and were used to give considerable impetus to a proposal
then before Congress to add a literacy test to the existing 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 ycar but President Cleveland vetoed it in a vigorous
message just before he leff office. It was a radical departure from our
national policy, he pointed out. Heretofore we had welcomed all except
those whosec moral or physical condition or history threatened danger to
the national welfare and safety. "It is said,'' the President reminded
Congress, 'that the quality of recent immigration is undesirable. The
time is quite within recent memory when the same thing was said of im-
migrants who, with their descendants, are now numbered among our best
68
citizens."

While the phsrsi‘cal plant that he operated did not last very long, it was
under Dr. Senner's administration that the procedures in use at Ellis Island
throughout its great period as an immigrant recciving station began to take
form. rle also made many physical improvements, inciuding both extensive
:cplairs of ti.e l:astily-built wooden buildings and new constructién, and en=~
larged the Island by scveral acres to accommod.atc them. Iis reports were
replete with recommendations, 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's time s;arcely a vestige 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 the lﬁst outstanding contract, one for laying cables to
New York for telcsraph and telephone communication by way of Goverrnor's
Island., While the {ire was discovered almost at once, 'all efforts to ex~
tinguish it were unavailing." It was of mysterious origin, and a later in-
vestigation failed to trace ite cause. There were a good many immigrants
on the Island at the time, some in the hospitzl and others in the dormitory.
The medical staff and the night guard force acted promptly and they were
all evacuated safecly to New York by ferry. The sick were transferred to
Bellovuec Hospital before sunrise, N

In some ways the destruction of the station was a relief to its administrator.

While ke did not include the language in his official report, Commissioner Sennex

spoke freely to a New York Tribune reporter after the fire., "Ever since I have

- been in office,'" he said, ''the fcar of somcthing like this fire has haunted me,

and now that it has come and no lives were lost I am glad of it. A row of un=-
sightly, ramshackle tinderboxes has been removed, and when the Government

72
rebuilds it will be forced to put up decent fireproof structures, "

J Théwooden buildings could be, and eventually were, replaced with

structures of more permanent and fireproof type, but the loss of records

was Irreplacecable. The immigration records of Cactle Garden, from 1855

to 1890, had been turned over to the Lllis Island authorities only the year

before and had been placed In some of the old Navy powder magazines for
73

safckeeping. The intense heat of the fire cracked and crumbled these

heavy vaults and all the pricclcss State records on immigration, together
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. 74
with most of those since accumulated at the Island, were destroyed. The

absence of records prior to the middle of June, 1897 was a continuing haﬁdlcap

75
in the years that followed, particularly in the verification of immigrant landings.

Back to the Darce Office

The Barge Office was at once ordered to be put into use again for the
reception of Iimmigrants. Pending its use, the Washington office directed
examinations aboard ship, N but the agents of the steamship lines offered
the use of their piers for immigrant inspection. Several ships with large
numbers of stecrage passengers arrived the day following the fire, but in-
spection was carried out on that and succeeding days "with the same scrutiniz-
ing care employed on the island." The Customs Service vacated the annex of
the Barge Office and it was immediately set aside for the use of detained
immigrants., As this space was wholly inadequate, two large houses on State
Street, facing the Batt:;ry. were leased and fitted up for detention quarters

7

and hospital purpbs es,

"This emergency arrangement was modified a few months later. An

old pa‘seengcr ctecamer, the Narraransett, was chartered and fitted up for

_detention quarters. It was tied up at Ellis Island. Landing and inspection
of immigrants took place at the Barge Office, which also housed the admin-

istrative offices, and dctainecs were ferried over to the Narragansett as fast

as they accumulated. The steamer furnished sleeping accommodations for

78
800, ao well as quarters for a matron, physician and necessary attendants,

79
The sick were farmed out to local hospitals under contract. Operations in
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the "very inconvenicent and eramped accommodations of the old Barge Office, "
with a; necessarily reduced staff, were reported in the following year as pro-
gressing "uninterruptedly and satisfactorily. "80

In epite of 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 passengere took place in '"the old Castle Garden environment. "

Dr. Senncr had been replaced as commissioner of immigration for the port

of New York, soon after the fire, by Thomas Fitchie.leitchie was a New
York Republican politician who had actively supported William McKinley in

his successful campaign for the presidency. His assistant was Edward F. Mc-
Sweeney, who had scrved Dr, Senner in the same capacity. Fitchie was
generally 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
difficult prevailing conditions. -

The new head of the Bureau of Immigration was 'I:crence V. Powderly,
former chief of the I{nigixts of Labor and still influential in labor ‘clrclcs.
Powdecrly, too, had assisted McKinley in the campaign of 1596. All three
men==Powderly, Fitchie and McS\veeﬁey -;werc active politicians while in
office. It was not long before friction, not uncommon in the relationship
between the head of a Washington bureau and a principal subordinate in the

ficld, developed into a serious feud., This split the force at the Barge Office

into factions, one loyal to the commisgsioner, another currying favor with the

bt i R




»

46.
Commissioner-Genceral (this title had now replaced that of Superintendent
83
of Immigration), and another waiting to see which way to jump. There

was also nasty infighting at the level of the Department, where Fitchie and

McSweeney had fricnds and Powderly had encmies.

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, big 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 Knights 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 this legislation, contract labor inspectors were appoxnted
to work with the State immigration authorities. When the Federal Governmcnt

assumed responsibility for immigrant reception they were continued as a

separate class of inspectors. Under Powderly's administration of the Burecau

of Immigration théy were increased in numbers. Thexr attitude toward their

86

immediate superiors was indcpendent, sometimes insubordinate. Some

of them were corrupt. Fitchic and McSweeney sought to get rid of them as
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a class, by combining the registry clerks and the contract labor inspectors

"{mmigration inspectors.' This reform eventually took
87 '

place, but Powderly resisted it bitterly.

in a single class as

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
88

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 grait were abundant.

It was not long before there were charges of brutality and corruption. Press

attacks were rcdoubled, culminating in a serious scandal involving the improper

landing of immigrants in 1899. The facts presented to the Commissioner=~

he felt, in a full-scale investigation of the Barge Office.
89

Extensive hearings were held in New York in the following year and a report

General justified him,

was submitted to the Department in June, implicating a number of officials in
the New York office. This report was bottled up by Powderly's superiors
in the Treasury Department, who were critical of the manner in which the

hearings had been conducted, but charges were brought against a number of

men, mostly of subordinate grades, and some of them were dismissed from

90
the service. _ . _
‘ v 91

There was no thorough house cleaning at the Darge Office, however,

ewing, to the rebuilt immigration

and the sorry mess was carried over, still st
92

station at Ellls Island. With returning prosperity, immigration was reviving

and the Barge Office was, aside from its other troubles, overwhelmed with
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business., The Commissioner-General's report for the fiscal year expressed
the hope ''that before the close of the calendar year 1900, the contractors will
have completed the new buildings and turned them over for the occupancy of

the immigration force at the barge office, thus relieving a tension that had

93

R o E e

become almost unendurable. "
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CHAPTER III

High Tide

The New Station on Ellis Island

At lact the new station on Ellis Island, on which work had been pushed as
1
rapidly as possible, was ready for occupancy if not entirely completed. Com-
missioner Fitchie and 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 steerage of the Kaiser Wilhelm II.  Other steerage

passengers came in during the day from the Victoria, the Vincenzo Florio and
2

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 ago. He will enter this country by the gateway of the new immigration
station on Ellis Island, instead of the grimy, gloomy Darge Office--more
suggestive of an inclosure for animals than a rccciving station for prospective
'citilzens of the United States. "3 |

A few days after the new station opened Secretary of the Treasury Gage
and a large party made an official inspection. They were entertained at lunch
In.t‘he commissioner's office. The Secretary congratulated Fitchie and his
staff on their new home which, he said, '"with its companion buildings will
form 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 withif\ 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
a competition entered by a number of eminent firms. °

The problem to be solved, as called for by the Government's program,
lay in planning a fireproof structure which would keep immigrants free 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 the 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 relatives

7

and friends who would flock to the Island with the arrival of each new shipload.

"This meant, " 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 capable of supplying
féo'd to thousands, a hospital equipped for the trcatment of any disease or '
emergency, docks and whar%res with immediate transportation facilities for
passengers and baggage to all points on this continent, a special post-

office, custom-house, and telegraph station, with numberless administration
offices, courts of inquiry, witness-rooms, detention pens, quarters for

physicians, missionaries, employment and information bureaus, and sundry

charitable enterprises, besides baths, lavatories, laundries, and abundant
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toilet facilities, and all the other necds of this greatest of caravanseries perched
8

on an island of diminutive size."

While it was to be assumed that all these practical purposes would have
becen met by a Government architect "'selected according to the plan of political
expediency,' Iiarper's asserted that "old Ellis Island and the harbor of New
York would probably have suffered in consequence.'" The chief merit of the
plan presented by Boring 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
to and fro between the island and the city of New York. "9

The main building of the group was in the center of the Island, approximate-
ly on the site of the old wooden one. It was 385 feet long, 165 feet wide and 62
feet high, with four corner towers reaching to 2 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 '
limceton_e trim.

Tl';e largest room in the building was the registry room, or examination
héll. on the second floor, 200 feet long, 100 feet wide and 56 feet high., Most
of its floor sPacé was divided into twelve narrow alleys by iron railings. Down
these passages the immigrants marched in the examination process, after having
landed from barges, entered and climbed the stairs. Here both medica’l and
legal examinations to detcrmine their right to enter took place. It was

calculated that 5, 000 immigrants could be examined here with ease in a day,
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Figure 8.

"Plan of U. S. Immigrant Station Ellis Island N. Y.
Harbor.'" Annual Report of the Supervising Architect,

1898.
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"The Immigrant Station on Ellis

Harbor." Architectural Record, December,
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11

and many more in an emergency.

Surrounding 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 apartments capable of accommodating 600 slecpers.
Iron stairways led irom these quarters to the roof atleithcr end of the building.
These areas, on top of the wings which were only two 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 the unfortunates
excluded by the board. The commissioner's office and other administrative
offices were on the first floor. There 2lso were the baggage room and the
large railroad roam where immigrants awaited transportation to distant

13
points.

North of the main building were a large 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
was the hospital. At the time the new station was opened it was estimated that
more than $1, 000, 000 had been spent in its construction and an additional

14
appropriation was necessary to complete it,

After the station had been in operation for some time and most of its

elements had been completed, the Architectural Record bestowed its professional

approval., The problem here, as the Record saw it, had been to meet the re-

- quirements of ""both a hospice and a hospital,' and also esscntially that of a
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railroad station, the requirement of landing, collecting and distributing great
and sudden crowds with a minimum of confusion and delay., This last require-
ment the designer had met successfully, having provided for a continuous human
1
flow that had already handled more than 6,500 arriving immigrants in one day. ;
The Record believed that ""the general composition of the central building,
the distribution of its masses and the trcatment 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 soften the harshness of rectilinearity.
"But these, " the Record concluded, '"are mere blemishes upon a capital piece

16

of work, "

Many years later the Ellis Island 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 light and air which could have been

17
easily obtained on this site."

TR Clcans House

Ellis Island fn its néw 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, lnclud;::d a certain percentage of "worthless and dishonest
characters,'" The employees of the various con;:cssionaircs. and the con-

cesslonaires themselves, averaged higher in knavery, To Ellis Island were

———
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also drawn, in spite of its isolation, many of the varied types of sharpers

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 onc sees travelers he
1

can find extortion and robbery." ’

Within the first year of operation, petty racketecring 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
money and baggage. = "Roughness, cursing, intimidation and a mild form
of blackmail prevailed to such a degree as }:o be common, "' stated a traveler
and observer of immigrant conditions; 'the restaurant was a den of thieves,
in which the immigrant was robbed by the proprietor, whose employees stole
from him and from the immigrant also." As an experiment, he 'changed a
twenty-mark gold picce at the exchange conccss.iori z;nd was robbed of nearly

20 -
75 percent of his money.

| On another occasion he was approached by an inspector who, in a very
friéndly way, intimated that he might have difficulty in being permitted to
land. Money judiciously placed might ac.complish something, the inspector
suggested. A Bohemian girl he had met on the steamer came to him with
tgars in her eyes. One of the inspectors had promised to pass her quickly,
she said, if she would promise to meet him at a certain hotel. "Do I look

21
like that?" she asked.,

1
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Another scandal broke in the summer of 1901, 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
boarding 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 staff, and a number of charges were filed
: 2
as a result, his administration had been badly compromised. .

Within the first month after he succeeded William McKinley as President
of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt began moving to clean up the situation
at Ellis Island. Writing to Nicholas Murray Dutler 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 man whom I have met who knows anything
about that office has agreeci in believing McSweéney.to be corrupt.' His own
friends had been united in telling him that Powderly was a goo;:l man, but some
quesfion 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 ﬂuggcs‘tions for possible successors to all three men,

24
adding, "I am more anxious to get this office straight than almost any other."

This was not easy. All three men had powerful backing and McSweeney,
in particular, whom Roosevelt saw as the primﬁ villain, was strongly entrenched

in New York, Connecticut and Massachusetts politics, and had friends among

the steamship companies and the missionaries. Fitchie's term of office
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conveniently expired and the removal of Powderly was made easy by replacing
him with another respected .Iabor man, Frank P, Sargent, chief of one of the
railroad brotherhoods. In spite of loud protests from high sources in the
2

Republican party, Roosevelt also forced the fesignation of McSweeney. ’

- For Commissioner of Immigration at New York, the President appointed
Williama Williams, a young lawyer of good standing, with some experience in

2
Government service and a commendable record in the recent war with Spain. °
Joseph E. Murray, an old friend of Roosevelt's with some 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 swept, garnished, and sect in running order on a strict
27

merit basis, "

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 déserving 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 concérned as their expcnsés under the new dispensation were increased.
Roosevelt stood by his new man, telling Governor Odell of New York that
Ythe manage.ment of the Ellis Island business has been rotten in the past,
’ 2

and Williams has got to make a thorough sweeping out." ’

Williams entered on duty April 28, 1902, so that his first annual repolrt

as commissioner coverecd only two months of his own administration. Never-

theless, he had already uncovered a good bit of skullduggery 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 idcal predicted by his
30
predecessor.

Among former abuses was the practice of detailing l;nqualified persons
to inspect immmigrants, the inspectors signing blank detention cards and han'd-
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 for inspection. Most of those so marked were shown to have
had fair amounts of money and many very large amounts. Williams pointed

31

out drily that these were "points not without interest."

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 themselves examined detained immigrants and discharged them
or put them back in detention, bypassing the boards of inquiry. "The result-

X 32
ing power of blackmail, " the commissioner observed, ''will be readily seen."

The information burecau oiten did not receive results of 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 of abuscs or lack of system had already been reported
33

in Williams's letters to the Secretary.

The general treatment accorded immigrants 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 de-
tained 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 of food for days at a time." He himself saw, in the first days of his
2dministration, that immigrants were fed without knives, forks or spoons.
The samec bowls were used over and over without washing. .

At the food stands "an employee of the privilege holder wore a cap with
a gilt eagle and compelled immigrants to buy bags of food, in some cases even
where they were bound for New York.'" 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 p-rivilege in the face of
such facts, " Williams professed to believe, 'is 'incémprehensible. " The
former commissioner, he said, could have had his contract cancelled im=~
mediately by reporting the conditions to the Secretary. The new concessionaire,
he -éffirmcd, fed the im:migran.ts in an orderly, decent manner with wholesome

_ ‘ -

food, though his charge for meals was lower than formerly by 15 percent. ’

While the ad.minlstration of the office was still in a state of transition,
many evil practices had been abolished or would be soon. Primary inspection

of the immigrant was being made '""more conscientious." Detained immigrants

could no longer be discharged except by specified inspectors and all data on
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detention cards 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=-

mand liberal immigration laws and a liberal execution of the same. ' Some of

the steamship companies had been bringing in cases of favus 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 t-haf all aliens appear on ships' manifests had been constant.

Fair warrning 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 approval from Leslie's Weekly

qnly 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 rising tide

at Ellis Island "the aliens are now treated in the main quite as considerately 4
as would be crowds of like size and character in the heart of the city.' There

ha..d becn advantage taken of them in the past an;l they had been ""misused and
flecced by dishonest employees of the bureau, " but the new commissioner,

Mr. William Williams, Leslie's said, was "a thorough, resourceful, and hard-

L]




Figure 10.

"The Registry Desk, Fllis Island." Immigrants under
interropation by an immigration inspector in 1903.
Century Macgazine, March, 1903.
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working executive, " who, with his able associates, was doing his best to make
the conduct of affairs "more honest, efficient, and humane. "38

This high praise, by itself, might be thought a mere reflection of what
we would today call a public relations handou.t. but there is plenty of other
evidence to the same end. There is no doubt of the almost revolutionary
character of the changes that Williams brought about with the vigorous support
of the President. "Indeed, it was amazing,'" reported the Outlook after one
of its ct;;ff visited Ellis Island, 'to see how, in spite of the routine that is
hecessary in fnanaging hundreds and sometimes thousands every day, each
official seemed actuated by the human more than the professional motive.
The visitor to Ellis Island would have to be of very callous heart not to be
conscious of the real tenderness with which helplessness is there treated. "39

Jacob Riis, an immigrant of the Castle Garden days, an old friend of
Roosevelt's and intimately agsociated with kim during his term as police
commissioner of New York City, visited Ellis Island a few months later.
He saw and approved the new regime in action, but also noted that the "law
of k&nc’.n(_:sa" now ruling on the Island was sometimes put to a severe strain.
Not onc in a thousand landing at Ellis Island needed harsh treatment, he be-
lieved, but rather advice and help. This did not prevent the thousandth case
from recelving its full due. Riis say;ﬂ. that he saw Williams hinﬁsrelf "soak"
& Flemish peasant twice his size fér beating and abusing a child. The man
tufned and towered over the commissioner, "bl:lt the ordinarily quiet little

man presented o suddenly a fierce and warlike aspect that, though neither

underctood a word of what the other said, the case was made clear to the brute

~
-
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40
on the instant, and he slunk away."

While Willlams was thus himself capable of taking phys;ical action
Against an alien when he thought the dccasion demanded it, his "law of kind-
ness" was no scrap of paper, He QasI a strict disciplinarian and worked hard
to break up the vicious habits that had gro(nn‘ up among the staff under his
prcdeceasor.‘ "Not long ago I summoned 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 ] noticed
egain that your manner was very objectionable. It is not in accordance with
the notice requiring that immigrants be treated with kindness and considezration.
This notice Is posted in order that it shall be obeyed. Kindly understand that
you have no optionin regard to this matter, and that if you cannot conform
to the rules of the office, particularly those which are made for humanitarian

purposes, you will be compelled to sever your connection therewith.," This

warning was routed through the man's superiors, presumably for their benefit
41 : .
as well.

Just after .'Williams had l'eft Ellis Island the Outloo.!:'s colﬁmnist
YSpectator'" went over to inspect the station once more. He '"came away
impressed by the order, the system, the wisdom, and the kindness which
America shows In receiving immigrants at her greatest port....The Spectator
takes off ﬁla hat to ex-Commissioner VWilliams, who has made it what it is,

and hopes that the present Commlissioner will be an equally able and benevolent
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42

despot. "
43

Williams resigned early in 1905 to return to his neglected law practice.

He was succeeded by Robert Watchorn, a career Immigration Service official
44

also hand picked by Roosevelt. Watchorn carried on the Williams tradition
for a four-year term and then Williams returned to Ellis Island, at the earnest
request of President William H. Taft. He served again as commissioner of
{mmigration until the middle of 1913, only a year before the outbreak of Vorld

45
War 1. VWilliams was succeeded by his trained assistant, Ebyron H. Uhl,

4

who served for the succeeding year as acting commissioner. During the
great period of Ellis Island as an immigrant receiving station it was, once the
pattern of politics and corruption had been ’;:roken in 1902, probably run as

efficiently and with as much consideration for the immigrant as its overwhelm-

ing problems and the frailty of human nature would permit.

Operations Under Pressure

What was it like to go through Ellis Island as an immigrant during that
gtation's heyday from 1901 to 1914, when immigrant arrivals at the port of
New York rose from just under 400, 000 the first year to over 1, 000, 000 in

1907 and later again approached that figure? Oscar Handlin presents a

composite account Vi.n his sympathetic study of The Uprooted. While Handlin's
thesis is the sorrow and frustration of the immigrant, this account is objective
enough:
- Men, women, and children come off their floating
homes. They are arranged in lines cut off from each

other by wooden barriers, and they begin wearily to
' tread an incomprechensible maze. Officials in uniform

-
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survey them, look at the already large collection of
papers, peer at eyes, down throats, thump chests,
make notes on cards, and affix 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 who knows where.
After a while, and it can be a long, eventful while,
there come questions. How can a2 simple man under-
stand the language? The clever gentleman, smooth-
shaven and freshly washed, conducts the interrogation,
but spcaks down only through the aid of an interpreter.
{(One knows the type, a fellow who 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 on 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 are
through. :
Anyway, most are lucky and do get through. The

handful of inspectors are too few to permit more than
a perfunctory cxamination. They look for surface dis-
abilitics (trachoma, an infection of the eyelids, is one;
favus, a skin discase, is another), for obvious deformities,
and for signs of idiocy or insanity. On the hot, summer

- days which see the peak load, the impatient officials,
starched collars melting under the heavy serge, now and
"then single one out for morec than casual study, a case
from the long rows that move stolidly before them. The
rest get by. They escape to the free American air and
leave behind the luckless who must still face medical boards
of review, hearings, and appeals, perhaps soon to be sent
back from whence they came or to spend more months in
the confinement rooms at the station while distant powers
thumb through the dossiers that pile up on Washington desks.

47

Broughton Brandenburg and his wife went to Italy and back in steerage in

L}
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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 fhc
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,'" Erandenburg reported, ''the
more I was struck with its thoroughness and the kindly, efficient manner in
which the law was enforced. "48 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
im.migrant 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 ;.‘.'ellow travelers at the
strange routine, nor the tragedy of separated families and the hopelessness
of those destined for probable deportation. 'Liet no one believe that landing
on the shores of '"The land of the free and the home of the brave' i’s a pleasant
experience, " he emphasized; '"it is a hard, izara;h fact, surroun(.ied 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

navoidable, and would not be materially reduced if any other mcthod
' 49
were devised. "

geemu
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Steiner reserved most of his hard words for the steamship companies

that brought the immigrants to Ellis Island. Many of them, he declared,

ugtill practice their ancient wrongs upon their most profitable passengers. *

There should, he said, be an immediate demand made for the abolition of the

50
r a long time. When it

steerage. Unfortunately, the steerage hung on fo

did disappear, it was not for humanitarian reasons but in response to chang-

ing economic circumstances.

Paul Knaplund, an intelligent young Norwegian arriving at Ellis Island

"the newcomers were pushed around a good deal, ' but

in 1906, thought that

conceded that this might be '"perhaps an inevitable result of their being so

numerous and unfamiliar with the language of the officials." He '"had the

feeling that he was not being treated as a human being but as a commodity

51
to be processed. "

Stephen Graham, a British author arriving in steerage from Liverpool

in 1913, had the same dehumanized sensation. He thought that the inspection

process {llustrated "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. A 1 -

{s not good," he obscrved, ''to be like a hurrying, bumping, wandering piece

to the sacks of its type and size, but such

of coal being mechanically guided
52

is the lot of the immigrant at Ellis Island."

What was it like to work at Ellis Island during this period, examining

unately some thoughtful reminiscences arc at hand.

the immigrants? Fort

Victor Safford j tation in 1895 and stayed

oined the medical staff at the old &
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on well into the h‘cyday of the new. Able, conscientious and experienced in

hospital administration, he had been called to the Immigration Service when

it was trying to mal;e the medical examination something more than the legal
3

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 watching a circus procession plus a hustle and bustle
lacking in the more deliberate circus parade.'" 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 languaze of the earth.
There were few old-time employees at Ellis Island who could not tell an

5 . 54
immigrant to 'hurry up' in at least a dozen languages. "

Many immigrants, at least in the earlier years, arrived at the station
sick or even dying. For instance, there was a heavy mortality 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 children,
' ' g T
had to be transported across town to a city hospital under contract. "It
was not an uncommon event at that time, " 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

othcrwise when they were run off the ship onto the whar{ that the exertion

Incident to the transfer to the Island finished them. " It took much effort to
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persuade the ships' companies, in the absence of a regulation from Washington,
56
to send their doctors with the stecrage passengers to Ellis Island.

The system of medical inspection at Ellis Island remained substantially
unchanged for many years. The ships' manifests listing the names of the
passengers, 30 to a sheet, were brought to the Island with the immigrants.
Each sheet had a letter or number designation and the names on it were
numbered consecutively. Before leaving the ship each passenger was given
a card bearing his name and the 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 passengers 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 a;bnormality, physical or
mental. When this examination was completed, whether an hour, several
hours, or days or weeks later, the medical staff tgrncd the passenger back
into the mill, ;\Nith the results of the examination certified in writing "for
the information of the immigration officers.'" The medical officers did not
themselves exclude an alien or take part in the legal determination of his
admissibility, Aside from its 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 see both in

motion as well as at rest, Defects, derangements and symptoms of discase




Figure 11.

Line medical inspection of immigrants at Ellis Island
about 1910. Irnmigrants often did not realize that they
were under inspection until they recached the end of the
line. Ralph C. Williams, The United States Public

Health Service, 1798-1950.
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Linc inspection of arriving immigrants, Fllis Island, New York, about 1910. Officer
on left, Dr. William O. Wetmore; on the right, Dr. Herbert M. Manning.
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were often recognizable by watching a person twenty-five feet away. The
value of this observation was not to see what was wrong, but to see quickly
that something was wrong and put proper examination procedure in operation.

The "line inspection' was so arrangcd. that the medical officer could
scrutizine the immigrant as he approached, then as he came close at hand.,
Provision 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~
amination of those detained. If an immigrant had just carried his baggage
upstairs, the condition of his heart could be judged; the carrying of luggage
also made lameness more noticeable and revcaled deformities and posture
defects, By having the passenger hold an identification card in his hand
after it was stamped, defects of eyesight were disclosed, as he always
looked at the card to sce 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 expressions indicating abnormal mental condition and other defects.

Most of the time Safford had to manage 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 médical officers through his

professional contacts in the locality. Help asked for well in advance was

likely to arrive after the rush was over. "For this reason,' he recalls,

"'one spring at Ellis Island my associates and I‘wcre repeatedly on our fecet
59

almost continuously for pcriods of thirty-six hours at a strectch."

The system that Safford describes was still in use, with only a few

-
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variations, toward th'e close of the period. Dr. Alfred C. Reed, of the U.S5.
Public IHealth Service staff at Ellis Island, in 1913 described the work of the
medical staff as it then operated. There were three sections into which the
25 medical officers were divided~-the boarding division, the hospital and
the line. The boarding division, based at the Barge 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 division 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 the manner
60
that Safford recalled.

\foen Edward Corsi was commissioner of immigration at Ellis 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, vecteran interpreter.

“Wé went to work, of course, " M‘artocci rclated of the days of pecak
immigration, 'from the Barge Office at the Battery. From there the ferry-
boat took n;ost of the employees to Ellis Island at nine in the morning.
ﬁundreds of other people were always cagerly wéiting and clamoring to get

on the same boat. These were the friends and relatives of immigrants




Figure 12,

"The World's Greatest Clearing-House for Immigrants. "
Examination of immigrants in the great registry room

in 1905. Leslie's Weckly, December 23, 1905.
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THE WORLD’S GREATEST CLEARING-HOUSE FOR IMMIGRANTS.

DELEGATES TO THE NATIONAL IMMIGRATION CONFERENCE AT NEW YORK VIEWING THE LANDING BUREAU AT ELLIS ISLAND, WHERE THE

INCOMING ALIENS UNDERGO EXAMINATION BY DOCTORS AND INSPECTORS.—Photograph by A. E, Dunn,
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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 Barge Office to make sure that only the proper peoplé had
paaseé. "Once at the Island, ' Martocci recalled, 'we employees had to
plunge immediately into our work, for in those terrifically busy days whole
boat loads of immigrants were waiting to Ee inspected every morning. “61
Corsi thought that the inspection routine must have been different in
those days. Martocci agreéd 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 smoothly 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 through their medical inspection, and

whenever a case aroused sucpicion, the alien was set 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 cﬁalk. the color indicating why he had been
isolated. These methods, crude as they seem, had to be used, because of
the great numbers and the language difficultics; "62 |

All the aliens who had run this gauntlet succesefully passed down a long
lin_e and were grouped according to their manifest numbers, and the inspection

continued. While the arrangement of the examination hall was changed more

than once, Martoccl remembered that at one time there were twenty-two lines
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Figure 13.

Manifest sheet from the steamer Francesca, arriving
in New York from Patras, Greece, On April 19, 1907,
with Greck and Turkish steerage passengers. Records
of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, National

Archives.
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of inspection. '"Every manifest 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.'" Before a barrage of questions such as: sex? married
status? occupation? where born? wherg 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,
wondering what it was all about and when and how it would end. N
If a woman came a;lone. she was most carefully questioned and held

until the person she had named came for her. He was also looked over and
questioned. If there were any discrcp-anciea 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 Italy' and bound for a single
déstinat:ion, he was on the' ale.rt at once. Sometimes one of the group would
.proudly produce a letter from a friend or relative in the United States to prove
tﬁat work had been promised him here, thefeby leading not only to his.own

- 64
deportation but also most likely to that of his whole group.

"Three or four times a week, " Martocci told Corsi, '"from nine o'clock
in the morning to nine in the evening, we were continuously examining aliens.

I thought it was a stream that would never end. Every twenty-four hours from
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three to five thousand pcople came before us, and I myself examined from

65
four 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 inadequate. The difficulties attendant upon enforcing increasingly
complex legisltation under such conditions were closely related. There was
perpetual wrangling with the steamship companies in the effort to make them
observe the irnmigration laws and regulations, which these companies often
regarded as arbitrary and unnecessary and which usually increased their
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 carry out the laws passed bf
Congress, laws tending stef:tdily toward restriction of immigration.

As one shrewd observer put it: "Immigration laws must be.characterized
as ‘unpopular. They may be endorsed in the abstract, 122: the public will always
be found against t.heir enforccmcnf. in cor:;crcte cases." An alien excluded
by a board of special inquiry at Ellis Island would often have his appeal filed
by a society devoted to the interests of his ethnic group. The socicty's

representative at the Island would also notify a congressman with constituent
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relatives of the excluded one. This gentleman, who had as like as not voted
cheerfully to excludc all aliens with similar disabilities, 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
student of immigration problems. On the editorial page of the New York

Evening Journal, he noted, there had appearcd an article headed "Brutality

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." This, Fairchild observed, was “"typical of a class of
newspaper articles which appear at intervals.' The "distinguishing feature of
these contributions is the shocking ignorance of the writers." ‘A single sentence
quoted verbatim from the article would illustrate t_he 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 coxﬁmunity?" Actually, it was

the duty of the inspectors to decide whether an alien might become. a public
charge. Appeal from their decisions was an established right and such

appeals were being constantly made. '""The commissioners in charge of the
various immigration stations in this country are public servants, " Fairchild

pointed out, 'charged with exccuting one of the most complex and dclicate scts

- —
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of laws on our statute books. These laws, and the regulations which accompany
them, are very definite and explicit, and make up a good-sized pamphlet of

87 pages. It would be interesting to know how many of the assailants of the
administration have ever taken the trouble to read this document. ”67

Ellis Island was fair game for the press. It was right on the doorstep
of the New York metropolitan newspéper e. It was a Government institution
and it is, by the Jefiersonian tradition, the duty of the press in a democratic
society to keep public servants in their pla’,ce. 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 employec or some pathetic case of exclusion so much the better.
Reporters by no means had to depend on official channels for their informaticn.
Steamship lines and missionaries at Fllis Island were fruitful sources, and
minor employeces e_njoycd attention from the press and were hard to muzzle.
The attitude of the metropolitan press was not usually friendly, but it was
generally within the limits of legitimate news gathering and dissemination.

The foreign language press, on the other hand, sensitive to every
exclusion within its scveral groups, wa‘s likely to i)c shrill and vituperative,
freely charging the Ellis Island authorities with perpetrating brﬁtallties.
atrocities, and even murder. 8 An Ellis Island veteran with considerable
knowledge of Europecan tongues declared, probably with some exaggeration,
that he had never read a newspaper article on Ellis Island, involving an
lrr;migrant, that did not make the staff there appear as "stupid fools, "69

Able and honest administrators though they were, Williams and Watchorn

i
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were frequently under attack. After he had left Ellis Island, Watchorn told

a New York Times reporter: '""There has always been trouble down at that
70
place and always will be, " adding with evident relief, "I'm out of it."

Edward Corsi thought that "It would require a special volume to fully chronicle
the investigations at Lllis Island and their repercussions acrogs the nation. "71
Some of the problems that were to haunt him and his successors were
described in Williams'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., Williams refused to receive more
than 6, 800 of them because it would be im;;ossible 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 companies
unhappy. Such scenes were co.mmon in the next few.years.) His office had
transacte'd business on cvery Sunday of the yearv 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 special inquiry sat
regularly from 9:15 a. m. to 4:40 p. m. and often to 5:30 p.m.. Of both in~
spection and board of inquiry work, Williams said he believed that "therc is
no other public office in which such a large number of subordinate officials
are called upon to do incessant mental work and exercise discretionary powers

A 72
of such volume and importance."
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The discipli.nc and efficiency of the staff had improved during the year,
in spite of the work load. Some dismissals had been made under regular
civil service procecdures, but the staff as a whole he thought equal to that
of any public office. While he did not believe "that the millennium can ever
exist here, " he thought it was possible to keep evil practices well within
bounds and give immigrants proper trecatment while they were under Govern-
ment care. Actually few complaints of improper treatment of immigrants
had come in dv;lring the year. Deportations were another matter. Williams
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 expense of the steamship companies. These deportations
had brought many protests, to the immigration authorities, to members of

73

Congress, and to the President,
74

While his supcriors vigorously supportved 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 sending back an alien
“where his presence would tend to the physical or moral deterioration of
our people, ' but that Williams should remember that "'to send him back is
often to inflict a pun.ishment: upon him only less severe than dea'tli itself. "
Williams must not only act aright but be able to show that he was acting
aright, The President suggested that he have ;.:\ reputable representative

of an appropriate ethnic or religious society attend courts of inquiry, and
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in general should work more closely with the New York social and philanthropic
' 75
agencies concerned with immigration.

The immigration law of 1903 then recently passed had added to Williams'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 loathsome or dangerous contagious diseascs.
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
17

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 discharged alien seamen. These were, at first, brought 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.
: 7
Already the examination of cabin passengers, largely ignored in the past, ’
was being enforced by this method. Cabin passengers, legally immigrant
aliens like the steerage passengers, were now required, over the protest

' 8
of the steamship lines, ’ to be listed in ships' m;mifcsts instecad of merely
on pfinted passenger lists, A fine new tugboat had been chartered and,
equ.ippcd with this, immigration inspectors and medical officers were able

to board incoming steamers whenever they pleased, demand the manifest

sheets and make examinations of cabin passengers while the ships were
81

moving up to the piers.

]
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The examination of sccond cabin passengers became the normal pro-

cedure beginning late in 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 immigrants 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 passe;_ngers presented certain problems,
as it was something new and likely to be resented by influential people. The
brief detention of a first cabin passenger at Ellis Island was good for an in-

83

dignant front-page story in the Times. Moreoever, the percentage 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
recommended that "we should begin to go into. the first cabin more regularly."
Every time he sent an inspector there, he noticed, the Government collected
some head tax money, since, "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, befote ‘enough
inspectors were available to make first cabin examinations standard procedure.

The main building at Ellis Island, Williams had found in another full yecar of
exi:eriencc, 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 of space and space arrangement, encountered thus early, were to

haunt the Island pretty much throughout its career as an immigrant reception

center.

Not long afterward Williams was again under attack by the Staats-Zeitung

of New York for his treatment of aliens, particularly in the matter of detentions
and deportations. According to this leading German language daily Ellis Island
was a hell on earth, where only the knout was lacking to make it 2 Czarist prison
camp. President Roosevelt, who was highly aware of the importance of the

German vote, appointed an investigating committee headed by Arthur Von

"Briessen, 2 promincnt German-American, to look into the matter, making

86

the announcement during a whirlwind visit to the Island.
The charges that had been made in a long series of sensational stories
by the Ellis Island reporter of the paper were not sustained in the hearings.

The Staats-Zeitung reporter admitted that most of his information was second

hand and refused to divulge his sources. Mahy of the missionary societies
represented at Ellis Island supported Williams warmly in their testimony,

87
praising the grecat improvements recently made under his administration.

N The charges were refuted in the committee's report, but even before
it was given to the public Roosevelt belabored oné of its members because
the draft did not "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 did contain such a statement: '"The

committee is under the duty to unhesitatingly declare that Commissioner

Williams is entitled to the highest commendation for the indefatigable zeal, the
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intelligent supervision he has 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 Williams himself, notably one
proposing that the commissioner be empowered to hear and determine appeals
from boards of inquiry, his decision to be final upon approval of the Secretary
of Commerce and Labor. Others he viewed with less enthusiasm. These in-
cluded representation of transportation companies and of the immigrants
themselves at board hearings, which he felt gave too much opportunity for
coaching the detainees; the enforcement of the equal liability of contractors
and aliens in cases under the contract labor law, which would tend to fill
Ellis Island with detainces during protracted legal procedures; and limitation
of the liability of steamship companies for the maintenance of detained -alicns.
Williams holding that the companies were chiefly responsible for the detentions
bcc':ausc.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 w'lxth which Williams was

90
most heartily in accord.
For the use of the investigating commission Williams had prepared a

current description of the organization at Ellis Island. There were then

about 350 employeces at the station, including those of the Medical Division.

'
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Therc were 16 operating divisions, The Executive Division included the
commissioner and his staff. It exercised general supervision and also at
this time handled the legal work of the station. The Boarding Division, in=-
cluding medical officers, made shipboard inspections of cabin passengers
and accompanied steerage passengeré 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 examination,
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 Secretary through the commissioner. The Information Division
furnished informat-ioﬁ to friends and relatives regarding immigrants. The
Discharging Division had charge of temporarily detained immigrants and
relcased them on the fulfillment of necessary conditions or held them for
special inquiry.

The Dcportation Division guarded detained aliens and escorted deportees
to their ships. 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' mails The Watchmens'
and Gatemens' Division did general guard duty ;t Ellis Island and the Darge
Office and assisted in marshalling steerage passengers for inspection. The
Matrons' Division assisted female immigrants at Ellis Island and took part

in the work of the Boarding Division. It was to keep a sharp eye for prostitutes.
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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 tugboat and a launch and would operate the new
ferryboat then under construction. Carpenters, painters, laundrymen and
91
a gardener were lumped together in a "Miscellaneous'" category. Many
of these divisions had disappeared 30 years later when the Ellis Island
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 1903 a number of
privilege holders. These included restaurant, money exchange and baggage
transfer contractors, as well as the representatives of 12 railroads and
threc coastal stcamship lines., There were also represented, directly or
indirectly, "about twenty institutions or houses all of them purporting to do
miseionary work and a number of them actually doing very excellent work
of this sort." All privilege holders and missionaries, in Williams's judg-

93
ment, required constant attention to prevent abuses.
¥ In his 1904 annual r'cpor-t. Williams stressed another group of problems.
‘These had to do with the application of the indefinite legal tests for the admission
of aliens. What rules should 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 labor law?

To meect these problems, he had formulated a few general rules to
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guide immigration ins'pectors and boards of inquiry. Aliens with small a~

mounts of 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 state of employment in his occupation in the United States, the general

state of the labor market and other considerations. The mere possession

of money in ordinary amounts without such ability to become self-supporting
4

was not to qualify an alien to land. ; Immigration inspectors, it seems,

werc expected to be economists as well as psychologists and experts in im=

migration law. These varied talents had, moreover, to be exorcised at
95 K
high speed and low pay.

If it was difficult to determine who were paupers and who were likely
tc; become public charges, it was no less difficult to ascertain which aliens
came in violation of the contracf labor law. The execution of this law,
Williams 'conc_eded. wou1d6a1waya be difficult as 'it §va§ so easily evaded
through false tcstimony.9 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 be;en 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 labo.r law
had become so strict that any admiesion of assurance of employment was

likely to lead to his exclusion. In this situation, coaching by ticket agents,

ships' officers and fellow passengers was natural.

.
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The problems of detention were becoming serious. For this Williams
blamed the steamship companies, even though they had to pay for feeding
the detainees. Detentions varied greatly in the case of the various companies,
those bringing chiefly immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, ''the
new field from which immigration is mainly recruited, " paying much more
than the others bringing chiefly immigrants 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 Island

97
were sometimes used for detention purposes,

The tide of immigration was still mounting in the following year, when
Watchorn had succeeded Williams as commissioner. Able career man though
he was, Watchorn was staggered by his task. "To receive, examine, and
dispose of 821, 169 aliens in one fiscal year," he reported, "is a work so
stupendous that none but painstaking students of the immigration service
could possibly have any intelligent conception of what arduous duties and

‘ 98
unusual considerations it involves."

It was the problem of detention that seemed to impress Watehorn
most as he began his four -ycar tour of duty. 'Large numbers of cach
day's arrivals, " he poinll:ed out, "are for various causecs detained at
Eilis Island for many days, and all of those deported are usually detained

from one to two weecks, pending the next sailing of a vessel of the line bringing

them.'" While they were under detentlon they had to be fed, shelterced and
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furnished with beds, baths and miscellaneous services. Their 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 addressed to detained aliens had also
been received and delivered, and 16,555 remittances aggregating $260, 891, 85
had been received for detainees and aliens exprectcd to arrive. 7

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 customs, were examined and every essential statistical
fact concerning them carefully recorded, and every one of them treated

100
politely. "

This was the sort of thing to put in an annual report for the benefit of the
staff itself, to be sure, and no doubt there w#a some exaggeration in it. It is
scarcely to be believed, for example, that low-paid guards in uniform, "drest
in a little brief authority, " escorted 5, 000 bewildered and uﬁcompr chending
étrahgcrs a day from the crowded barges, marshalled them in groups by their
manifest tags and funneled them into the inspection lines without a little yelling
and pushing, Dut there is good ev‘idencc that V.'atchc;rn’s administration was
not only honest and efficient but also highly considerate of the immigrants.
Edward Steiner, who had known most of the Ellis Island officials over a span
of years, was lavish in his praise of Watchorn and even dedicated onc of his

. 101
books to him, as "The Man at the Gate. " Steiner, in an interview, asked
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him what the President had said to him by way of instructions. According
to Watchorn, Roosevelt had said, "AllI ask of you is that you give us an
102

administration as clean as a hound's tooth. " Steiner thought that he had
more than followed orders.

The Outlook, which had warmly endorsed Williams'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
having 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.rigid
administration of the immigration laws, a broad human sympathy which
insures to the incoming alien not only justice but kindliness, not only a

103

stern protecction of his rights but a warm-hecarted care for his comfort. "

There was a real difference in point of view between Williams and his
gsuccessor. Williams shared the widely-held and growing belief that im-
migration ought to be restricted in quantity as well as quality. Wat chorn.
evidently did not, but believed that the country could absorb all the immigrants
mee‘ting fhe legal requireménts that came. While both men unquestionably had
ihtczﬁty and ability of a high order, this difference was reflected in thc?r
respective attitudes toward the irnmigrant. Williams's "law of kindness"
was self-imposed; Watchorn's was spontaneous.

"I am in receipt .of your pathetic letter," Watchorn wrote to a man

about to be deported, "and it grieves me to have to inform you that under the

law I have ncither discretion nor authority to grant your request. You are

\
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unfortunately afﬂicte.d with a dangerous contagious disease, which precludes
the possibility of your landing in the United States." When the dcportec re-
turned to Europe, Watchorn advised, he should get the best possible medical
treatment and try to have the disease cured. "When fou are cured there can
be no objection to your return here, at which time your case will be considered
without precjudice, that is to say, your present deportation will not be counted
104

against you."

Both Vatchorn and Williams did the.ir best to protect the immigrants not
only at Fllis Island itself but also from the many impositions and robberies
practiced upon them on their way to the Island and on their leaving 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, "

Watchorn wrote privately to Secretary of Commerce and Labor Straus. Sec-
retary Straus, a wealthy man and a philanthropist, came to Ellis Island a

number of times during his term of office. IHe was distressed at sending

" back home penniless aliens who had been excluded, and had suggested to

Watchorn that he might set up zvt.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 heart,' but that '""you would more likely be contribut-
ing to the bursting coffers of the 5.S. companies than to the relief of a poor
fellow mortal." If a man "is unfortunatec enough to be deported, " he said,

"he is made, by forced search, to pay for his return voyage. They--the

105
companies--will deny any 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
immigration laws, but his warmth of personality secms to have mitigated some=-
what the hostility of the gthnic organizations, s Williams, on the other hand,
although he i‘rlankly stated his conviction that much of the newer immigration
was inferior, o was so impartially firm in his enforcement of the laws that
he retained to the end of his sccond administration the active enmity not only
of leading Jewish o.x'ganiza.tions. representing chiefly the "new'" immigration,
but also that of the powerful German-American Alliance, representing the

1
"old" immigration. " He defended himseclf vigorously and also sometimes
aenIt passes to his more virulent critics, inviting them to come over to Ell.is
Island "on any day'" and sce what they could find of the "inhuman or cruel"
109
practices that they had complained of.

Many other problems presented themselves for solution at Ellis Island
as the years passed, but for the most part they v)ere variations on familiar
themes--problems of overcrowding, of the application of additional legislative
restrictions under operational pressure, of guerrilla warfare with the steam-

ship companies, of defense against attacks in the press and in Congress. The

climax of immigration came in 1907, when 1, 004, 756 immigrant aliens were
110 ) '

received at Ellis Island. Thereafter, with the panic and brief recession

that came that fall, the rush subsided, only to rise again almost to the same
peak just before World War I. Most of the old problems were still there, in
one form or another, at the end of the period as they had been almost from

the beginning, Administrators of Ellis Island were in the position of Alice

X
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and the Red Qucen in the country beyond the looking-glass-«they had to run

very hard just to stay in the same place.

Physical Needs and Imnrovements,

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 at the seams, as the great American
industrial expansion of the early 1900's brought a mounting tide of immigrants.
In spite of improvisations, some long-range planning and extensive new
construction, the Island's facilities were never quife adequate to the demands
placed upon them, g |

The plant had been in operation only a few months when SurgeonGeorge W,
Stoner, in charge of the Medical Division, pointed out that '""The new immigrant
hospital on Ellis 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 Barge Oiffice period. Anofhcr pavilion would have
to be built, Stoner reported, in addit-ion to the one under construction, to
tai‘:e care of the sick exclusive of contagious cases, An additional building

should also be constructed for officers' quarters, because the rooms intended
for this purpose in the hospital building would be needed for patients. Even
then the h;:spital would be crowded, the surgeon affirmed. “l
Commissioner Williams began urging approPriatlonls for alterations
‘ 12

and new construction before 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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expéctcd to meet the needs of the Immigration Service at the port of New York

had in many respects failed to come up to expectations. 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 repair and reconstruction almost from the moment the building was
113

accepted, "

Surgeon Stoner at the same time reported that the Ellis Island hospital

"had been opened for the reception of patients on March 1, 1902, but that the

ward space in it was barecly sufficient for half the immigrants needing care and
treatment. The existing contract with the Long Island College Hospital had
therefore been continued. As there were no contagious disease facilities in
the new hospital, cases of this nature were being sent, as usual, to the New
York City Health ﬁepartmcnt. He recommended '"'that the present ward space
of the hospital be duplicated, and a separate pavilion constructed for isolation
114

and observation wards."

Williams renewed his complaints about the xﬁain building in 1903, declar-
?ng that '"'no amount of repairing, unless the building is remodeled, will cver
render it suitable for an immigration station, " -To cite one of its .main defects,
he pointed out that "every alien, be it man or woman, encumbered with heavy
and unwieldy baggage and often surrounded with clinging children, has first
to mount stairs and then to descend, in undcrgcﬁng the process of inspection'’;
this, too, at a timme when few of them were in a condition to undergo fatigue.
He asked for an appropriation large enough to remodel the interior of the build-

115
Ing and enlarge it.
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Special appropriations had by this time been made to enlarge the Island
for the construction 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. " 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,

though the delay was "'seriously detrimental to the interests of good adminis-
118
tration. "

To meet the need of additional accominodations for detainees, Williams
119
had erected temporary barracks, so that slecping quarters for 1, 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 scparate from ordinary detainees
and whose sleeping space was overcrowded and often in bad condition; more
rooms fgr boards of inquiry, four of which were often in session with only
three rooms available; the witness rooms were too small and yet "on busy
days hundreds of witnesses come to Fllis Island for the purpose of giving
testimony;" the quarters for the medical examination of doubtful cases

were ""shockingly inadequate'" and needed to be extended; additional executive
and clerical space was nceded, 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 Supervising
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: 121
Architect. The cost would be about $370, 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 room, tiled and with a terrazzo floor, had been in-
stalled at a point formerly used for detention purposes, and a new steel ferry-

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 extensive lawns with privet
hedges now gave the Island an attractive appearance. Williams urged again
that the main building be extended northerly '"a sufficient distance to provide
additional quarters for detention purposes, for the medical examination, for the
use of boards of special inquiry, for witnesses awaiting their turn to appear

' 123
before thesc boards, and for general clerical purposes, "

Late in 1904 the question of title to Ellis Island was settled, The United
States formally filed with the New Jersey Riparian Commission an application
for permission to enlarge Ellis Island, thereby acknowledging New Jersey's

: 124
title to the submerged lands. The Riparian Commission shortly conveyed

to the United States by deed approximately 48 acres surrounding and including
125

the original Island and the area already filled in. This meant that work

could go ahecad on the building of a new connecting island for the contagious

126
disease hospital.

The confract for the new island (Island No, 3) was let in the spring of
127

1905. It was finished in the following year and "gratifying progress!
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had been made in the construction of the hospital itself. While several im-
provements had been made, by rearrangement, in the existing structures,
Commissioner Watchorn 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 May 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, ancther $250, 000 would be necessary to complete the contagious
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 storage plant was also needed, the existing plant being
"barely sufficient t-o 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 };ospital
to provide a special ward for mental cases and \vox;k on this was being pushed.
Wards for most other types of illness were "unexcelled. " Facilities for
contagious diseases, however, would probably nt.ot be completed for another
tw§ or three years. and he urged that temporary quarters for the purpose be
provided. '"At the present time, ' he pointed out, ''we are compellced to send
all rcascs of measles, diphtheria, or scarlet fcvlcr to outside hospitals....

This involves a long, tedious haul, and the exposure incident thereto produces
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a rate of mortality that is well nigh appalling. " During the past fiscal year

2551 cases had been sent to outside hospitals; among these, the number of
129

decaths was 278,

Watchorn had written emphatically and in more detail to the Commissicner=-
General on the 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 that is not susceptible of very great improvement, " he said,
The matter of handling baggage, for example, was a very serious problem.
Baggage was placed in the main building and then gruckcd "almost t_hc 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 Iziwful 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, "and a great many complaints
have been rnad.e by those who strongly sympathize with passengers who are
, ‘ 130
subjected to such declay and embarrassment as was necessary in this instance. "

Sleeping space was in such demand on Ellis Island, Watchorn 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 sleep,
and in order to prevent their escape all the doors and windows are necessarily
barred, and I need only to lecave i;; to the imagination of the Bureau as to what

131
would occur if the place should ever unfortunately take fire."
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It had been built '"to tide over what was then thought to be an extraordinary
emergency, but which has proved itself to be rather the normal coundition. "
The original plant had been "constructed on the presumption that half a
million would be a maximum year, ' but immigrant arrivals were now
132

approaching 1, 000, 000,

When Watchorn got his $400, 000, ostensibly for alterations to the
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. This new building, of course, cased the pressure
on the main building and opened the way to alterations and improvements

133
there.

. The fiscal year 1907 brought almost intolerable demands on the facilities
of the Island. During the months of March, April, May and June '"every
available bit of space at the entire station" Qas "in full demand, " arrivals dur-
ing the period averaging 150, 000 a month. The Commissioner -G eneral's
report reminded the Secretary that the Bureau of Irmmigration had repeatedly
pointed out the "utter inadequacy of the Ellis Island station" to meet the
unforeseen conditions that had arisen since the original buildings had been
erected. It urgc;l again the building of a larger réfrigeration plant and a
second ferryboat, as- well as a doubled appropriation for a larger contagious

134 '
discase hospital,
There was good progress on approved cons'truction projects at Lllis

Island during the next year. The baggage and dormitory building was near

completion when the annual report went in; twelve buildings of the contagious
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discase hospital group werc finished; an extcnsion to the general hospital on
Island No. 2 was well advanced. Important changes had also been made in the
main building. In particular, the dormitories on the third floor had been re-
modeled, improved and extended. 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, "mect
136
every situation incident to the care of the sick and disabled. " The new
baggage and dormitory building would make more space available in the main
building, and it was Commissioner Watchorn's expectation that its completion

would permit the lowering of the examining floor to the ground level. "To

anyone familiar with the present method of taking aliens up a long flight of

stairs to the inspection room, " he pointed out, ''the proposed alteration
137
will surely commend itself, "

Watchorn privately justified to his superior the heavy expenditures of
funds for his new baggage and dormitory building, More space was desperately
necded and alterations in the main building would not meet the situation. '"An
acknowledged disgraceful condition has prevailed at Ellis Island for 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-

erable situation was reached--a condition which no private corporation would

have permitted to continue for a single day if the laws relating to health and
138

decent comfort in any city of the United States had been applied to it."
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The immigrétion law passed in February, 1907 had added a new complication

to the detention problem. Among other classes, it not only excluded prostitutes

but made them deportable for three years after their arrival. Suspected pros-

titutes and those scheduled for deportation were necessarily detained in the

women's quarters. Here there were often "mothers with their children, some

of the latter in their teens.'" This was a deplorable state of affairs, V' atchorn

pointed out, which would not be continued "a single day beyond the time when

relief can be had in the shape of additional space." 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 quarters, as is done here, there wculd
139

be a public outcry against it amounting to a positive scandal."

William Williams, returning to Fllis Island for his second term as com-
missioner in 1909, noted with approval the physical improvements receatly

made. He thought that the hospital facilities, with the completion of the

contagious discase hospital on the new island, would "probably now be adequate, "
except that there was no proper ward for mental examinations. The "fine new

dormitory building, rececntly built, ' 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 that it was already rising again. As it was his intention

to execute the immigration law at Ellis Island "with the thoroughness which its

importance requires,' he believed that facilitics 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, witness room and board rooms. He promised to spcll out
141
these needs in dctail,

A few months after turning in his annual report, he went into the problem
of space for special inquiry in a long letter to the Commissioner-Gencral. He
thought that a new story on the west wing of the main building, which would cost
an estimated $78, 100, would meet this group of needs. "About 11% of arriving
immigrants, " he stated, "are detained for special inquiry and, even now, with
relatively low immigration, the available space is utterly inadequate." The
limited available detention space was reduced by furniture and hand baggage
piled upon the floor., '""When 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 ventilating 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 roém or
in quarters improvised on the registry floor."'" In both places they were
"subject to interruption and disturbance of various kinds.'" The existing witness
room was too small, '""These persons come from New York to wait for periods
ranging from an hcu;r to five and six hours. It has been catimafcd that at times
300 persons were endecavoring to get into this room, it and the stairway leading
142

thereto being packed to suffocation. It contains no toilet facilities, "

The flow of aliens was setting in strongly again and, so Williams contended

in the following year, often of "so inferior a character that we are required to




Figure 15,

Immigrants in front of the main building about 1910,
The steel and glass porch and canopy extending out
toward the barge landing were crected nct long after
the building came into use. They were removed by
Commissioner Edward Corsi carly in the 1930's.




e —t S T,

|
é
|

B 20 DI

o

" >y
FUFL PSS W

L g




105,

detain for a thorough examination as many as 30 percent," This meant that
ampler detention facilities were nceded. Thesc 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 building rccently erect-
143
ed at the northwest corner. For this the Island would have to be extended on
144
that side at an estimated cost of $55, 000.

This building, he argued, would also provide space for other important
functions. In particular, the strict enforcement of the laws brought a good many
cabin passengers to Ellis Island for more thorough examination. Over 2,500
second cabin passengers, for example, had been brought over in the spring of
1910. There should be special quarters for their detention, "in which they
may be accommodated in a manner appropriate to their condition in life."
Placing them in the same kind of quarters as were furnished steerage passengers

145
resulted in "unpleasant (but often just) criticism."
Another operation of increasing size and importance was the maintenance

of records., OStatistical records were of vital importance, especially as they

were now used extensively in verifying applications for citizenship.  There was

146

room neither for the records themselves nor for the clerks who maintained them.
Williams did not get his new building, but he did get enough money to make
many improvements, including the addition of a third story to the west (north)

wing of the main building., This was erected in 1911, It served to case the

spcclal inquiry operations considerably, Recadjustments of space in the main




Figure 16,

Immigrants on benches in the examination hall. These
benches replaced the former iron pipe railings in 1911,
This photograph is of a later date, U. S. Immigration

and Naturalization Service.
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building also made possible an area adequate to the necds of the information
office, which handled reclatives and friends of arriving immigrants, The
medical offices were moved from the main floor to larger space on the lower
floor of the main building. The removal of the medical offices, in turn, left
the whole of the main floor available for the inspection of immigrants, (V 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 middie 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 inspection had been doubled. The iron pipes
dividing the floor into passageways were removed and simple but comfortable
benches were installed in their place. i Another new stairway 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 tﬁis
same year, too, the contagious disease hospital on Island No. 3 was at last
4

opened for use. e For the first time, all sick immigrants could be cared
for on Ellis Island itself. The buildings had been completed in 1909, but
their use had been delayed for two years for lack of furnishings and light-

' 149
ing facilities.

The most urgent remaining need, Williams belicved, was for more

adequate and better dormitory space for detainces. There were not over
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1,800 beds on Ellis Island, almost all of the three-ticred type. Frequently
more than 1, 800 persons had to be accommodated overnight and this in crowd-
ed dormitories which also had to serve as day rooms. In the largest of the
men's dormitories the passageways between the tiers of bunks werc only 2
feet wide., "V hen all of the beds are occupied, as frequently they are, "
Williams observed, '"the congestion in this room is very great, and since it
has only an easterly exposurec 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 scparate day rooms. He also asked for $80, 000
to add another 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 hous-e records; $40, 000 to renovate the old hospital on Island No. 2,
which had had "har-d ﬁsagc at the hands of immigrants, many of them with
filthy habits, ' for eleven years and would be condemned by the New York

Board of Health. The other two hospital buildings on that island were in

"perfect condition." Williams also wanted $60, 000 for a covered way between the
two hospital islands, so that sick immigrants would not be exposed to the weather,

and miscellaneous improvements in the recently-built contagious disease hospital.

150
A second ferryboat, too, was still needed.

The appropriation for a third story to the baggage and dormitory building

was made in the next scssion of Congress. It was believed that with its completion

there would be adequate slecping accommodations for all immigrants likely to




Figure 17.

First section of new seawall under coanstruction at
Ellis Island in 1913, This section was completed
in the following year. The main building, in the
background, shows the third story on tie north
wing, completed in 1911, but not the third story
on the south wing, which was begun in 1914. The
old ferry house shows at upper left. U, S. Im=~
migration and Naturalization Service.
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Figure 18,

Third story of the baggage and dormitory building
under construction, September 29, 1913. This work
was completed in the following ycar. Photograph
from National Fark Service files,
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be detained at one time. Remaining needs on thé main Island, as listed in

1912, were substantially those described in the previous year and their cost
l!"

was estimated 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 build-
dng; a fireproof carpenter chop 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.ﬁrst funds had been provided was a concrete scawall
with granite facing along part of the Island's shore., While 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 naturre of the bottom. Whatever old records there were on the
subject had been burned in 1897, e "Two important additions for which
Congress still declines to grant appropriations, " it was noted, were '(a)
the creation of quarters in which cabin passengcré may be detained so that
;hey need not be confined with what are commeonly known as immigrants--
(many of them persons of filthy habits); and (b)> an additional ferxyboat. ”153

During fiscal year 1914, the last full year of operations before World
War I cut off the major flow of immigrants, other physical improvements

were complected or under way. The additional story for the baggage and

dormitory building neared completion; the old hospital building had been
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renovated, with new floors 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 seawall, to replace the old decaying cribwork, was completed. Plans
and specifications had been prepared for the new carpenter shop and the contract
had been awarded. The appropriation for an additional story at the south end of
the main building had been less than the estimate but it was now believed probably
154

enough to complete this much-needed space.

Improvements still needed, for which Congrgss had made no provision,
in opite of repeated requests, included a covered way connecting Islands Nos. 2
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 across the present open walk," Another cherished project
for which no funds had been appropriated was the construction of suitable
accommodations for detained cabin passengers. '"There can be no wonder, "
it was pointed out, "that such passengers complain when placed in the present

155
detention rooms, though they be the best Congress has given us,"

" On the whole, Ellis Islaﬁd had been.fa‘irly well treated in the matter of
appropriations from the bef-‘;inning. here had becn many and frequent special
appropriations to meet the unforesecn demands on the immigration st;ition.

The onc appeal that seems always to have found Congress with a deaf car, aside
fr.om that for a second ferryboat, was the request for 'class' detention quarters.

‘ 156
They were to be sorely missed when the post-war rush of immigrants began.
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CHAPTER IV

Wartime Interlude

The Tide Slackens

Vith 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 Bremen, in Germany, came under British blockade and the
German liners sought shelter wherever ihey happened to be. The flow from
Liverpool, another great emigration port, was reduced. Immigration con-
tinued for a time from some of the Mediterranean ports, but became in=-
creasingly hazardous as submarine warfare developed and was reduced to
a trickle after Italy entered the war. The heavy migration from the Austro-
Hungarian and Russian empires ceased almost at once and almost completely.
The impact ‘of ‘the war was felt immediately on Ellis Island, : and was
reflected statistically in the ycars that followed. In the fiscal year 1914,
the last full year of migration, 1,218,480 immigrant aliens were admitted

: 2
to the United States, 8708, 052 of them through the port of New York. During

the fiscal year 1915 there were only 326, 700 admissions, 178,416 of them

through New York., Immigration had been reduced by approximately 75 per-

3

‘cent in a single year. As the war went on the numbers diminished, the

low point being reached in 1915, when only 28, 867 immigrant aliens cntered
4 1
the port of New York.

One natural consequence of the lessened traffic through Ellis Island was

a reduction in the working force. There were many furloughs and transfers

.
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ordered by the Dcpartment from the veteran staff that had been carefully built
5

up under commissioners Villiams and Watchorn. This process went so far

 in the first year of the war that it impaired the efficicency of the station and

made it '"difficult to perform properly and promptly the duties incumbent

6

upon it even though immigration' had "so greatly diminished.'"  After the

7
United States entered the war the old staff was further dispersed. It is
probable that the organization never again attained its prewar efficiency while
Ellis Island remained a major point of reception for immigrants. Some of
the odium heaped on the Island during the immigfation revival of the early
1920's is undoubtedly attributable to wartime administrative and personnel
dislocation. -

Another and more constructive recsult of the falling off of immigration
was the opportunity given to improve the mcdica-l exarmination. Much more
thorough inspection was made of those immigrants who did arrive. '"The
results attained, ' it was reported, ''show conclusively that the medical
inspection héretoforc accorded aliens has been totally inadequate to the
conditions existing.'" As it was assumed that after the close of the war
there would be a considerable influx of diseascd and mentally deficient
aliens, this seemcd the time to introduce a system of inspection_that would
reduce aclmission.s of such undesirables to a minimum. It was recommended
that the more intensive individual examination be permanently established

8
in place of the old line inspection.

There was more opportunity, also, to look into the activitics of the

missionary and immigrant-aid socicties that maintained representatives at
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Ellis Island. These organizations had always been a part of the scene and
their work as a whole was undoubtedly very helpful. Some of them, however,
were primarily commercial in nature, actually preying on the immigrant,
and under Commissioner Williams one or énothcr of them had from time to
9
time been expelled from the Island, In this work he had been aided and
encouraged by the U, S, Immigration Commission, 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 agents for
10

houses of prostitution.

Now it became possible to make a systematic check of missionary
operations. Therec were 40 such organizations rcéresentcd at Ellis Island
at the beginning of the war, and 15 of them maintained immigrant homes in
New York City where arriving and departing aliens might obtain board and
lodging. Many immigrants needing help, particularly females, were dis-
charged to their custody. Periodic inspection of _tliese homes by the com-
missioner's 6ffice, it was reported in 1915, '"has tended to raise the standard
of service and help c#tcndcd to the immigrants." Some of them, it was found,
were acting as ticket agents 6£ the stcarﬁship companies. This practice was
beliecved "incompatible with the purposes for which they are granted the
privilege of representation at Ellis Island, " and it was recommended that

11

it be discontinued.

The slackening tide of immigration also ‘made possible a policy of

"humanizing' Ellis Island. This policy was inaugu.rated by the new com-

missioner, Frederic C. llowe, a well-known municipal reformer, a former
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graduate student of President Woodrow Wilson's, and recently director of the
People's Institute at Cooper Union in New York City. Howe entered on duty
12
about cne month after the beginning of the war, He had heard Ellis Island
referred to as the 'Island of Tears.'" It was, he recalled later, '"a storec-
house of sob stories for the press; deportaticns, dismembered families,
unnecessary cruelties made it one of the tragic places of the world." Ie
13

sct 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 two advantages
over previous commissioners at Ellis Island, " the Survey noted. "In the {first

place, the great falling off of immigration since war began, has given him time

for experiments and a small group with which to experiment. All former

‘commissioners have been so buried under the administrative detail of dealing

with a million immigrants a year that they had no imagination for additional
14
work, "

Howe had determined to change some of the old tradition at Ellis Island,

“which undoubtedly stressed efficiency at some cost in human warmth, and

'"to make of it a comfortable waiting room for those newcomers whose start
' = 35

in America must be safeguarded by certain precautionary measures. "

In other words, he sought to make life a little less grim for detainees, This

process began with the simple steps of taking benches out of storage, placing

them on the lawn, and letting people out of detention quarters to sit on them.

s I - g
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Next followed an outdoor playcround for the children, and a teacher to direct
it. Inside the detention quarters he broke a doorway through the wall separat-
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 women, toys
for the children, and forcign newspapers were distributed. Out on the piazza
swings were set up. On Sunday afternoons there were band concerts, and
Commissioner Howe talkked of adding folk dancing. Ey arrangement with the
Board of Education he planned to set up a school for detained children and

16

classes for adults. .

The sleeping and boarding arrangements he found fairly adequate. The
food was good, he thought, but he had stationed inspectors in the dining hall
to take any complaints about it., The bunks in the slecping quarters were not
bad and there had just been completed space for 1, 000 immigrants., '"In fact,"
said the Survey, ‘"tlﬁxc comrnissioner regards the regimen of the plant at Ellis
Island as pretty well managed; =--it is the fact that human beings are inside it,

17

not digits in an annual repert, which he believes has been forgotten. "

High praise for llowe's administration came also from the Outlook at

almost the same time. Howe was formerly the head of the People's Institute

in New York City, this periodical noted, and his training there was of scrvice
now in enabling him to attack the problem of what could be done to turn an
alicn into a good citizen, '"The only thing that is lacking over here is
ir-na.ginntion. " he told the Cutlook's writer. '"No one ever seemed to try to
imagine what a dectained immigrant must be feeling.'" The authorities had

concentrated on eliminating the two percent of undesirables and had lost sight
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of the 98 percent, Ellis Island had been, with great difficulty and labor,

developed into an efficient sieve for separating the fit from the unfit, ''Now,

under its new Commissioner,'" the Outlook concluded, "Ellis Island gives

promise of developing a new function--that of 2 beginners' class in American
18

citizenship. "

This picture of growing swectness and light was only a little dimraed at
first by the natural resistance to change on the part of the staff, by lack of
harmony between Howe and his immediate superior in Washington, and by
the gradual accumulation on llis Island of deportees who could not be sent

19
home because the ships were no longer sailing to their native ports. MNearly
a year after Howe had taken office the innovations he had made on the Island

were again described admiringly. '"These changes, ' said the Immigrants

in America Review, "have been due to the humanizing personality of

Dr. Frederic C. Ilowe, the present Commissioner, who was appointed last
.20
fall by President Wilson for this very purpose." -

Howe had tried to make the main examination hall attractive by placing

plants in the windows, hanging historiczl pictures on the pillars, and draping

large American flags from the balcony. He trusted that these would "express
in sorne measure ideals 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 are qualified to enter, tag them and then pass

them on to shift for themselves.'" Ellis Island, he thought, ought to be a
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21
concrete impression of the best of America.

" Visitors to the Island at this time noticed the courteous treatment from
all employees. "It is evident,' said the Review, ''to one familiar with the Cld
Ellis Island, that a new cpirit of service is permeating the entire official force
there. " Complaint and suggestion boxes were found in various parts of the
station. The staff had been organized on a democratic basis, each division
sending a delegate to a periodic staff meeting to discuss suggestions, Prom-
inent Government officials and immigration experts attended and spoke at these
weekly staff meetings. “

The winter of 1914-1915 had been one of serious unemployment in New
York and elsewhere, in part due to the war. Commissioner Howe, finding
himself with empty sleeping quarters on his hands, had opened two buildings
to the local unemployed, chiefly immigrants. Some 750 men were given
shelter there during the winter months. The Ellis Island ferry took them
over to the Lattery every day so that they cculd look for work, and a charit-
able organiza-tion set up a soup kitchen for them there. '"The expense to the

23
Government, "' Howe said later, 'was practically nothing."

Wartime Problems

Howe's reforms, perhaps inevitably, gradually created enemies for
him and his administration, As therc was plenty of room at Ellis Ialé.nd. he
proposed to have second cabin passengers as well as steerage passengers
landed there. The ﬁtaff had been so reduced that it.was difficult to handle

examinations on shipboard. A more thorough examination would be possible

\
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-




AV

128,

on the Island than the hurried one usually given to cabin passengers on the
way up the bay from quarantine in the midst of preparations for landing and
often in poor light. Many smaller ships now charged little more for second
cabin than for stecrage 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 often bought prepaid railroad
transportation 2s steerage passengers did, and their orders could be honored
only at Ellis Island. This meant that after landir;g at the piers they had to
pay baggage transfer 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 expense and delay, Howe asked his superiors for

an order to be issued for the examination of all second cabin passengers at
24
Ellis Island,

An order requiring the steamship lines to land these passengers there
25

was approved by the Secretary of Labor, but there was an immediate

protest by these companies, ‘who ¢laimed they had not been consulted, and
26

the order was suspended almost at once pending a héaring in Washington.
By the time that the hearing took place, the Secretary had been deluged with

telegrams and letters from New York, Hoboken and Jersey City, all protest-
27

ing the order. At the hearing the Secrctary revoked the order for the time
28

being and appointed a commission to look into the matter further.
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This commission, headed by Solicitor J. B. ‘Densmore of the Depart=-
ment of Labor, met at Ellis Island in January, 1916, and listened to further
argument on the subject. Members of the Lllis Island staff defended the
proposed order, Two congressmen from New Jersey, a representative of
th