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INTRODUCTION

This study report on Ellis Island is basically concerned with the
appraisal of the park and recreation potential of the island and the
development of a concept of use as it relates to historical importance,
relationship to Liberty Island, relationship to the New Jersey water-
front, and relationship to the New York Bay region. The study con-
siders other proposals that have been made for the use of Ellis

Island, with particular attention given to the public uses proposed

by the States of New Jersey and New York and Jersey City, and to the

suggestions of the public agencies concerned.

In Subcommittee Hearings held September 4, 1963 in Washington, D. C.
Senator Edmund S. Muskie, Chairman, raised a question whether the
redevelopment of the New Jersey shoreline "might enhance the pros-
pects of using the island for a national park, monument or recrea-
tional purposes,"” and he requested that the Department review the
proposal for a national monument, park or recreation area in con-
Junction with the New Jersey shoreline. Director Hartzog stated

that such a review would be made.

The following discussion is organized around consideration of Ellis
Island as a possible area in the National Park System. For this

purpose we have chosen to use the term "National Historic Site,”



rather than "National Monument” as the proposed category for study
purposes. There is nothing rigid about this hcwever. We chose
national historic site simply because it appears to offer the most
flexible and realistic basis for administering the area should
Congress determine that it should be dedicated to public park and
recregtion uses, with possibly other compatible uses, as a national

area.

MEETINGS AND FIELD STUDY

There have been several recent meetings on the subject of Ellis
Island. On December 3, 1963 twenty-eight people representing the
Senate Subccmmittee on Intergovernmental Relations, the Federal
agencies (National Park Service, Bureau of Outdoor Recreation, General
Services Administration, Housing and Home Finance Agency), the Sta£es
of New Jersey and New York, Jersey City and New York City met at
Federal Hall in New York City to review the problem. Mr. Ronald F,
Lee, Regional Director of the Northeast Region, National Park Service
was designated to coordinate the study of Ellis Island in cooperation

with Mr. John Sullivan, Regional Director of ‘the Northeast Regional

Office, Bureau of Cutdoor Recreation.

On December 20, 1963 a meeting was held in Trenton, New Jersey at
which time more technical discussions were pursued with representatives

of the Jersey City Planning Division, the State Planning Division, and



representatives of the National Park Service Regional Office and the

Bureau of Cutdoor Recreation Regiocnal Office.

Since the December 3, 1963 meeting, members of the Northeast Regional
Office study team have visited Ellis Island several times. Regional
Chief of National Park System Studies Andrew G. Feil, Jr. coordinated
the technical planning aspects of the study; Regional Chief of
Interpretation and Visitor Services Frank Barnes worked on the his-
torical aspects; Regional Architect John B. ILukens made the archi-~
tectural appraisal; and, Museum Curator Horace Willcox investigated
the furnishings and museum possibilities. A general field inspection
of the island was also made by Chief Architect Robert E. Smith of

the Eastern Office, Design and Construction and Assistant Director
Thecdor Swem and Park Planner Robert Bergman both from the Washington

Office. The photographs were taken by Staff Photographer Jack Boucher.

After the initial meetings and the field studies, the following three
important meetings took place. In early May 1964 Regional Director
Lee and Regional Director Sullivan met to discuss the draft of the
report and proposed concepts to be presented. Pollowing this Regional
Director Lee and Regional Chief of National Park System Studies Feil
met on May 12 with Commissioner Rcbert A. Roe of the New Jersey De~
partment of Conservation and Econcmic Development and Development
Advisor Alvin E, Gershen of Jersey City and members of their respec-

tive staffs to discuss in full the draft of the report, the proposal:



outlined therein, and the effects upon the interests of both the State
and Jersey City. 1In order to coordinate the interests of both New
York State and New York City in the proposal, a meeting was held in
New York City on June b4, 196k between Mr. Feil representing the
National Park Service, Mrs. Elinore C. Guggenheimer, member of the New
York City Planning Commission, Mr. Edwin Friedman and his staff rep-
resenting the New York City Department of City Planning, and Mr. C. V.

Doncaster representing the New York State Conservation Department.

THE ISLAND

Ellis Island consists of approximately 27.5 acres and is located in
upper New York Bay. From 1890 to 1954 the island was developed and
used as an immigration station. There are 35 buildings, all in a

state of disrepair, containing approximately 513,000 square feet of
floor space. In addition, the Federal Government owns, and is prepared
to dispose of with the island proper, submerged lands in a rectangle
surrounding the island containing, along with the land above water,

“
2,092,500 square feet, or approximately 48 acres.

Ellis Island is very closely related to both Liberty Island and the
Jersey City waterfront, being approximately 2,300 feet and 1,3CO
feet distant respectively. The island is approximately one mile

across the bay waters from the southern tip of Manhattan. The

island is almost entirely mamnmade, except for the heart of the

L,



northern 3 or 4 acres. There is a retaining wall surrounding Ellis
Island; and, in addition to the 35 buildings there are many shade
trees, almost entirely Sycamore, numercus shrubs and open lawn
areas. A ferry slip indents the island between the original acreage

and the "islands 2 and 3" (now combined) of more recent times.

HISTORY AND SIGNIFICANCE

Named for its last 18th century owner, Ellis Island came first into
federal possession in 18C0 as the site of gun batteries previously
erected by the State of New York, batteries shortly superseded by
the Fort Gibson of the War of 1812 period. When Fort Gibson was
dismantled in 1861, a naval magazine was developed on the 3%—acre
island, which remained until 1890 when the island was given to the
new Federal Bureéu of Immigration for development as an Immigration

Station.

The first depot buildings (of frame) were completed in 1892--only

to be destroyed in a disastrous fire five years later. Congressional
Acts of 1897 and 1898 authorized the construction of the three brick,
stone and ironwork structures that (with the Pcwer House) are the

nucleus of the Station complex that remains today. The "Main Build-

ing" was ccmpleted in December 1900; the adjacent Kitchen, Restaurant,
and Bathhouse structure, the Power House, and the Hospital (the western-

most unit of the hospital row of today) on the new island extension



across the ferry slip, were all completed within the next two years.

By 1913 additional hospital structures had been built on this "island
#2," and on the newer "island #3," where contagious cases were isolated;
also a new "Baggage and Dormitory" building north of the Main Building.
Central to the whole processing operation housed on the island was

the Main Building where on the second floor was the great "Registry
Room," through which all immigrants were initially screened. On the
floor above (back from balconies overlooking the Registry Room) were
dormitories; on the other floors were administrative offices, records
rooms, special inquiry chambers, railroad ticket offices, baggage

facilities, etc.

Ellis Island and the Immigrant Station thereon would normally be
evaluated under Theme XXII ("Social and Humanitarian Movements") of
the National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings, a theme study
now scheduled for ccmpletion late in 1964. Undoubtedly the Ellis
Island Immigrant Station would be recommended for "exceptional value"
within the scope of this theme. A physical symbol for the great turn-
of-the century immigrant wave itself, Ellis Island Immigrant Station--
like its famed predecessor, Castle Garden--represents even more than
this. Viewed objectively, it is a symbol of a significant process of
social control-~the process by which a great nation-attempted to
exercise same selection (in terms of national health and welfare) over

those millions of the world seeking new lives in liberty in this country,



PROPOSALS FOR UTILIZATION OF ELLIS ISLAND

There have been five or more Senate bills relating to the disposal
and future utilization of Ellis Island. There have been public
hearings in both Washington and New York City. And there have

been repeated efforts to dispose of the island to the highest bidder
over a pericd of 8 or 9 years. As late as May 1962 an offer of
$2,100,000 was offered to General Services Administration. Numerous
suggestions on what to do with the island have been advanced and are
listed belcw:

1. Housing for the Elderly

2. Mental Retardation Diagnostic and Training Center

3. Private Liberal Arts College

4, Advanced School for International Education

5. Re~creation of downtown Lewer Manhattan

6. Museum of Immigration

T. Maritime Center and a nautical motivational high school

8. Veterans convalescent hcme and rest camp

9. Recreational grea for the promotion of physical fitness

10. Place to rehabilitate narcotics addicts

11. Biblical Center

12. Boys Town

13. Intermational Cathedral for Peace Prayers



14. Symbol of America displaying political concepts, exhibits of
religious, scientific and industrial life

15. Self-contained City

16. Resort with recreation facilities and housing

PLAN FOR JERSEY CITY WATERFRONT

In December 1962 the New Jersey Department of Conservation and

Economic Development issued a report entitled Recreation Facility on

the Jersey City Waterfront prepared by its Division of State and

Regional Planning in collaboraticn with the Jersey City Division of
Planning. In November 1963 the Jersey City Division of Planning

published a report entitled Waterfront Development - A Planning

Approsach.

The state report deals more specifically with the relationship of

the over-all recreation needs of northeast New Jersey and the develop-
ment of the proposed waterfront park and suggests the roles which the
State, Jersey City, and the Federal Government might assume. The
Jersey City report outlines a comprehensive approach to its entire
waterfront for residential, ccmmercial, industrial and park and
recreation uses. One of the most significant aspects of both reports

is that a waterfront park is proposed opposite Ellis and Liberty Islands.

In view of this project, it can be concluded that whatever is planned

for Fllis Island should harmonize with both Statue of Liberty National



Monument and the waterfront park. It would appear, therefore, that
the choice of concept points inescapably toward development of a

park for Ellis Island as the only logical direction to take.

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS

A. Effect of New Jersey Waterfront Development on Ellis Island as
a possible National Historic Site,

We have studied this proposed waterfront park carefully and have

concluded:

1. This development, if carried out, will provide a greatly im-
proved setting for Ellis Island. The backdrop will be a green park

instead of a deteriorating and blighted waterfront dock area.

2. This development would bring with it possibility of a new
public access not now available. Heretofore, access has been by
beat. The new access could be by bridge or causeway from Jersey
City. Furthermore visitors traveling by automobile along the

New Jersey Turnpike would have a direct approach to the water-
front opposite Ellis Island and could reach the island itself by
appropriate means over the bridge or causeway. These visitors
could also reach the Statue of Liberty by a short ferry ride, which

would also be an important new access to that area. It is to be

10.



expected that the eventual result will be major public use of Ellis

Island and substantially increased use of Liberty Island.

3. This development could provide a remarkable and dramatic new
harbor composition of the waterfront park, the Statue of Liberty and
Liberty Island, and Ellis Island as public areas. Furthermore, this
ccmposition can be related to other landmarks of New York Harbor.in-
cluding Battery Park, the point where ferry boat service to Liberty
Island now originates, and also to Governor's Island. This com-
position is of national interest,and in the harbor of New York, of

international interest.

4, In brief, the Jersey City waterfront park if developed;, will
greatly enhance the attractiveness of making Ellis Island a national
historic site. Furthermore, should Ellis Island be devoted to such
a purpose, the result would in all probability, substantially en-
courage the waterfront park program. In the Subcommittee Hearings
on September 4, 1963, Commissioner Roe of New Jersey stated: "We

are simply saying to you that as an adjunct of your study, if the
State of New Jersey is to invest our funds, in the metropolitan
area, we are prepared to do it provided that the whole program

works in consonance with the proper use of Ellis Island."

5. ©Since the proposed Jersey City waterfront park is a complex

project involving many interests, and projected as a three-stage

]J—.



program over a period of years, it is our belief that any national
historic site development on Ellis Island should be geared with the
timetable for the waterfront park. We look upon the national
historic site as a long-range project, not to be achieved all at

once, but developed in stages over a period of years.

6. The development of a waterfront park on the Jersey shore places
Ellis Island in the center of a park and recreation environment

that also includes Liberty Island. -Over the long range such a
location in our opinion substantially diminished the possibility

and appropriateness of satisfactorily devoting part of Ellis Island
to other than park uses. Other major uses, while conceivably com-
patible initiglly with a natiocnal historic site concept, would

tend to become seriocusly incompatible as park use in all surrounding

areas steadily increases in future years.

T. The redevelopment of the New Jersey waterfront for park purposes
is so important to the future of Ellis Island that it is believed
vital that the Federal Government secure reasonable assurance from
the State of New Jersey that the waterfront park will go forward
before taking final steps to establish Ellis Island as a national

historic site, if that course is adopted.

12.



B. Effect of Ellis Island National Historic Site proposal on Statue
of Liberty and Liberty Island, Including the American Museum of
Tmmigration

Since the National Park Service now administers Liberty Island, we
desired to evaluate the péssible effect of any Ellis Island National

Historic Site on that area. We concluded:

1. Should Ellis Island become a national historic site it would

be developed to augment, but not duplicate, facilities available on
Liberty Island. Liberty Island now receives 848,000 visitors
(January-December 1963) a year. There are many days when it is seri-
ously overcrowded. Should a new access be developed from the Jersey
shore travel to Liberty Island would substantially increase above
rresent peaks. With growing population, increasing leisure time,
and greater mobility Liberty Island in a few years may be completely
unable to handle the crowds that want to come. Ellis Island with
its proximity and its closely related interest is a natural area

for disperson of visitors from Liberty Island. The two parks

could complement each other.

2. The American Museum of Immigration is ncw being built in the
pedestal of the Statue of Liberty supported in important part from
donated funds. The National Park Service is firmly committed to

publie donors to carry out the project as planned and in full. This

13.



museum will tell the broad story of immigration. It cannot, however,
provide the additional vivid experience gained from a personal visit

to Fllis Island and to the landmarks and objects visible there.

It is our preliminary judgment that if treated as a national historic
site the older portion of Ellis Island, somewhat less than half the
total, would become an historical sanctuary area. This portion
contains the earliest landmarks, the principal building, and
exceptionally fine points from which to view the great harbor of New
York, the Statue of Liberty, and the Manhattan skyline. The principal
building would be retained in whole or in part or ccumemorated in an
appropriate way. Here also would be located gathering space for
special groups interested in immigration, national festivals, cele-
brations and other outdoor events. Library and exhibit facilities
would be here as needed to explain the history of Ellis Island and
its relationship to the broad story of immigration presented at

the Statue of Liberty.

The remaining and later portion of the island would be redeveloped
for supporting park purposes in relation to the sanctuary and to
the 400-acre green park on the Jersey shore. Here would be prome-
nades, possibly restaurant facilities, picnic facilities, green
open space, and a boat basin. Some existing buildings could be re-

habilitated in this part of the island for various park uses. The

1.



project planned in close relation to the Statue of Liberty and the
Jersey waterfront park would provide a key public element in this

national gateway harbor to the United States.

3. 'The development and administration of Ellis Island and Liberty
Island should be coordinated for reasons of efficiency and economy.
If Ellis Island beccmes a national historic site, it would be ad-
ministered jointly with Liberty Island by the National Park Service.
Any other administration of Ellis Island could well result in inde-
pendent and uncoordinated programs for the two neighboring prop-
erties.

C. Effect of Ellis Island National Historic Site proposal on the
National Park System

1. 1In 1935 Congress enacted the Historic Sites Act, which declared
it to be a "national policy to preserve, for public use, historic
sites, buildings and objects, of national significance for the
inspiration and benefit of the people of the United States." This
Act also authorized and directed the Secretary of the Interior to
make a survey of historic sites and buildings throughout the nation
"to determine which possess exceptional value as commemorating or
illustrating the history of the United States." This project,
called the National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings,

is now about two-thirds completed. Major aspects of American

history and experience have been studied including English

15.



Colonization, the American Revolution, and the Civil War. That
aspect of Arerican history represented by the great migration is
being studied at the present time under the title "Social and

Huzznitarian Movements" (Theme XXII).

From each study comes a list of Registered National Historic Land-
marks not in federal ownership and a very small selection of a very
limited number of historic places of the highest national importance
which are considered suitable for ccommemoration by the Federal Govern-

ment.

Ellis Island has been considered in this study at the present time,
and it is the intention of the Northeast Regional Office to recommend
it strongly as suitable for inclusion in the National Park Systen.
Such recormendaticns are reviewed by the Director and his staff and
if he approves by an Advisory Board on National Parks, Historic
Sites, Buildings and Monuments they are then presented to the
Secretary of the Interior for consideration. If he approves, he

will submit the reccommendation, if appropriate, to the Congress.

Cur studies lead inescapably to the conclusion that the story of
immigration to America is insufficiently comrerorated by the nation
in the National Park System in proportion to its national importance

and interest. Other aspects of our history, such as the American

16.



Revolution and the Civil War, are very adequately recognized. Proper
balance in presenting our history to the millions of American families
who now travel widely fully justifies an Ellis Island National Historic
Site.

D, Effect of Ellis Island National Historic Site proposal on other
proposals for use of Ellis Island

We have reviewed the several proposals presented to the Subccmmittee
and described in the Hearings dated September 26, December 6 and 7,
1962, and September 4, 1563. We are aware that a number of these
proposals represent the result of much study and that they are
directed toward important public objectives. We would like respect-

fully to offer the following comments:

1. However worthy the objectives of the variocus other proposals

may be none of them provide ccmplete assurance that Ellis Island
will be held in perpetuity for the American people as a major
national landmark in our history. In the other proposals other
purposes are primary and this purpose is seccndary. It is our
recomrendation and our interpretation of sentiments expressed on
several occasions by Subcormittee members during the Hearings that
permanent recognition of the national historical importance of Ellis
Island should have first place in plans for its future use, and other
purposes should have second place. This can be achieved by making

Fllis Island a naticnal historic site in the National Park System.

17 .



2. ©Should Ellis Island be made a national historic site some addi-
tional uses might be found that would be compatible. The Historic
Sites Act of 1935 provides that the Secretary of the Interior may
"eontract or enter into cooperative agreement with states, munici-
palities, associations, corporations or individuals" to assist in
the preservation or use of historic properties. Under this authority--
if it were determined to be in the public interest--the Secretary
could work out arrangements with one or more cooperative agencies
to use significant parts of Ellis Island. It is by no means clear
as yet that the Secretary of the Interior would consider it in the
public interest to do so. There is considerable opinion that the

entire island could best be devoted solely to park and recreation

purposes.

The perfection of plans for the national historic site and the con-
sideration of possible compatible uges are such important questions
and affect so many significant and varied public interests that it
would appear desirable to authorize the establishment of an Advisory
Commission to assist in the consideration of these vital matters.
Such a commission might well include representatives of the States
of New Jersey and New York, of New York City and Jersey City, and a

number of prominent citizens qualified to advise on this subject.

The National Park Service in its historical program is interested

in more than museums. It is increasingly concerned -with achieving

18.



living monuments and in doing so to find suitable modern uses for

historic buildings where practicable.

3. VWe are aware of the different jurisdictional positions of the
States of New York and New Jersey in regard to Ellis Island. While
retention of the island as federal property might make settlement

of this questicn less pressing than other uses would do, we believe
that efforts should be made to resolve the Jjurisdictional differences.
It would be our hope that the proposed Advisory Commission, with
representatives of New York and New Jersey as members, could develop
a proposed solution for reccommendation to the Federal Government and
the respective states.

E. Relationship of Ellis Island National Historiec Site proposal
to Ffinancial considerations

There is no question but that the conversion of Ellis Island into

a national area for public visitation is a formidable undertaking.
While it would not involve land acquisition costs, it would in-
volve significant capital expenditures even though these could be
spread over a period of years. Ultimately it will involve important
operating costs. Until detailed plans are fully formulated and
approved and supporting estimates prepared, we offer the following

comments:

19.



1. The development of Ellis Island as g national historic site
could well be planned in two stages to coincide generally with the
redevelopment of the Jersey City waterfront. The total period for

carrying out the two stages might be set tentatively for ten years.

Stage One, which migh occupy the first two years, might include the
following steps:

a. Establishment of water communication for project purposes
only, not for public use.

b. Minimum physical protection of the fgbric of the Main
Administration Building, the Power Station and the Recrea-
tion Building to arrest any further deterioration pending
final determination on retention and use.

c. Preparation of a long range master plan for Ellis Island
with the assistance of the Advisory Commission with a
further report to Congress within two years including
development plan, capital and operating costs.

d. Provision of a minimum staff to accomplish this work and

related protection.

Our estimate of expenditures for the first two years for repairs,

planning, and service would be $300,000 a year.

It is anticipated that some decisions could be made during the

first year particularly regarding that portion of the island that

20.



is expected to be developed as a supporting area for the historical

sanctuary.

Stage Two. This stage might take three to eight years depending on
progress on the New Jersey waterfront. Here there would be alter-~
nate courses depending on decisions reached on the master plan.
Regardless of the plan adopted it should be possible to utilize
most of the material in the buildings on the island for various park
purposes. Some buildings would be kept in whole or in part both
within and beyond the sanctuary for historical purposes, gathering
space, utilities, administration and restaurant. Materials not
used in this manner would be salvaged as fully as possible and
used in park construction projects related to promenades, seawall,
island enlargement, boat basin and picnic areas. Cur general pre=-

liminary planning concept is indicated above under "B".

2. We are aware that Congress has under consideration an Economic
Opportunity Program. It is pertinent to note that there is sub-
stantial unemployment in Jersey City and Newark. Statistics for
February 1964 show that Jersey City has 6 to 12% unemployment and
is eligible for public works. Should an Accelerated Public Works
project be authorized at some point for some of the work on Ellis
Island the two-stage program outlined above might be somewhat

accelerated.

21.



Should a Job Corps program be authorized by Congress Ellis Island
might be a highly appropriate location for a Work Camp of perhaps
200. There are dormitory buildings, mess halls, and other deterio-
rated facilities that are however structurally sound and could be
repaired. ©Should a Job Corps Camp be established on Ellis Island the
work program could consist of some rehabilitation involving various
skills such as masonry, electrical work, carpentry, heating and
plumbing and landscape work. It could also involve demolition,
salvage of material and park development. ZFacllities are available
for training programs including an excellent small auditorium and

classrooms.

It should be noted that if New Jersey invests in a waterfront park
that investment will substantially benefit federal properties on
Liberty Island and Ellis Island. The New Jersey investment can be
looked upon as one form of indirect financial participation at a
significant level toward the total purposes of the project.

¥, Relationship of Ellis Island to the Administrative Responsi-
bility of the National Park Service

We are aware that the future development of Ellis Island, for a
high purpose and in an economical manner, is a formidable respon-
sibility. We are aware, however, that the Congress of the United

States has placed on the National Park Service prime responsibility

2.



for preserving our national historical heritage. We recognize that
Ellis Island is a keystone in that heritage. We believe we would

not be doing our job did we not come forward after the Subccmmittee's
special request for our further views and state our awareness and

owr readiness to assume this difficult but important task if the
Congress so desires.

G. Legislative Aspects of a proposed Ellis Island National Historic
Site

It is an understanding that the Subcommittee may wish to recommend
special legislation to the Congress dealing with Ellis Island. While
if desired by Congress a national historic site could be designated
under the authority of the Historic Sites Act of 1935, we believe
special legislation is highly desirable because of the great national
importance of Ellis Island and the peculiar complexity of the problems
that surround it. Such legislation, if desired, might well cover the
following points among others:
a. Purpose of the national historiec site.
b. Designation of the National Park Service as administering
agency.
¢. Authority to enter into contracts and cooperative agree-~
ments with states, municipal corporations, associations,

or individuals.

23.



Authorization for an Advisory Commission.
Direction for preparation of a Master Plan within two
years.

Authorization of necessary appropriations.
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Main Building, Ellis Island,

View of Manhattan from northeast end of Ellis Island.



Detail of Tower on Main Building.

Registry Room in Main Building.
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Library in Main Building.

Portion of Mural in Main Building.
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Original Hospital Buildings (Island No. 2).



South end of Ellis Island and Liberty Island in distance.

Ferry slip on Ellis Island and New Jersey waterfront in distance.



