	
   History Of Ellis Island

     Before the opening of Ellis Island, immigrant processing was the responsibility of the state, and before 1855, there was no official center. (Seventy percent of the immigrants who came to America during the nineteenth century entered through New York.) In 1855, the State of New York began processing immigrants through the facilities at Castle Garden (previously known as Castle Clinton) in response to a massive influx of immigrants, many escaping famine in Ireland. This did not prove to be the best possible site, though, because as the new immigrants left the facilities, they were routinely exploited by con men, who sold them phony tickets to various destinations, took their money in exchange for non-existent jobs, or found other ways to part the unwary immigrant with his or her money. 

     Castle Garden processed its last immigrant in April 1890, and after reviewing several possible sites, the United States government selected Ellis Island for the establishment of a new federal immigration center for New York. On the island, it would be easier to screen and protect the new immigrants before they proceeded out onto the streets of New York. 

After the closing of Castle Garden, immigrants were processed at an old barge office in Manhattan until the opening of the Ellis Island Immigration Center on 1 January 1892. Thousands of immigrants passed through the doors of Ellis Island during its peak years of 1892 to around 1924, and the National Park Services' Ellis Island site says that in a single day in 1907, 11,747 immigrants came through. (More than 12 million immigrants, in total,  were processed at Ellis Island. Forty percent of the US population are descended from immigrants who entered the country there.) 

     In 1897, a fire destroyed the original buildings on Ellis Island, and once again, the barge office was reopened as a temporary processing center. In 1900, the Ellis Island Immigration Center reopened in the building that still exists today. 

The Process


    As the immigrants arrived in the Ellis Island Great Hall, exhausted and overwhelmed from their long journey, they were herded through inspections. They knew that in order to gain entry to the United States, they needed to be disease-free and prove the ability to earn their way in their new home. 

Inspectors examined them, looking for any sign of illness, and those with suspicious symptoms were marked and detained for further inspection. They were also asked a myriad of questions as to their origins, their past, how much money they had, where they were going, and their intentions in America. 

     Many were detained for various reasons, and some had to have relatives come to claim them. About two percent were turned back. In these heartbreaking cases, families were often forced to decide on the spot whether to split up or go back with those that were denied access. 

Once they passed the inspections, immigrants collected their baggage and exchanged their money for U.S. currency. There was also a railroad agent available from whom they could purchase tickets for the next leg of their journey. 

     It is important to note that no records are known to have been kept of the immigrant processing at either Castle Garden or Ellis Island. Passenger lists are typically the only actual records available of immigrant trips to America.

The Beginning of the End


     The National Origins Act in 1924 served to drastically reduce the immigration flow to this country, and subsequently through Ellis Island. It set up discriminatory quotas, and foreigners wishing to relocate permanently to the United States were required to go to U.S. consulates to apply for immigrant visas before they came over. Temporary non-immigrant visas were also available for those who only wished to travel to the country for a short time. Visas had to be presented on arrival, and immigrant visas were forwarded to the INS headquarters in Washington, DC. 

This and subsequent restrictions added by a revision to the National Origins Act in 1929, which further reduced the maximum number of admissions to the country, reduced the flow of immigrants to a trickle. 

In later years, parts of the island were used as a Coast Guard station and as a detention center for enemy aliens in WWII. The Ellis Island Immigration Center closed in 1954 after millions of immigrants had entered America through its doors. 




