
1 
 

 
COMING TO AMERICA: THE ELLIS ISLAND EXPERIENCE 
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1) Things to know about Ellis Island 

• NO one came through Ellis Island before 1892. 

• Everyone arriving at New York did NOT go through Ellis Island.  

• Ellis Island was NOT the only port of arrival immigrants came through. 

• Surnames were NOT changed at Ellis Island. 

• Immigrants DID take handouts or welfare. 

• NOT everyone was admitted to Ellis Island. 

• SOME practices mirror today’s immigration practices 
 
2) Other American ports of arrival 

• Major ports: 
o Boston, Massachusetts 
o Baltimore, Maryland 
o Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
o New Orleans, Louisiana 
o San Francisco, California (Angel Island) 

 

• Minor ports: 
o Portland, Maine 
o Galveston, Texas 
o Charleston, South Carolina 
o Mobile, Alabama 
o Savannah, Georgia 
o St. Albans, Vermont – Canadian crossings 

 

• Try looking for the port closest to the area your ancestor settled in 
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3) Brief history of NY immigration before 1892: 

• Pre 1820 Immigrant walks off ship, checks in with the harbormaster and  
  goes to final destination. 

• 1820-1855 Immigrant processed at Barge Office at the southern tip of  
  Manhattan 

• 1855-1890 Immigrant processed at Castle Garden (Fort Clinton). 

• 1891-1892 Immigrant processed at Barge Office. 

• 1892  Ellis Island opens. 
 
4) History of Ellis Island: 

• 1 Jan 1892 Ellis Island opens 

• 14 Jun 1897 Ellis Island burns to the ground. Barge Office processes   
  immigration until Ellis Island is rebuilt. 

• 17 Dec 1900 Ellis Island station reopens as a “fire proof” facility. 

• 1917-18 Detention center created for enemy aliens; way station for  
  Navy personnel; hospital for Army personnel. 

• 1924  Immigration Act of 1924 passed. Mass immigration ends.  
  Quotas set. Immigrant inspected at country of origin. Visas to  

the U.S. are issued overseas. 

• 1930-54 Part of the island is used as a Coast Guard facility. 

• 1941-45 Detention center is created for enemy prisoners. 

• 29 Nov 1954  Ellis Island immigration station closes. 
 
5) Getting Processed: 

• Arrival 
o Ship arrives in Manhattan. 1st and 2nd class passengers disembark. 
o 3rd class passengers take ferry to Ellis Island. 
o Passengers and luggage are tagged with identical numbers. 
o Luggage is stowed in Baggage Room. 

 

• Exams 
o 1st exam – climb staircase - “6 second” exam. Disease symbols are 

marked on clothing (person set aside for future exams). 
o 2nd exam – “eye exam”. Doctors use button hook to lift eyelids for 

trachoma (contagious eye disease leading to blindness and death). 
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o 3rd exam – Doctors examine passenger for skin diseases, illnesses or 
deformities 
 

• Interview 
o Papers are examined. 
o Immigrant asked 29 questions. Immigrant’s answers are compared to 

the ship manifest lists. 
o Interpreters were available if immigrant couldn’t speak English. 

 

• Approval/Admitted to the U.S. 
o Go to Currency Exchange to exchange money for U.S. Dollars. 
o Go to Railroad/Transportation Office to get ticket to final destination. 
o Retrieve luggage from Baggage Room. 
o Take ferry back to Manhattan to get train to final destination. 

 

• Denial – Detained or Deported 
o If denied admission, immigrant could appeal to a special Board  of 

Inquiry.  
o Reasons for Detention (kept aside) 

▪ Medical reasons  
▪ Political reasons  
▪ No contact in the U.S. – single women 
▪ “Low moral character” 
▪ No visible means of support  

o Reasons for Deportation 
▪ Incurable illness or mental illness 
▪ Political reasons – anarchists or Bolsheviks 
▪ “Low moral character” – criminal, polygamist, prostitute or 

homosexual 
▪ No visible means of support – government did not want 

“public charges” 
o Some families were separated: 

▪ If a child over 12 was ill, they were deported alone. 
▪ If a child under 12 was ill, the family had to decide whether a 

parent would accompany the child home or the whole family 
would self-deport. 
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o Shipping companies were financially responsible for sending 
immigrants back to their home country. 
 

 
6) Services Offered at Ellis Island: 

• Hospital – Included operating rooms, general beds and contagious wards. 

• Dining Room – Could feed up to 1,000 persons a day. 

• Dorms – Established for persons needing to stay overnight. 

• Currency Exchange – immigrants could exchange money for U.S. Dollars. 

• Railroad Office – Immigrants could purchase tickets to final destination. 

• Immigrant Aid Societies – societies permanently had volunteers stationed 
at Ellis Island to help immigrants with money, food, translations, guidance 
etc. The societies included the YMCA, YWCA, Salvation Army, DAR, various 
religious organizations like the Hebrew Aid Society and various ethnic 
organizations. 

 
7) Where to find information: 

• Diaries 

• Home – artifacts like tags 

• National Archives – Passenger Lists, photographs 

• Library of Congress – photographs 

• New York Public Library – photographs 

• National Park Service – oversees Ellis Island. Also has photographs 

• Online:  Ancestry.com, Ellis Island Archives, Ellis Island.org, Castle Garden, 
Internet Archive (www.archive.org), Steve Morse One-Step, Cyndi’s List,  
Amazon for books 

• Digital Public Library of America - photographs 

• Shipping Company websites: 
Cunard Line, White Star Line, North German Lloyd Line, Hamburg-Amerika 
Line, Italian Steam Navigation Company, Red Star Line, Holland America 
Line and Austro-American Line 

• Books:  
- Benton, Barbara. Ellis Island: A Pictorial History, (NY: Facts on File, 1995) 
- Cannato, Vincent J. American Passage, The History of Ellis Island, (NY: 
Harper Collins, 2009)  
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- National Archives Trust Fund Board. Guide to Genealogical Research in the 
National Archives, (Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Record 
Administration, 1985), p. 41-57 
- Reeves, Pamela. Ellis Island, Gateway to the American Dream, (NY: Fall 
River Press, 2000) 
 

8) Things to Remember When Researching Ellis Island: 
 

• Your objective is to provide context and background for the story of your 
immigrant ancestor. 

• Information on detentions or special inquiries are found at the end of a 
passenger list of a specific vessel. 

• Understanding what your ancestor experienced helps you better 
understand them as persons. 

• Do not judge the past through the lens of modern day immigration. In some 
cases, it was better, in other cases, it is worse or at best, similar. The future 
may judge today’s immigration no different than the past. 

• Information can come from many sources; diaries, stories, oral histories or 
photographs. Include as many of them as possible in your family history. 

   
 


