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Immigrants have always, and will continue, to 
come to the United States from all around the 
world. Their journeys were never easy, but they 
were often successful and found happiness in 
America. Immigrants came in waves from 
various regions, each seen as less desirable 
than the group before and often used as 
scapegoats. This has been a pattern for most 
of American history and the mid-19th to 20th 
century was no different. As seen in the 
political cartoon to the right, some Americans 
saw the U.S. as an immigrant "dumping ground" 
and even the Statue of Liberty wanted to leave. 
This was not the view of most Americans, but 
the rhetoric was loud and made its way into 
legislation at times, changing the way people 
would immigrate forever. 

"Hearts and Minds" drawn by F. Victor Gillam-1890.

IMMIGRATION IN THE U.S.
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CASTLE 
GARDEN

ELLIS ISLAND
1892-1954

1855-1890

Cast le Garden was or iginally a for t  
built  t o prot ect  against  t he Br it ish in 
t he War  of  1812 and at  t he t im e, was 
called "The Sout hwest  Bat t ery" . In 
1824, t he sit e was recreat ed int o a 
rest aurant  w it h lot s of  ent er t ainm ent . 
This was also when it  was renam ed, 
"Cast le Garden."  At  one point , i t  was 
even an opera house. 

Ell is Island was or iginally a for t  for  t he War  of  1812, 
just  l ike Cast le Garden. It  was federal land t hat  
event ually becam e an of f icial U.S. im m igrat ion por t . 
High rat es of  im m igrat ion and cor rupt ion, along 
w it h ot her  fact ors, forced t he  federal governm ent  

t o int ervene. While Ell is Island was in operat ion, over  12 m il l ion im m igrant s passed 
t hrough t o begin t heir  Am er ican l ives. 

Im m igrant s t hat  t raveled in f ir st  and second class usually surpassed Ell is Island 
because it  was assum ed t hey were f inancially st able and healt hy.  For  im m igrant s at  
Ell is Island, t hey would get  a quick  physical f rom  a doct or  and have t heir  legal 
answers cross checked. 98% of  im m igrant s t hat  st opped at  Ell is Island m ade it  int o 
Am er ica! Ell is Island st ar t ed t o evolve af t er  WWI, when im m igrat ion processing 
began t o change and t he process was handled in t he hom e count ry em bassy. Ell is 
Island was used for  a var iet y of  dif ferent  federal reasons before closing for  good. 

In 1855, Cast le Garden becam e t he New York  im m igrat ion processing st at ion unt i l  Ell is 
Island was im plem ent ed. New York  was a huge im m igrant  dest inat ion and big por t  in 
general, so over  8 m il l ion im m igrant s passed t hrough Cast le Garden while it  was open. 
Im m igrat ion was of  no int erest  t o t he federal governm ent  and was lef t  up t o t he 
st at es. Wit h Cast le Garden in place, it  was a way for  New York  t o prot ect  im m igrant s 
f rom  im m igrant  runners and cor rupt  polit icians. The harassm ent  of  im m igrant s 
slowed down, but  by no m eans did it  st op.

By 1888, Congress was upset  because Cast le Garden was const ant ly ask ing for  m oney 
and becom ing a polit ical issue. They st ar t ed an invest igat ion, and Congress did not  
l ike m ess t hey found. Af t er  t h is invest igat ion, bot h t he House of  Represent at ives and 
t he Senat e creat ed perm anent  im m igrat ion com m it t ees and becam e perm anent ly 
int er t w ined w it h im m igrat ion; t hey were invest ed and not  going away. Anot her  
invest igat ion was held in 1889, result ing in Cast le Garden closing.

Ell is Island sym bolizes a shif t  f rom  a 
st at e handled t o federally handled 
issue, but  also a shif t  of  pr ior it ies. 
Cast le Garden was creat ed t o prot ect  
im m igrant s f rom  im m igrant  runners, 
but  Ell is Island was creat ed t o prot ect  
Am er ica f rom  im m igrant s. 
Im m igrat ing t o t he U.S. shif t ed f rom  a 
r ight  t o a pr ivi lege, which changed t he 
way im m igrant s were t reat ed at  Ell is 
Island. Ell is Island workers could t reat  
t hem  poor ly because t hey were not  
yet  Am er icans so t hey did not  have 
t heir  Am er ican r ight s. Ell is Island was 
a t ransit ion t o federal power , but  also 
t o a syst em  w it h m ore under lying 
nat ionalism  and discr im inat ion.
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Henderson v. Mayor  of  New York   in 1875:  Im m igrat ion head t axes were found 
unconst it ut ional. The cour t  decided st at es were using t hem  in a way t hat  inf r inged on 
Congress' "const it ut ional power  t o regulat e im m igrat ion."  At  t h is point , t he federal 
governm ent  was becom ing m ore involved in im m igrat ion legislat ion, but  not  im plem ent at ion 
af t erwards.

Im m igrat ion Act  of  1875: Banned prost it ut es, cr im inals, and Chinese Laborers. The federal 
governm ent  relied on t he st at es t o enforce it , t hough. 

Im m igrat ion Act  of  1882: Reinst at ed a head t ax on im m igrant s, but  t h is t im e t he m oney went  
t o t he federal governm ent . This gave t he U.S. governm ent  m ore funding t o cont rol im m igrat ion 
st at ions and t he m oney m ade f rom  it . This act  also added convict s, lunat ics, idiot s, and people 
who m ight  becom e a public charge t o t he l ist  of  people bar red f rom  com ing t o Am er ica.

Chinese Exclusion Act  of  1882: Alm ost  all Chinese im m igrant s were st opped f rom  ent er ing t he 
U.S., even t hough Chinese im m igrant s were a sm all por t ion of  im m igrant s. Racial fear  m ade it 's 
way int o federal law , rat her  t han just  st at e law  l ike it  would have before federalizat ion. 

1891 Im m igrat ion Act : Expanded t he l ist  of  unaccept able im m igrant s t o people w it h diseases, 
felonies, or  ot her  cr im inal charges. It  also banned polygam ist s. The 1891 Act  also m ade it  t he 
responsibil i t y of  st eam ship com panies t o pay if  an im m igrant  had t o be sent  back . This caused 
a m ore int ensive vet t ing process at  t he por t  before leaving for  Am er ica. The federal 
governm ent  had creat ed a clear  syst em  for  depor t at ion for  t he ent ire nat ion. 

Plenary Power  Doct r ine: If  an im m igrant  want ed t o challenge t heir  depor t at ion st at us, t hey 
could not  br ing t he case t o cour t , t hey had t o br ing it  t o t he adm inist rat ion at  t he st at ion. They 
were not  Am er icans yet , so t hey did not  have t o be given t he r ight s of  one.  The federal 
governm ent  asser t ed it 's dom inance and pr ior it y over  im m igrant s. 

Nat ional Quarant ine Act  of  1893: The President  was given t he power  t o cont rol t he speed of  
im m igrat ion int o t he Unit ed St at es. They could st op im m igrat ion com plet ely if  t hey want ed, 
but  no president  ever  used t h is power . This put  t he ent ire im m igrat ion syst em  not  just  int o t he 
hands of  t he federal governm ent , but  int o t he hands of  one m an w it h in t he federal 
governm ent . 

WHY IS THIS TRANSITION A CASE 
STUDY OF FEDERALIZATION ?

POLICY DURING TRANSITION 

ALL THIS POLICY WORK MAKES IT CLEAR THAT THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT WAS 
TAKING CONTROL OF THE IMMIGRATION SYSTEM. BY 1892, STATES WERE NO 

LONGER INVOLVED WITH IMMIGRATION. 

Cast le Garden was a place t hat  of fered im m igrant s a safer  way 
t o com e t o t he Unit ed St at es and escape im m igrant  runners 
t hat  want ed t o t ake advant age of  t hem . New York  was 
operat ing it  well, at  t he beginning. Over  t he course of  several 
decades, t he federal governm ent  becam e involved in 
im m igrat ion reform  t hrough wr it t en legislat ion and Suprem e 
Cour t  decisions. These policies m ade it  im possible for  Cast le 
Garden t o funct ion and m eet  t he requirem ent s of  t he federal 
governm ent  because t he dem ands were raised and t he funding 
was reduced. This was all occur r ing post -Civi l War , so t he 
federal governm ent  was not  t oo concerned about  st at e's want s 
or  needs at  t he t im e. They im plem ent ed t hese laws and 
expect ed t he st at es t o f igure it  out , and were st i l l  resist ant  t o 
f ixing t he problem  once it  was clear  t he st at es could not  
handle it . The federal governm ent  was not  int erest ed in doing 
t he  dir t y work  and t he processing t hem selves, but  event ually 
t here was no ot her  choice. The of f icial federalizat ion of  
im m igrat ion could be m arked as 1892, when t hey opened Ell is 
Island, but  it  had been happening over  a long per iod of  t im e. 
The t ransit ion f rom  Cast le Garden t o Ell is Island was bot h 
sym bolic and t angible in t he st rengt hening of  t he federal 
governm ent . The governm ent  did ot her  t h ings besides t he 
t ransit ion t o Ell is Island, but  w it hout  it , t he legislat ion and 
public opinion would not  have had t he ef fect  i t  did. 
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SYSTEM EXPERIENCE
IMMIGRANTS FROM CASTLE GARDEN AND ELLIS ISLAND

Nat ivist  sent im ent  dur ing t he t im e of  st at e-ran im m igrat ion was when it  
h it  i t 's st r ide. In t he 50s, nat ivism  and t he Know-Not hing Par t y peaked, at  
one point  even beat ing out  t he Whig Par t y. Dur ing t h is decade, t he 
econom y t ook  a hit  and caused an increase in unem ploym ent  and food 
pr ices. These econom ic blows gave nat ivist s t he oppor t unit y t o use 
im m igrant s, half  t he New York  populat ion, as scapegoat s, even t hough 
t hey were act ually h it  t he hardest  by t hese ef fect s. Wit h t he num bers 
nat ivism  had, it  m akes sense t hey would have a sl ight  inf luence on 
workers at  im m igrat ion st at ions. As discussed ear l ier , im m igrat ion 
workers at  Cast le Garden had am ple agency at  t heir  jobs. Also, nat ivist s 
played a par t  in pushing for  t he event ual rest r ict ion policies t hat  pop up in 
t he couple decades follow ing t he 50s, even t hough t he Know Not hing par t y 
had lost  i t 's prom inence by t hen. The par t y fel l  apar t , but  t hat  nat ivist  
sent im ent  did not  disappear  near ly as quick ly.

Dur ing t he Ell is Island per iod, m edia played a st rong role in t h is issue of  
im m igrat ion. Whit e, wealt hy, nat ivist s of t en cont rolled newspapers, 
t herefore having a st rong hold on public opinion. These newspapers always 
grouped im m igrant s t oget her  and of t en w rot e negat ively about  t hem  and 
used fear  t act ics t o do so. Elit e m em bers of  New York  societ y would read 
t he sam e couple newspapers, so t hey were cont inuously being fed nat ivist  
rhet or ic, which over t im e creat ed a larger , but  st i l l  not  huge, nat ivist  
populat ion. The Im m igrat ion Rest r ict ion League played a large, nat ivist , 
role in Ell is Island rest r ict ions and was not  near ly as large as t he Know 
Not hing par t y, but  st i l l  gave nat ivist s a place of  com m unit y and ident it y at  
t he t im e. They were involved w it h legislat ion and had t he oppor t unit y t o 
t our  Ell is Island m ult iple t im es and were st i l l  unpleased w it h t he am ount  
of   im m igrant s t hey found t o be i l l i t erat e and t herefore, undesirable. 

Im m igrant s dur ing t he Cast le Garden per iod were m ore prot ect ed t han 
before, but  were st i l l  not  t reat ed t oo well. Af t er  m ak ing t he long journey t o 
t he Unit ed St at es, som et im es ships would ar r ive at  a st at e, be denied 
ent ry, and t hen be forced t o t ry t o go t o anot her  st at e. This was a st at e's 
way of  st anding t heir  ground, but  could pot ent ial ly af fect  an im m igrant 's 
abil i t y t o reunit e w it h fam ily and f ind t heir  way t o work  and prosper it y. 
Im m igrant s were not  a pr ior it y, even t hough t h is per iod of  st at e-ran 
im m igrat ion syst em s was st i l l  a st ep up f rom  no syst em . Once ar r iving at  a 
st at e-run im m igrat ion st at ion, im m igrant s were prot ect ed f rom  im m igrant  
runners, i f  t hey got  in. Many im m igrant s, par t icular ly Ir ish im m igrant s, 
would be depor t ed w it hout  proper  processing or  t reat m ent . These st at ion 
workers were under  a lot  of  pressure f rom  nat ivist s and t he st ress of  t he 
job, so t hey of t en t ook  m at t ers int o t heir  own hands t o speed up t he 
process and t o please t he nat ivist  el i t es .

Once im m igrat ion was federalized, Ell is Island workers had less agency and 
f reew il l , but  t he syst em  was m ore st r ict  t o begin w it h. As seen  on page 6, 
increased legislat ion over  t he years led t o m any im m igrant s being m arked 
of f  t he l ist  of  accept able im m igrant s int o t he count ry. Also, in t he ear ly 
20t h cent ury, t he governm ent  st ar t ed doing m ore t est ing for  int ell igence 
on im m igrant s and, at  t im es, depor t ing t hem  because of  t he result s. These 
im m igrant s were of t en chosen based of f  looks and who appeared l ike t hey 
were not  int ell igent . Most  of  t hese t est  used t ranslat ors t o com m unicat e, 
so t here was no guarant ee  t hey  were being t ranslat ed cor rect ly eit her . 
The result s of  t hese int ell igence t est s claim ed t hat  83% of  Jews, 80% of  
Hungar ians, and 79% of  It al ians t hat  t hey t est ed were feeble m inded (250). 
These t est s, along w it h an ever  grow ing l ist  of  rest r ict ions, m ade 
im m igrat ing hard and scary for  m any dif ferent  groups. 

SYSTEM EXPERIENCE
NATIVISTS DURING CASTLE GARDEN AND ELLIS ISLAND
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