
 
Inquiry Set 8:  Angel and Ellis Island Immigration at the Turn of the Twentieth 
Century 

 
 

I. Inquiry Set Introduction 

Inquiry Set Title  Angel and Ellis Island Immigration at the Turn of the Twentieth Century 
  

Brief Description This source set examines the experiences of immigrants at Angel Island and Ellis Island through photographs and 
first-hand accounts, and considers the impact of immigration policy on these hopeful immigrants. 

Authors Shelley Brooks, Program Coordinator, CHSSP 

Grade Levels 8 

Topics/Concepts  Immigration, Ellis Island, Angel Island, Chinese Exclusion Act, push and pull factors 
 

CA HSS 
Standards / 
Frameworks  

United States History and Geography: Growth and Conflict 
 
8.12 Students analyze the transformation of the American economy and the changing social and political conditions 
in the United States in response to the Industrial Revolution 
 

8.12.5 Examine the location and effects of urbanization, renewed immigration, and industrialization (e.g., the 
effects on social fabric of cities, wealth and economic opportunity, the conservation movement. 

Framework 
Excerpt 

Part of the reason the nation became as productive as it did in the last decades of the nineteenth century was 
because of a flood of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. Students can identify who migrated, why they 
came, how people found work, where they lived, and how they encountered this foreign country. Students can 
address the questions: Who came to the United States at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
century? Why did they come? What was their experience like when they arrived? They can also learn about the long 
hours, poor wages, unhealthy work environments, and lack of regulation on child labor, which according to author 
Upton Sinclair, amounted to The Jungle for the working class.  
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This system of labor and social organization was justified by leading social scientists, who advocated social 
Darwinism, or eugenics as scientific explanation and rationalization for treating workers poorly. Students examine 
the importance of social Darwinism as a justification for child labor, unregulated working conditions, and laissez-faire 
policies toward big business. 
 
The plight of labor and immigrants was not ignored by everyone at the turn of the century: Progressives, or American 
reformers who sought to provide a safety net for the most vulnerable of Americans, started to advocate for the poor 
through opening settlement houses like Hull House in Chicago, or working as muckraking journalists like Ida Tarbell, 
exposing poor working conditions.  
 
Progressives eventually advocated broader reforms in urban areas by encouraging the government to establish 
minimum working age requirements and passing the Pure Food and Drug Act, for example. Reformers also aligned 
themselves with workers themselves. Students can study the rise of the labor movement and understand the 
changing role of government in confronting social and economic challenges of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era. 
Students can review these shifts by considering the question: How did the federal government affect the country’s 
growth in the years following the Civil War? 
 
Despite suffering from unsafe working and living conditions, immigrant and native-born men and women sometimes 
found themselves freer from family and community control in urban centers. Socializing in public became the norm 
for working-class youth who had limited space where they lived, and the disparity between women’s and men’s 
wages gave rise to the practice of dating. The rise of commercialized entertainment such as movies, amusement 
parks, and dance halls fostered easier interaction among strangers. 
 
… California also came to play an increasingly significant role in the national economy. The Gold Rush in California, 
the building of the transcontinental railroad, and agricultural labor in Hawaii and the mainland spurred Chinese, 
Korean, Japanese, Filipino, Hindu, and Sikh immigration to the United States. Agricultural production and the growth 
of the oil industry accounted for much of California’s early economic growth. Asian farmers and laborers contributed 
to the development of irrigation systems and farming throughout the state. Families from Mexico increasingly 
provided the labor force for the cultivation of this region.  
 
Students study the social, economic, and political barriers encountered both by immigrants and American citizens of 
Mexican ancestry. Eventually the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) and the Immigration Act of 1917 greatly limited Asian 
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entry to the United States. California built the immigration station at Angel Island to implement restrictions on Asian 
admissions. Despite the government’s eventual tightening of restrictions on  
immigration in the second decade of the twentieth century, immigrants played an essential role in developing the 
country as both an agricultural and industrial giant. 

Literature can deepen students’ understanding of the life of this period, including the immigrant experience in the 
Great Plains portrayed in Willa Cather’s My Antonia and O. E. Rolvaag’s Giants in the Earth; life in the tenements of 
New York City as portrayed in Anzia Yezierska’s Bread Givers, and life in the slums portrayed in Jacob Riis’s books; 
the poems, journals, and journalism of Walt Whitman; and Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, unsurpassed as a 
sardonic commentary on the times. 

Standards California English Language Development Standards for Grade 8 
 
Part I. Interacting in Meaningful Ways 
 
B. Interpretive 

6. Reading closely literary and informational texts and viewing multimedia to determine how meaning is 
conveyed explicitly and implicitly through language 

7. Evaluating how well writers and speakers use language to support ideas and opinions with details or reasons 
depending on modality, text type, purpose, audience, topic, and content area 

8. Analyzing how writers and speakers use vocabulary and other language resources for specific purposes (to 
explain, persuade, entertain, etc.) depending on modality, text type, purpose, audience, topic, and content 
area 

 
Common Core State Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Grades 6-8 

7. Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with other information in 
print and digital texts. 

8. Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text. 
9.  Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic. 

Investigative 
Question 

Who came to the United States at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century? Why did they 
come? 
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Historical 
Background 

Between 1870 and 1920, more than 25 million immigrants came to the United States. The majority of them hailed 
from southern and eastern Europe, Scandinavian countries, China, and Japan. These immigrants were quite often 
poor. Immigration history is often explained in terms of “push and pull factors” — reasons why people would take the 
long journey knowing that they may never again return home; and, reasons why they traveled to a particular place. 
 
The “push” factors that drove so many immigrants from their home countries were many. Rural poverty and political 
instability sent more than 2 million Chinese all over the globe in the second half of the nineteenth century; more than 
300,000 came to the United States. Many of the immigrants from southern Italy and eastern Europe fled rural 
poverty, as rapid population growth put too much pressure on existing available land. In 1891 the Russian Empire 
expelled 30,000 Jewish people from Moscow, pushing them into the Pale of Settlement at the western edge of the 
empire. There, they found crowded urban areas with fierce competition for businesses and employment and a 
surplus of unskilled laborers, artisans, and merchants. Industrialization undermined their traditional life, and 
anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish violence encouraged them to leave, as they were constantly used as scapegoats for 
economic and other problems. The vast majority of immigrants to the United States in this period were young. Many 
Italian and Slavic men emigrated alone, hoping to earn enough money to return to their homelands and marry, buy 
land, or set up a small business. Many actually did so, especially Italians. Jews, who had fled religious and legal 
persecution as well as economic adversity, usually came in family groups and seldom returned to their homelands. 
 
The “pull” factors included America’s growing demand for industrial labor. Railroad and steamship companies sought 
out this much-needed labor force, advertising the benefits of American life throughout Europe and China. And the 
stories told by friends and families already in America proved convincing. Pioneering immigrants kept in touch with 
their Old World families and communities and sponsored those who chose to follow. Neighborhoods with names 
such as Chinatown and Little Italy sprang up across the country, each with its own places of worship, markets, and 
newspapers to nourish these new and growing communities. 
 
Although immigrants’ reasons for coming to America at the turn of the twentieth century resembled those of earlier 
eras, these newcomers faced considerable prejudice and racism. Many prominent journalists and politicians began 
to equate the physical characteristics of certain national groups with mental and moral qualities, such as idiocy, 
criminality, immorality, radicalism, etc. By 1882, American workers in the West had successfully used economic and 
racist arguments to convince Congress that Chinese laborers unfairly competed with American laborers. The 
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 outlawed skilled and unskilled laborers. Support for immigration restriction continued 
to grow from the late nineteenth century onward. Restrictive, race-based immigration legislation went into effect in 
1924. 
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This set looks at Ellis Island and Angel Island — the East- and West Coast immigration stations. There were some 
distinct differences in the experience of immigrants at these two stations. People who came through Ellis Island had 
brief physical exams unless they had visible handicaps, and few spent even one night there before being admitted to 
their adopted country. Only about 1 to 2 percent of immigrants through Ellis Island were not allowed entry. At Angel 
Island, somewhere between 10 and 30 percent of hopeful immigrants were rejected, in large part because of 
legislation meant to exclude Chinese immigrants. Due to the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, Chinese arriving at Angel 
Island were subject to in-depth physical examinations and intense interrogations to prove eligibility. 

Potential 
Sensitive Issues, 
Topics, and 
Information 

This set discusses race-based immigration exclusions and anti-Semitism, and shows ways in which those 
discriminated against found ways to establish themselves in the United States and work toward economic and 
religious freedoms. 
 
 

Map  New York, San Francisco, China, Russian Empire, eastern and southern Europe 

 

II. Source Sets  

#1  Primary 
Source 

Angel Island Interrogation 
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For the Student 
 

Like all immigrants to the United States, the Chinese had hopes of better opportunities here than they could find in 
their home country. In China, the lack of available jobs and land for farming led many people to leave home for work 
in the United States. Large numbers of Chinese (almost all of whom were men) came to California during the Gold 
Rush. They continued to arrive in the following decades — sometimes brought by American businesses looking for 
laborers — and they were critical in the building of the Transcontinental Railroad, preparing lands for agriculture, 
growing valuable crops, fishing the Pacific waters, and in many other industries. They were such successful workers 
that non-Chinese laborers in California and other Western states felt that the Chinese immigrants represented unfair 
labor competition. In 1882, the United States passed a law saying that Chinese laborers were no longer allowed to 
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immigrate. Non-laborers, like merchants, could immigrate, as could children of Chinese immigrants already living in 
the United States. As we see in this photograph, some of the Chinese men who arrived were quite young.  

For the Teacher 
 

The early Chinese immigrants to the United States were almost all men. The majority of these immigrants came 
from the Guangdong Province of China, where it was common for a family to designate one son for work abroad to 
increase the family’s earnings. After the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869, there were about 
10,000 Chinese laborers in search of new work. Some returned to China, while others worked on new rail lines to 
Southern California and in other parts of the country. Most often, these laborers worked in California farms and 
factories. In the 1870s, Chinese workers made up almost 50 percent of San Francisco’s labor force in the city’s four 
key industries: shoes, woolens, cigars, and sewing. A number of Chinese in California also established their own 
restaurants and laundry businesses, which had their roots in the Gold Rush era. 

#2   Primary 
Source 

Holding cell for Chinese women and children immigrants, Angel Island 
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For the Student 
 

Although there were about 20 times as many Chinese men than women who immigrated to the United States, we 
see in this photograph some of the women and their children who did make the long journey. They did not know the 
English language and had the added challenge of fitting into local Chinese communities that had for decades been 
made up almost entirely of men.  
 
What strikes you about this photograph? What is the age range, and what influence do you think these females will 
have on their Chinese American communities and the broader American society? 

For the Teacher 
 

While it was much more common for Chinese men to immigrate than women, there were those who made the trek 
to California, where they came through the immigration station at Angel Island like we see in this photograph. 
Married Chinese women were often expected to stay in China and work the farm and take care of in-laws and 
children. Because there were so many fewer women than men, the US-born Chinese American population was slow 
to grow through natural increase, except in Hawaii where sugarcane business owners recruited Chinese men and 
women to work in the fields. The women in this photograph, who arrived after the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, were 
likely the wives of Chinese merchants and other middle-class immigrants. 
 

#3  Primary 
Source 

Angel Island wall poems 
 
3a.  
  

There are tens of thousands of poems on these walls 
They are all cries of suffering and sadness 

The day I am rid of this prison and become successful 
I must remember that this chapter once existed 

I must be frugal in my daily needs 
Needless extravagance usually leads to ruin 
All my compatriots should remember China 

Once you have made some small gains, 
you should return home early. 
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3b. 
 
 

 
 
Title of Source 3a. Poem from the Angel Island Internment Camp  

3b. Poems of dispair carved into the walls of dormitory room, Angel Island Internment 
Camp, Angel Island, San Francisco, California  
  

Holding Institution 3a.  Lai, H. Mark, Genny Lim, and Judy Yung. Island: Poetry and History of Chinese 
Immigrants on Angel Island, 1910-1940. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014. 
3b. University of Southern California Libraries  
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Link to Record 3b. http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/p15799coll52/id/630 

Preferred Citation 3a. Poem from the Angel Island Internment Camp  
3b. Poems of dispair carved into the walls of dormitory room, Angel Island Internment 
Camp, Angel Island, San Francisco, California  
  

 

For the Student 
 

The Chinese immigrants who arrived in the United States after the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act had the added 
challenge of proving to immigration authorities that they had the legal right to be in this country. When Chinese 
immigrants did make the journey abroad, they had to convince US authorities that they were not laborers but were 
instead employed in middle-class professions like teaching or sales (merchants). Or they could try to prove that they 
were children of  Chinese Americans already living legally in the United States. Chinese immigrants viewed the 
Exclusion Act as discriminatory and unfair, and some chose to pretend to be the children of those already living here 
in order to get around the exclusionary law. A number of immigrants successfully convinced immigration authorities 
that they had a parent already living in the United States, and these immigrants came to be known as “paper sons” 
— sons on paper only, not actually related to the person already here.  
 
While waiting to prove their right to immigrate, hopeful Chinese immigrants were kept at Angel Island, sometimes for 
many months or even years. This is when they had the opportunity to write such poetry as you see in this picture 
from Angel Island and read in the transcription above. (Note: The picture and the transcription are two different 
poems.)  
 
How does the author of this poem describe immigration to the United States? 

For the Teacher 
 

Though Chinese in California had been the victims of discrimination and violence since the Gold Rush, it wasn’t until 
the economic downturn of the 1870s that serious talk of excluding Chinese immigrants began. By 1882, American 
workers had successfully used economic and racist arguments to convince Congress that Chinese laborers unfairly 
competed with American laborers. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 outlawed skilled and unskilled laborers. It 
stayed in effect until 1943, when World War II made the United States and China allies against Japan. The 
immigration station on Angel Island opened in 1910 and processed immigrants from all parts of the world. Because 
of the Chinese Exclusion Act, this immigration station served as a place to detain Chinese immigrants while 
subjecting them to intense verbal and physical examination. 
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#4  Primary 
Source 

Fishmonger in San Francisco Chinatown  
 

 
 
 

Title of Source Fishmonger 
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Holding Institution California Historical Society 

Link to Record https://oac.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/hb4q2nb077/?brand=oac4 

 

For the Student 
 

All immigrants to the United States hoped for a good, successful life. Many were able to achieve success by working 
in cities or on farms, and some even ran their own business. Perhaps this man selling fish in San Francisco’s 
Chinatown was one such person, who made a life in the US that was more comfortable, stable, and safe than what 
he could have established in his home country. Immigrants from around the Pacific Ocean — from countries in 
Central and South America, Canada, Russia, Australia, China, and others — all came to the West Coast and 
worked to establish themselves in their new country.  
 
How might this man describe his opportunity in the United States, based on this photograph?  
 

For the Teacher 
 

San Francisco’s Chinatown is a vibrant community that was first established during the Gold Rush. Since its early 
days it has encompassed housing as well as retail stores, restaurants and other businesses, and also places of 
worship and community organizations. Chinatowns in Oakland, Los Angeles, and in other American cities 
developed, as did Little Italy’s and other ethnic neighborhoods that sustained and nourished immigrant communities 
and their descendants.  

#5  Primary 
Source 

Awaiting examination at Ellis Island 
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Title of Source Awaiting examination, Ellis Island 

Holding Institution  Library of Congress 

Link to Record https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsc.00056/ 

 

For the Student 
 

More than 12 million immigrants came through Ellis Island before settling in the United States. These immigrants 
came from all over the world, but the majority of them arrived from Europe. Entire families often immigrated 
together, planning to permanently relocate in the US. It took most arrivals anywhere from three to seven hours to be 
processed by immigration authorities. As a result, hopeful immigrants could expect to spend their first night 
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somewhere in New York City, on their way to establishing their new life.  
 
What do you notice about these hopeful immigrants?  

For the Teacher 
 

At Ellis Island, immigration inspectors interviewed immigrants to gauge whether they had a criminal background or 
posed a political threat to the country. Doctors examined arrivals to confirm physical and mental fitness. Interpreters 
were on hand to help translate for immigrants who could not communicate in English, and social workers also spent 
time at Ellis Island trying to help smooth the transition for the newly arrived immigrants by offering guidance and 
advice, and sometimes clothing, food, money, and more.  
 
Ellis Island opened in 1892 in response to the recent uptick in immigration. Throughout the 1880s, 5.2 million people 
immigrated to the United States, which was almost twice as many as had arrived in the several decades before. 
Close to 4 million people immigrated in the 1890s, and almost 9 million in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
These numbers prompted the federal government to create for the first time immigration quotas, first established in 
1921 and reiterated in a 1924 immigration law.  

#6   Primary 
Source 

Female immigrants at Ellis Island, circa 1910 
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Title of Source Immigrants, Ellis Island 

Holding Institution  Library of Congress 

Link to Record https://www.loc.gov/item/2012646353/ 

 

For the Student 
 

In this unidentified photo, we see women who immigrated to the United States through Ellis Island. What do you 
notice about the ages of these women? Where do you think they may have traveled from to get to New York? What 
do their clothes tell you about their lives? What do their expressions tell you about what they may have been feeling 
when the photographer took this photo? 
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For the Teacher 
 

Although most immigrants through Ellis Island in the early twentieth century came from Europe, people arrived there 
from all around the world. We do not know where these women hailed from, but it is possible that they emigrated 
from the Caribbean. The first three decades of the twentieth century saw a large upswing in the number of arrivals 
from the nations of the Caribbean.  

#7  Primary 
Source 

An immigrant remembers an eye exam 
 

Elda Remembers the Eye Exam (Transcript) 
Interviewee: Elda Del Bino Willitts 
Date of Birth: April 28, 1911 
Date of Interview: November 9, 1990 
Interviewer: Paul E. Sigrist, Jr. 
Immigrated from Lucca, Italy at Age 5 in 1916 
Ellis Island Collection: EI-8 
  

When I got on the boat, I was only five and this little, this gentleman who had been back and forth several times, and 
well my mother took a liking to him because he was so knowledgeable about it. He spoke Italian. And so he took me 
on a walk one day and he said, "You know what? When you get over to Ellis Island they're going to be examining 
your eyes with a hook," and he says, "Don't let them do it because you know what? They did it to me one eye fell in 
my pocket. (Paul laughs) So you can imagine how I entered this ... So we get over there and everybody has to pass 
and I'm on the floor screaming. I passed without a physical. I passed the eye test because the other seven passed. 
 
 
Title of Source Elda Remembers The Eye Exam 

Format  Audio (mp3) 

Holding Institution  National Park Service 

Link to Record https://www.nps.gov/elis/learn/education/copy-of-oral-history-ei-08.htm 

 

For the Student The medical exam at Ellis Island was relatively brief when compared to that at Angel Island. Only 1 to 2 percent of 
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 the people who came through Ellis Island were not allowed to enter, sometimes due to a physical handicap or 
disease. What do you notice about how thorough Elda’s exam was? Elda arrived in the United States from Italy with 
her mother and six siblings. After she landed in New York, she and her family took a train to California to join their 
father and oldest brother. The father and brother had arrived in San Francisco in 1912, four years before the rest of 
the family. Frequently, those who could hope to earn good wages because of their age and strength traveled first to 
the United States and set up a home before bringing other members of the family from Europe. 

For the Teacher 
 

Doctors at Ellis Island were given the task of determining (in a very brief exam) whether a person had a contagious 
disease or had a physical or mental handicap. People with contagious diseases could be sent to a quarantine center 
until they were well. Doctors left a chalk mark on the person’s coat that indicated any such challenges. The 
immigration inspectors were then left to decide whether to admit the person or reject entry, knowing that the law 
required them not to admit people who for physical or mental reasons would not be able to take care of themselves.  

#8  Primary 
Source 

Jewish synagogue in New York City, 1911 
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Title of Source Crowd leaving synagogue on Jewish New Year. Rivington 
St., East Side, New York City. 

Holding Institution Library of Congress  

Link to Record https://www.loc.gov/resource/cph.3a36724/ 
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For the Student 
 

A number of immigrants who came through Ellis Island were Jewish people looking to escape dangerous situations 
in Europe, where they were the targets of discrimination and violence. Jewish immigrants came to the United States 
wanting to enjoy religious freedom promised by the US Constitution, and like all immigrants, they also wanted the 
opportunity to establish an economically stable life.  
 
How does this picture of Jewish people at their place of worship help you understand the freedoms that Jewish 
people sought in the United States? 

For the Teacher 
 

At the turn of the twentieth century, Jews across Europe, but particularly in eastern and east-central Europe, faced 
legal discrimination and state-sanctioned violence by vigilante groups. Many Jewish people lived in poverty in the 
Old World due to these challenges, and they simply decided to pick up their lives and relocate to parts of the world 
where they hoped to establish a more stable life. Approximately 2 million Jewish people from eastern and southern 
Europe immigrated to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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III. English Language Development extension activity 

This poem is a translation of one of the many Chinese poems found on the walls at Angel Island. While the words and sentences 
themselves are not terribly complicated, students typically need support in knowing how to approach a poem. Going through the process 
of analyzing patterns of words can help students come to deeper insights about the values and goals of the writer and of Chinese 
immigrants to the United States. 

 
Directions: 
 
1. Provide context. 

a. Before diving in with a reading of the poem, it would be helpful for students to know where this poem was found and for them to 
have some awareness of what Angel Island was and why it existed. 

b. Tell students that reading closely and digging into the ideas expressed by this poem will help them better understand the goals 
and experiences of Chinese immigrants during the time period. 

c. Note for students the fact that the poem they are about to read is an English translation of work that was originally written in 
Chinese and that, because languages often rely on very different structures, all translations across language are someone’s 
interpretation of the original source. 

 
2. Interpret and discuss text. Use the Student Handout to guide students through the following process. 

a. Read the poem aloud for students, asking them to make some initial annotations about words or phrases that stand out, 
confusing parts, and challenging vocabulary. Because poems require multiple readings, ask pairs of students to read the poem 
aloud to one another. (This will also provide some speaking practice while giving them more time to process the poem.) Clarify 
any challenging vocabulary words that come up at this point (possibly including compatriot, extravagance, frugal), but ask 
students to hold other questions about the poem until after they have completed the full process. 

b. Ask students in pairs or individually to jot some initial impressions about the speaker, situation, audience, and tone. (This step will 
be revisited, so quality control is not necessary at this point unless you notice significant misunderstandings.) 

c. Explain the word-grouping process modeled on the handout, and give students a chance in pairs or small groups to generate their 
own groupings of words. Share some of these out as a class, with a focus on how they relate to the meaning of the poem or the 
values and goals of the speaker. 
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d. Ask students to revisit their initial impressions about speaker, situation, audience, and tone and to add to or revise their thinking. 
Share some of these ideas out as a class. To add a layer of metacognition, ask students to reflect on how the process of 
analyzing words helped them to understand the poem. 

e. Have students discuss with one another and then reflect in writing on how the poem contributes to their understanding of the 
questions of the unit as a whole. 

 
3. Extend the learning. 

a. You can provide another form of writing practice and build historical empathy by asking students to write poems from the 
perspectives of different historical actors in different situations during the focal time period. Students can read these aloud and 
explain their language choices. 

b.  Another option for an extension activity that reinforces awareness of the nature of translation (an important concept for those 
working with historical documents from other languages) and that can incorporate knowledge from students in the class with more 
than one language is to have students work on a translation. Provide, or ask students for, brief texts from languages they read 
other than English and ask them to translate the texts into English and talk about the choices they had to make as translators. A 
way to involve students who only read English (and to incorporate some disability awareness) is to ask students to  choose an 
image and write a description of it for visually impaired people, then talk about the choices they had to make in doing so.  

 
*See Student Handout for Literacy Support. 
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