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Annie Moore and American Immigration

For many Irish Americans, March is an opportunity to celebrate their Irish heritage.  From 1820 to 1920, more than 4 million people left their native shores of Ireland bound for the Port of New York and a new life in America.

Although many new immigrants cane in pursuit of a dream, nearly all the Irish immigrants from the 1840s and 1850s came to escape a nightmare – a devastating famine back home caused by the total failure of the potato corps. The great Hunger would leave 1.5 million dead and just as many would flee to America. The Irish weren’t the only newcomers. Rapid population grown changes in land distribution and industrialization had stripped many European peasant sand artisans of their livelihoods. Departing from Liverpool and Hamburg, they came in through the major Eastern ports and New Orleans. Chinese emigrants arrived through San Francisco.  As in the past the immigrants were welcome neighbors when the economy was strong. During the Civil War, both the Union and Confederacy relied on their strength.  But during hard times, the immigrants were cast out and accused of stealing jobs from American workers, led by the Know Nothings, a political party of the 1850’s famous for its anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic leanings. 

From 1855 to 1890, approximately 8 million immigrants, most from Northern and Western Europe, passed through the Barge Office on the Battery on the tip of Manhattan.  In 1890, the States turned control of immigration over to the Federal Government. The US Congress appropriated $75,000 to build the first Federal Immigration station on Ellis Island.  It was completed in 1892.

Irish Immigrant Annie Moore first to pass through Ellis Island.  

When Ellis Island officially opened on January 1, 1892, the first passenger registered through the now world famous immigration station was a young Irish girl named Annie Moore.  Just 14 years old when she boarded the SS Nevada, and traveling with her two younger brothers, Anthony (11) and Phillip (7), Annie departed from Queenstown (now Cobh) County Cork, Ireland on December 20,1891 one of 148 steerage passengers. The trio would spend 12 days at sea, including Christmas Day, arriving in New York December 31.  They were processed through Ellis Island the following morning, New Years Day and also Annie’s 15th birthday.  All three children were soon reunited with their parents who were already living in New York.  

On its first day of operation the building at Ellis Island registered more than 700 immigrants.  In its first year of operation, Ellis Island registered 450,000 immigrants.  Immigrants from two different vessels could be processed at the same time.  As soon as they disembarked, the passengers are shown up a broad stairway; turning to the left, they pass through 10 aisles, where are stationed as many registry clerks.  After being registered, those of the immigrants who have to be detained are placed in a wire-screened enclosure.  The more fortunate pass on to a similar compartment where those going the West are separated from those bound for New England or local points. Those destined for local points were placed on board the ferryboat Brinkerhoff and landed at the Barge Office (the previous point of arrival). Those going to other places were taken to the various railroad stations by the immigrant transports.  

First and second class passengers who arrived in New York were not required to undergo the inspection process at Ellis Island. Instead these passengers underwent a cursory inspection aboard ship; the theory being that if a person could afford to purchase a first or second class ticket, they were less likely to become a public charge in America due to medical or legal reasons. The federal government felt these more affluent passengers would not end up in institutions, hospitals or become a burden to the state. Typically, they would be welcomed and directed to Customs. However, they were sent to Ellis Island if they had medical or legal problems.  

The scenario was far different for “steerage” or third class passengers.  These immigrants traveled in crowded and often unsanitary conditions near the bottom of the steamships with few amenities, often spending up to two weeks seasick in their bunks during rough crossings. They would be barged to Ellis Island to undergo a medical and legal inspection. If the immigrant’s papers were in order and they were in reasonably good health, the process would last approximately 3-5 hours. The inspections took place in the Registry Room where doctors would briefly scan every immigrant for obvious physical ailments. Doctors at Ellis Island became adept at conducting these “6 second physicals.”  By 1916, it was said that a doctor could identify numerous medical conditions ranging from anemia to goiters to varicose veins just by glancing at an immigrant. The ship’s manifest log contained the immigrants name and his/her answers to 29 questions. This document was used by the legal inspectors at Ellis Island to cross examine the immigrant during the legal inspection. The two agencies responsible for processing immigrants were the United States Public Health Service and the Bureau of Immigration (later known as INS).

The vast majority of immigrants were granted entry to their new country; only 2 percent were excluded from entry. The two main reasons an immigrant would be excluded were if a doctor diagnosed that the person had a contagious disease that would endanger the the public health or if a legal inspector thought the immigrant was likely to become a public charge or an illegal contract laborer. (I am not sure what this means).  1907 was the peak year at Ellis Island, with 1,004,756 immigrants received. The all time daily high was on April 17, 1907, when 11,747 immigrants were processed.  

By the end of World War I, the US began to emerge as a potential world power. United States embassies were established in countries all over the world and prospective immigrants now applied for their visas at the American consulate in their countries of origin.  The necessary paperwork was completed at the consulate and a medical inspection was also conducted there. After 1924, the only people who were detained at Ellis Island were those who had problems with their paperwork as well as war refugees and displaced persons.  Overall, 35 million immigrants arrived in America from 1840 to 1924, and the percentage of foreign born immigrant residents ranged from 13-15 percent in those years.

Laws and regulations such as the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Alien Contract Labor Law and the institution of a literacy test barely stemmed the flood tide of new immigrants. The death knell began to toll in 1921 with the passage of the Quota Laws and 1924 with the passage of the National Origins Act. The 1921 Immigration Quota Law provided that the number of any European nationality entering in a given year could not exceed 3 % of foreign born persons of that nationality who lived in the US in 1910.  Nationality was to be determined by country of birth and no more than 20% of the quota of any nationality could be received in any given month.  The total number of immigrants who could immigrate annually was set at 358,000 but numerous classes were exempt. 

These restrictions were based upon a percentage system according to the number of ethnic groups already living in the US per the 1890 and 1910 Census. It was an attempt to preserve the ethnic flavor of the “old immigrants”, those earlier settlers primarily from Northern and Western Europe. The perception existed that the newly arriving immigrants mostly from Southern and eastern Europe were somehow inferior to those who arrived earlier. The number of foreign born residents, which was 15 percent in 1910, dropped to 4.7 percent by 1970.

In 2003 INS was restructured as part of the Department of Homeland Security into three bureaus; Citizenship and Immigration; Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and Customs and Border Protection.
