
1. Immigrants—Who were they? Why did they come? 

Immigration was nothing new to America. Except for Native Americans, all United States citizens can claim some immigrant experience, 

whether during prosperity or despair, brought by force or by choice. However, immigration to the United States reached its peak from 

1880-1920. It brought thousands of Irish and German people to the New World. 

This time, although those groups would continue to come, even greater ethnic diversity would grace America's populace. Many would 

come from Southern and Eastern Europe, and some would come from as far away as Asia. New complexions, new languages, and new 

religions confronted the already diverse American mosaic. 

The New Immigrants 

Most immigrant groups that had formerly come to America by choice seemed distinct, but in fact had many similarities. Most had come 

from Northern and Western Europe. Most had some experience with representative democracy. With the exception of the Irish, most were 

Protestant. Many were literate, and some possessed a fair degree of wealth. 

The new groups arriving by the boatload in the Gilded Age were characterized by few of these traits. Their nationalities included Greek, 

Italian, Polish, Slovak, Serb, Russian, Croat, and others. Until cut off by federal decree, Japanese and Chinese settlers relocated to the 

American West Coast. None of these groups were predominantly Protestant. 

The vast majority were Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox. However, due to increased persecution of Jews in Eastern Europe, many 

Jewish immigrants sought freedom from torment. Very few newcomers spoke any English, and large numbers were illiterate in their native 

tongues. None of these groups hailed from democratic regimes. The American form of government was as foreign as its culture. 

The new American cities became the destination of many of the most destitute. Once the trend was established, letters from America from 

friends and family beckoned new immigrants to ethnic enclaves such as Chinatown, Greektown, or Little Italy. This led to an urban ethnic 

patchwork, with little integration. The dumbbell tenement and all of its woes became the reality for most newcomers until enough could be 

saved for an upward move. 

Despite the horrors of tenement housing and factory work, many agreed that the wages they could earn and the food they could eat 

surpassed their former realities. Still, as many as 25% of the European immigrants of this time never intended to become American 

citizens. These so-called "birds of passage" simply earned enough income to send to their families and returned to their former lives. 



1.      Immigration from 1880-1920 
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2. Immigrants—The Journey 
Passage to the United States often cost a life’s savings. Families would often save enough money to send just 1 or 2 

family members hoping to eventually bring rest of family over. 

Many were poor farmers whose fathers’ or grandfathers’ land had been divided so often that plots were no longer large 

enough to support even single families. Immigrants were a diverse group. These included: poor farmers, schoolmasters 

unable to find work, or artisans looking for greater opportunities. Most were young men and women willing to risk traveling 

to an unknown land in hopes of finding a brighter future. 

Steerage class was the cheapest and least comfortable, but this is how most immigrants traveled to America. The 

"steerage", or between-deck, often shortened to "tween-deck", was originally the deck immediately below the main deck 

of a sailing ship. In the early days of emigration the ships used to convey the emigrants were originally built for carrying 

cargo. In reality the passengers were placed in the cargo hold. Temporary partitions were usually erected and used for the 

steerage accommodation. To get down to the between-deck the passengers often had to use ladders, and the 

passageway down between the hatches could be both narrow and steep. It was necessary that the furnishings could be 

easily removed, and not cost more than absolutely necessary. As soon as the ships had set the passengers on land, the 

furnishings were discarded and the ship prepared for return cargo to Europe. 

The old-type steerage is the one whose horrors have been so often described. It is unfortunately still found in a majority of 

the vessels bringing immigrants to the United States. It is still the common steerage in which hundreds of thousands of 

immigrants form their first conceptions of our country and are prepared to receive their first impressions of it. The 

universal human needs of space, air, food, sleep, and privacy are recognized to the degree now made compulsory by law. 

Beyond that, the persons carried are looked upon as so much freight, with mere transportation as their only due. The 

sleeping quarters are large compartments, accommodating as many as 300 or more persons each. For assignment to 

these, passengers are divided into three classes, namely, women without male escorts, men traveling alone, and families. 

Each class is housed in a separate compartment and the compartments are often in different parts of the vessel. It is 

generally possible to shut off all communication between them, though this is not always done. 



German Immigrants Embark on 

Hamburg Steamer for New York 
2. 



Immigrants on Steerage Deck 2. 



“During the twelve days in the steerage I lived 

in… surroundings that offended every sense. 

Only the fresh breeze form the sea overcame the 

sickening odors. Everything was dirty, sticky, and 

disagreeable to the touch.” 

 

U.S. Immigration Agent 
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3. Ellis Island and Angel Island 
In 1890, Congress designated this low-lying, three-acre Ellis Island in Upper New York Bay as an immigration station. It was the 
gateway for millions of immigrants to the United States as the nation's busiest immigrant inspection station from 1892 until 1954. 

The most impressive room in the building, though, was the registry room. It measured 200 feet by 100 feet, and had an 
impressive fifty-six foot vaulted ceiling. Twelve narrow aisles, divided by iron bars, channeled new arrivals to be examined by 
doctors at the front of the room. The officials who worked at the island, however, were not impressed by the architecture. In fact, 
they constantly complained of leaky roofs, and other problems within the building. 

The facilities remained inadequate for the amount of immigrants filtering through its doors. In 1954, Ellis Island closed its doors 
for good. Thieves pilfered scrap metal from the station and vines grew through broken windows. In 1965, it was proclaimed a part 
of the Statue of Liberty National Monument.  

Angel Island is an island in San Francisco Bay From 1910 to 1940, the Angel Island Immigration Station processed 
approximately 1 million Asian immigrants entering into the US, leading to it sometimes being referred to as "The Ellis Island of the 
West". Due to the restrictions of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, many immigrants spent years on the island, waiting for entry.  

From 1910-1940, Chinese immigrants were detained and interrogated at Angel Island immigration station in San Francisco Bay. 
U.S. officials hoped to deport as many as possible by asking obscure questions about Chinese villages and family histories that 
immigrants would have trouble answering correctly. 

Men and women were housed separately. Detainees spent much of their time in the barracks, languishing between 
interrogations. 

The immigrants expressed their fears and frustrations through messages and poems written or carved into barrack walls. Some 
poems are still visible at the museum today. Immigrants were detained weeks, months, sometimes even years. Word got back to 
China about the prolonged questioning, so people would try to mentally prepare before even crossing the Pacific Ocean. 

A 1940 fire destroyed the Angel Island administration building, so the U.S. government abandoned the immigration station. The 
so-called "Chinese Exclusion Acts" eventually were repealed. Over the years, Chinese have settled in every U.S. city.  



3. Ellis Island 



4. Inspection & Interrogation  
Brief Introduction to the Citizen Process at Angel Island: 

"Who lives in the third house in the second row of houses in your village?" "How many steps are there to the front door of your 
house?" Approximately 175,000 Chinese immigrants, on their way to the "land of opportunity," were bombarded with these 
questions and many others during their stay at Angel Island. The questions were not designed to determine if the immigrant 
would be a good citizen but if the person was related to a citizen. "The Ellis Island of the West" was very different than originally 
planned. Ellis Island in New York processed the incoming immigrants; whereas, Angel Island detained and interrogated 
immigrants. The interrogation process reflected the prevalent anti-Chinese sentiment present during the early 20th century. The 
immigrants were assumed guilty and had to prove their relationship. The questions were designed to entrap and confuse. Even 
though 97% of immigrants were allowed through, the human toll of the interrogation and waiting demoralized the Chinese 
immigrants. They felt that they weren't wanted and reflected their frustration and anguish in the somber poetry written on the walls 
of the barracks. The immigrants carried their fear, isolation, and humiliation with them into America. Thus, the citizenship process 
was extremely trying and difficult for the Chinese immigrants who came through Angel Island. Their tragic ordeal is now fully 
being understood as they reveal their painful memories of immigration to the next generations. 

Path to the Interrogation: "Paper sons and daughters" 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 offered one hope: if a Chinese immigrant was related to a citizen in America, he or she would 
be allowed entrance into the country. The act was the first legislation to limit the immigration of a particular race into the United 
States and was a response to the economic depression that the country was suffering. The phenomenon of "paper sons" and 
"paper daughters" began to appear as people falsified papers claiming relations. Brokers provided false papers relating an 
immigrant to a citizen making them their son on paper. Papers did not come cheap; families often sold their land and spent all of 
their money in order to send the brightest individuals to the "land of opportunity." One Chinese immigrant explains his involvement 
in the business of "paper sons": "Instead, we had to go back to the same old thing, 'paper son.' They had to send me over not as 
my father's own son, but as the son of another cousin from another village." Immigration officials soon caught on and began to 
use interrogation in order to verify the paper relationships. 

Interrogation teams composed of two inspectors, a stenographer and an interpreter interrogated the immigrants about their lives 
to compare their answers to the testimony of their "families.” The length of one's detainment was determined by how one 
answered the questions. Stays on the island could be as short as two weeks to as long as two years in one case. Inconsistencies 
were scrutinized and were grounds for deportation. The immigrants, separated from their families, awaited hours of interrogation 
that would decide if they had to go home or could stay. Several people could not handle the stress and committed suicide instead 
of returning shamefully to to China. 

Chinese immigrants expressed their fear and isolation in their poems etched on the walls of the barracks. The poems are a visible 
reminder of the pain that the interrogations generated.  



4.        Poem by Chinese Immigrant 

“Imprisoned in the wooden buildings day after day, 

My freedom withheld; how can I bear to talk about it? 

I look to see who is happy but they only sit quietly. 

I am anxious and depressed and cannot fall asleep. 

The days are long and the bottle constantly empty; my sad 

mood, even so, is not dispelled. 

Nights are long and the pillow cold; who can pity my loneliness? 

After experiencing such loneliness and sorrow,  

Why not just return home and learn to plow fields?” 



4.      Poem by Chinese Immigrant 

“My belly is full of discontent it is really difficult to relax. 

I can only worry silently to myself. 

At times I gaze at the cloud- and fog-enshrouded mountain-

front. 

It only deepens my sadness.” 



4.     Immigration Inspector Checking 

Immigrants 



5. Resistance to Immigration 

Not all Americans welcomed the new immigrants with open arms. While factory owners greeted the 
rush of cheap labor with zeal, laborers often treated their new competition with hostility. Many religious 
leaders were awestruck at the increase of non-Protestant believers. Racial purists feared the genetic 
outcome of the eventual pooling of these new bloods. 

Gradually, these "nativists" lobbied successfully to restrict the flow of immigration. In 1882, Congress 
passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, barring this ethnic group in its entirety. Twenty-five years later, 
Japanese immigration was restricted by executive agreement. These two Asian groups were the only 
ethnicities to be completely excluded from America. 

Criminals, contract workers, the mentally ill, anarchists, and alcoholics were among groups to be 
gradually barred from entry by Congress. In 1917, Congress required the passing of a literacy test to 
gain admission. Finally, in 1924, the door was shut to millions by placing an absolute cap on new 
immigrants based on ethnicity. That cap was based on the United States population of 1890 and was 
therefore designed to favor the previous immigrant groups. 

But millions had already come. During the age when the Statue of Liberty beckoned the world's 
"huddled masses yearning to breathe free," American diversity mushroomed. Each brought pieces of 
an old culture and made contributions to a new one. Although many former Europeans swore to their 
deaths to maintain their old ways of life, their children did not agree. Most enjoyed a higher standard of 
living than their parents, learned English easily, and sought American lifestyles. At least to that extent, 
America was a melting pot. 

 



5. Immigration Cartoon, Jan. 11, 1893 



“The immigrants are an invasion of 

venomous reptiles… long-haired, wild-eyed, 

bad-smelling, atheistic, reckless foreign 

wretches, who never did a day’s work in 

their lives.” 

 

Newspaper Editorial 
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6. Immigration Leads to Diversity 

Before the first Europeans arrived, a variety of cultural groups—fishing farmers, hunters—inhabited North 
America. With the arrival of Europeans and Africans, the cultural mix great more complex. Although this diversity 
has often produced tension, it has also been beneficial. AS different groups learned from one another about 
agriculture, technology, and social customs, American culture became a rich blend of cultures from around the 
world. 

1610-1870s 

Spanish missionaries in the Southwest tried to impose their culture upon the Native Americans. However, they 
retained aspects of their cultures even as they took on Spanish ways.  

1776 

The signers of the Declaration of Independence were descendants of immigrants. Their ancestors had come to 
North America in search of economic opportunity and religious freedom. 

1886 

The Statue of Liberty’s dedication took place during the most extensive wave of immigration the U.S. has ever 
known. Poet Emma Lazarus wrote the famous lines inscribed at the foot, “Give me your tired, your poor,/Your 
huddled masses yearning to breathe free…” 

Most immigrants combined American language and customs with their traditional ways.  

Today 

In 1998, three countries (Mexico, China, and India) contributed a third of the total number of immigrants to the 
United States. The rest of the 1998 immigrants came from countries such as Vietnam, Sudan, and Bosnia. 

According the the 2000 census, the U.S. population is 71% Caucasian, 12% African American, 12% Hispanic, 4% 
Asian, and around 1% Native American. In 2050, observers predict that Caucasians will comprise approximately 
53% of the population, African Americans 13%, Asian 9%, and Native American 1%. The greatest increase 
expected is for Hispanics, who will account for 25% of the population. 



6.   Sample 100 Question Citizenship 

Test   



6.   Sample 100 Question Citizenship 

Test (cont.)    
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6.       Immigrants by State, 2008 



7. Inventions 
Alexander Graham Bell 

Next to the light bulb, the most dramatic invention was the telephone. Alexander Graham Bell and Thomas Watson unveiled it in 
1876. Bell and Watson, located in different rooms, were about to test the new transmitter described in the patent. Watson heard Bell's 
voice saying, "Mr. Watson, come here. I want you."  It opened the way for a worldwide communications network. 

 

Bessemer Process 

Iron is a dense metal, but it is soft and tends to break and rust. It also contains carbon; removing the carbon from iron produces a 
lighter, more flexible, and rust-resistant metal—steel. The raw materials needed to make steel were readily available; all that was 
needed was a cheap and efficient manufacturing process. The Bessemer process, developed by British manufacturer Henry 
Bessemer in 1850, soon became widely used.  

 

Wright Brothers 

In the early 20th century, brothers Orville and Wilbur Wright, bicycle manufactures from Dayton, Ohio, experimented with new 
engines powerful enough to keep “heavier-than-air” craft aloft. Frist the Wright brothers build a glider. They the commissioned a  
four-cylinder internal combustion engine, chose a propeller, and designed a biplane with a 40’40” wingspan. Their first successful 
flight—on December 17, 1903, at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina—covered 120 feet and lasted 12 seconds. Within 2 years, the 
Wright brothers had increased their flights to 24 miles. By 1920, convinced of the great potential of flight, the U.S. government 
had established the first transcontinental airmail service. 

  

Photography 

Before the 1880s, photography was a professional activity. Because of the time required to take a picture and the weight of the 
equipment, a photographer could not shoot a moving object. In addition, photographers had to develop their shots immediately. 

New techniques eliminated the need to develop pictures right away. George Eastman developed a series of more convenient 
alternatives to the heavy glass plates previously used. Now photographers could use flexible film and could develop it in a studio.  

1888, Eastman introduced his Kodak camera. The purchase price of $25 included a 100-picture roll of film. After taking the 
pictures, the photographer would send the camera back to Eastman’s factory. For $10, the pictures were developed and returned 
with the camera reloaded. Kodak prompted millions of Americans to become amateur photographers. The camera also helped 
photojournalism. 



7.       Inventions 
1855 – Isaac Singer patents the sewing machine motor; Georges Audemars invents rayon 
1858 – Hamilton Smith patents the rotary washing machine 
1862 –Alexander Parkes invents the first man-made plastic 
1866 – Alfred Nobel invents dynamite; Englishmen Robert Whitehead invents a torpedo 
1867 – Christopher Scholes invents the first practical and modern typewriter 
1868 - J P Knight invents traffic lights 
1873 – Joseph Glidden invents barbed wire 
1876 – Alexander Graham Bell patents the telephone; 
1877 –Eadweard Muybridge invents the first moving pictures 
1881 – Alexander Graham Bell invents the first crude metal detector 
1884 – George Eastman patents paper-strip photographic film; Frenchmen, H. de Chardonnet 
invents rayon; James Ritty invents the first working, mechanical cash register 
1885 –Gottlieb Daimler invents the first gas-engine motorcycle 
1886 – Josephine Cochrane invents the dishwasher; Gottlieb Daimler builds the world’s first four-
wheeled motor vehicle 
1891 – Jesse W. Reno invents the escalator 
1898 – Edwin Prescott patents the roller coaster 
1901 – The first radio receiver, successfully received a radio transmission 
1902 – Willis Carrier invents the air conditioner 
1903 – Bottle-making machinery invented by Michael J. Owens; The Wright brothers invent the 
first gas motored and manned airplane 
1904 – Benjamin Holt invents a tractor; John A Fleming invents a vacuum diode or Fleming valve 
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8. Slums and Sanitation 
Lights, trolleys, skyscrapers, romance, action. These were among the first words to enter the minds of Americans when contemplating the new urban 

lifestyle. While American cities allowed many middle- and upper-class Americans to live a glamorous lifestyle, this was simply a fantasy to many 

poorer urban dwellers. Slums, crime, overcrowding, pollution, disease. These words more accurately described daily realities for millions of urban 

Americans. 
Tenements 

Much of the urban poor, including a majority of incoming immigrants, lived in tenement housing. If the skyscraper was the jewel of the American city, 

the tenement was its boil. In New York City--where the population doubled every decade from 1800 to 1880--buildings that had once been 

single-family dwellings were increasingly divided into multiple living spaces to accommodate this growing population. Known as tenements, 

these narrow, low-rise apartment buildings--many of them concentrated in the city's Lower East Side neighborhood--were all too often 

cramped, poorly lit and lacked indoor plumbing and proper ventilation. By 1900, some 2.3 million people (a full two-thirds of New York 

City's population) were living in tenement housing.  
Because of the massive overcrowding, disease was widespread. Cholera and yellow-fever epidemics swept through the slums on a regular basis. 

Tuberculosis was a huge killer. Infants suffered the most. Almost 25% of babies born in late-19th century cities died before reaching the age of one. 
The Stench of Waste, the Stench of Crime 

The cities stank. The air stank, the rivers stank, the people stank. Although public sewers were improving, disposing of human waste was increasingly 

a problem. People used private cesspools, which overflowed with a long, hard rain. Old sewage pipes dumped the waste directly into the rivers or 

bays. These rivers were often the very same used as water sources.  

Trash collection had not yet been systemized. Trash was dumped in the streets or in the waterways. Better sewers, water purification, and trash 

removal were some of the most pressing problems for city leadership. As the 20th century dawned, many improvements were made, but the cities 

were far from sanitary. 

Poverty often breeds crime. Desperate people will often resort to theft or violence to put food on the family table when the factory wages would not 

suffice. Youths who dreaded a life of monotonous factory work and pauperism sometimes roamed the streets in gangs. Vices such as gambling, 

prostitution, and alcoholism were widespread. Gambling rendered the hope of getting rich quick. Prostitution provided additional income. Alcoholism 

furnished a false means of escape. City police forces were often understaffed and underpaid, so those with wealth could buy a better slice of justice. 

The glamour of American cities was real indeed. As real was the sheer destitution of its slums. Both worlds — plenty and poverty — existed side by 

side. As the 20th century began, the plight of the urban poor was heard by more and more reformers, and meaningful change finally arrived. 



8.  Crowded Italian Neighborhood, NYC, 

early 1900s 



8.     “Five-cents-a-spot” Lodging 



9. City Issues 
Transportation 

Innovations in mass transit, transportation systems designed to move large numbers of people along fixed routes, enabled workers to go 

to and from jobs more easily. Street cars were introduced in San Francisco in 1873 and electric subways in Boston in 1897. By the early 

20th century, mass transit networks in many urban areas linked city neighborhoods to one another and to outlying communities. Cities 

struggled to repair old transit systems and to build new ones to meet the demands of expanding populations. 

 
Water 

Cities also faced the problem of supplying safe drinking water. As urban population grew in the 1840s and 1850s, cities such as New York 

and Cleveland built public waterworks to handle the increasing demand. As late as the 1860s, however, the residents of many cities had 

grossly inadequate piped water—or none at all. Even in large cities like New York, homes seldom had indoor plumbing, and residents had 

to collect water in pails from faucets on the streets and heat it up for bathing. The necessity of improving water quality to control diseases 

such as cholera and typhoid fever was obvious. To make city water safer, filtration was introduced in the 1870s and chlorination in 1908. 

However, in the early 20th century, many city dwellers still had no access to safe water. 

 
Crime 

As the populations of cities increased, pickpockets and thieves flourished. Although New York City organized the first full-time, salaried 

police force in 1844, it was most other city law enforcement units were too small to have much impact on crime. 

 
Fire 

The limited water supply in many cities contributed to another menace: the spread of fires. Major fires occurred in almost every large 

American city during the 1870s and 1880s. In addition to lacking water with which to combat blazes, most cities were packed with wooden 

dwellings, which were like kindling waiting to be ignited. The use of candles and kerosene heaters also pose a fire hazard. In San 

Francisco, deadly fires often broke out during earthquakes.  

At first, most city firefighters were volunteers and not always available when they were needed. Cincinnati, Ohio tackled this problem when 

it established the nation’s first paid fire department in 1853. By 1900, most cities had full-time professional fire departments. The 

introduction of a practical automatic fire sprinkler in 1874 and the replacement of wood as a building material with brick, stone, or concrete 

also made cities safer. 



9.      The Great Chicago Fire, Oct. 8-10, 1871 

• Fire burned for over 24 

hours 

• About 300 people died 

• 100,000 were left 

homeless 

• More than 3 square miles 

of city center destroyed 

• $200 million estimated 

property loss 

• 17,500 buildings 

destroyed 



9.  The San Francisco Earthquake, April 18, 1906 

• Quake lasted 28 seconds 

• Fires burned for 4 days 

• About 1,000 people died 

• Over 200,000 left homeless 

• Fire swept through 5 square 

miles of city 

• $500 million estimated 

property loss 

• 28,000 buildings destroyed 



10. Mass Culture 
Leisure 

To meet the recreational needs of activity dwellers, Chicago, New York, and other cities began setting aside green space for outdoor 

enjoyment. Many cities built small playgrounds and playing fields throughout their neighborhood for their citizens’ enjoyment. 

Some amusement parks were constructed on the outskirts of cities. The roller coaster drew daredevil customers to Coney Island in 1884. 

In 1885, the first commercial successful bicycle made the activity popular. It had a special appeal to women. Women wore shirtwaists 

(tailored blouses) and “split” skits to ride bikes. The bicycle freed women from the scrutiny of the ever-present chaperone.  

Tennis 
Urban Shopping 

Growing city populations made a promising target for enterprising merchants. The nation’s first shopping center opened in Cleveland, OH 

in 1890. The glass-topped arcade contained 4 levels of jewelry, leather goods, and stationery shops. It also provided band music on 

Sundays.  

Retail shopping districts formed where public transit could easily bring shoppers form outlaying areas. To anchor these retail shopping 

districts, ambitious merchants started something quite new, the modern department store. 

Marshall Field of Chicago first brought the department store concept to America. While working as a store clerk, Field found that paying 

close attention to women customers could increase sales considerably. In 1865, Field opened his own store, featuring several floors of 

specialized departments. Field’s motto was “Give the lady what she wants.” Field also pioneered the bargain basement, selling bargain 

goods that were “less expensive, but reliable.” 

New chain stores—retail stores offering the same merchandise under the same ownership—sold goods for less by buying in quantity and 

limiting personal service. In the 1870s, F.W. Woolworth found that if he offered an item at a very low price, “ the consumer would purchase 

it on the spur of the moment” because “it was only a nickel.” By 1911, the Woolworth chain boasted of 596 stores and sold more than a 

million dollars in goods a week. 

Montgomery Ward and Sears Roebuck brought retail merchandise to small towns. Wards catalog, launched in 1872, grew from a single 

sheet the first year to a booklet with ordering instructions in 10 languages. Richard Sears started his company in 1886. Early Sears 

catalogs stated that the company received “hundreds of orders every day from young and old who had never [before] sent away for goods. 

By 1910, about 10 million Americans shopped by mail. 

 



10.     New York’s Central Park 

• 843-acre oblong area in center of Manhattan 

• Completed in 1863 

• Design for a rural scenery 

• Small lakes 
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