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I ONCE SAT IN A HOTEL IN Bloomsbury trying to have breakfast alone. A Russian with a
habit of compulsively licking his lips asked if he could join me. I was afraid to say no; I
thought it might be bad for detente. He explained to me that he was a linguist, and that he
always liked to talk to Americans to see if he could make any connection between their
speech and their ethnic background. When I told him about my mixed ancestry - my mother
is Irish and Italian, my father a Lithuanian Jew - he began jumping up and down in his seat,
rubbing his hands together and licking his lips even more frantically.

"Ah," he said, "so you are really somebody who comes from what is called the boiling pot of
America." Yes, I told him, yes I was, but I quickly rose to leave. I thought it would be too
hard to explain to him the relation of the boiling potters to the main course, and I wanted to
get to the British Museum. I told him that the only thing I could think of that united people
whose backgrounds, histories and points of view were utterly diverse was that their people
had landed at a place called Ellis Island.

I didn't tell him that Ellis Island was the only American landmark I'd ever visited. How
could I describe to him the estrangement I'd always felt from the kind of traveler who visits
shrines to America's past greatness, those rebuilt forts with muskets behind glass and sabers
mounted on the walls and gift shops selling maple sugar candy in the shape of Indian
headdresses, those reconstructed villages with tables set for 50 and the Paul Revere silver
gleaming? All that Americana -Plymouth Rock, Gettysburg, Mount Vernon, Valley Forge - it
all inhabits for me a zone of blurred abstraction with far less hold on my imagination than
the Bastille or Hampton Court. I suppose I've always known that my uninterest in it
contains a large component of the willed: I am American, and those places purport to be my
history. But they are not mine.

Ellis Island is, though; it's the one place I can be sure my people are connected to. And so I
made a journey there to find my history, like any Rotarian traveling in his Winnebago to
Antietam to find his. I had become part of that humbling democracy of people looking in
some site for a past that has grown unreal. The monument I traveled to was not, however, a
tribute to some old glory. The minute I set foot upon the island I could feel all that it stood
for: insecurity, obedience, anxiety, dehumanization, the terrified and careful deference of
the displaced. I hadn't traveled to the Battery and boarded a ferry across from the Statue of
Liberty to raise flags or breathe a richer, more triumphant air. I wanted to do homage to the
ghosts.

I felt them everywhere, from the moment I disembarked and saw the building with its
high-minded brick, its hopeful little lawn, its ornamental cornices. The place was derelict
when I arrived; it had not functioned for more than 30 years - almost as long as the time it



had operated at full capacity as a major immigration center. I was surprised to learn what a
small part of history Ellis Island had occupied. The main building was constructed in 1892,
then rebuilt between 1898 and 1900 after a fire. Most of the immigrants who arrived during
the latter half of the 19th century, mainly northern and western Europeans, landed not at
Ellis Island but on the western tip of the Battery at Castle Garden, which had opened as a
receiving center for immigrants in 1855.

By the 1880's the facilities at Castle Garden had grown scandalously inadequate. Officials
looked for an island on which to build a new immigration center because they thought that
on an island immigrants could be more easily protected from swindlers and quickly
transported to railroad terminals in New Jersey.

Ellis Island was finally chosen because the citizens of New Jersey petitioned the Federal
Government to remove from the island an old naval powder magazine that they thought
dangerously close to the Jersey shore. The explosives were removed; no one wanted the
island for anything. It was the perfect place to build an immigration center.

I THOUGHT ABOUT THE island's history as I walked into the building and made my way to
the room that was the center in my imagination of the Ellis Island experience: the Great
Hall. It had been made real for me in the stark, accusing photographs of Louis Hine and
others who took those pictures to make a point. It was in the Great Hall that everyone had
waited - waiting, always, the great vocation of the dispossessed. The room was empty,
except for me and a handful of other visitors and the Park Ranger who showed us around. I
felt myself grow insignificant in that room, with its huge semicircular windows, its air, even
in dereliction, of solid and official probity.

I walked in the deathlike expansiveness of the room's disuse and tried to think of what it
might have been like, filled and swarming. More than 16 million immigrants came through
that room; approximately 250,000 were rejected. Not really a large proportion, but the
implications for the rejected were dreadful. For some, there was nothing to go back to, or
there was certain death; for others, who left as adventurers, to return would be to adopt in
local memory the fool's role, and the failure's. No wonder that the island's history includes
reports of 3,000 suicides.

Sometimes immigrants could pass through Ellis Island in mere hours, though for some the
process took days. The particulars of the experience in the Great Hall were often influenced
by the political events and attitudes on the mainland. In the 1890's and the first years of the
new century, when cheap labor was needed, the newly built receiving center took in its
immigrants with comparatively little question. But as the century progressed, the economy
worsened, eugenics became both scientifically respectable and popular and World War I
made American xenophobia seem rooted in fact.

Immigration acts were passed; newcomers had to prove, besides moral correctness and
financial solvency, their ability to read. Quota laws came into effect, limiting the number of



immigrants from southern and eastern Europe to less than 14 percent of the total quota.
Intelligence tests were biased against all non-English-speaking persons and medical
examinations became increasingly strict, until the machinery of immigration nearly
collapsed under its own weight. The Second Quota Law of 1924 provided that all immigrants
be inspected and issued visas at American consular offices in Europe, rendering the center
almost obsolete.

On the day of my visit, my mind fastened upon the medical inspections, which had always
seemed to me most emblematic of the ignominy and terror the immigrants endured. The
medical inspectors, sometimes dressed in uniforms like soldiers, were particularly obsessed
with a disease of the eyes called trachoma, which they checked for by flipping back the
immigrants' top eyelids with a hook used for buttoning gloves - a method that sometimes
resulted in the transmission of the disease to healthy people. Mothers feared that if their
children cried too much, their red eyes would be mistaken for a symptom of the disease and
the whole family would be sent home. Those immigrants suspected of some physical
disability had initials chalked on their coats. I remembered the photographs I'd seen of
people standing, dumbstruck and innocent as cattle, with their manifest numbers hung
around their necks and initials marked in chalk upon their coats: "E" for eye trouble, "K" for
hernia, "L" for lameness, "X" for mental defects, ""H" for heart disease.

I thought of my grandparents as I stood in the room; my 17-year-old grandmother, coming
alone from Ireland in 1896, vouched for by a stranger who had found her a place as a
domestic servant to some Irish who had done well. I tried to imagine the assault it all must
have been for her; I've been to her hometown, a collection of farms with a main street -
smaller than the athletic field of my local public school. She must have watched the New
York skyline as the first- and second-class passengers were whisked off the gangplank with
the most cursory of inspections while she was made to board a ferry to the new immigration
center.

What could she have made of it - this buff-painted wooden structure with its towers and its
blue slate roof, a place Harper's Weekly described as "a latter-day watering place hotel"? It
would have been the first time she'd have heard people speaking something other than
English. She would have mingled with people carrying baskets on their heads and eating
foods unlike any she had ever seen - dark-eyed people, like the Sicilian she would marry 10
years later, who came over with his family at 13, the man of the family, responsible even
then for his mother and sister. I don't know what they thought, my grandparents, for they
were not expansive people, nor romantic; they didn't like to think of what they called "the
hard times," and their trip across the ocean was the single adventurous act of lives devoted
after landing to security, respectability and fitting in.

What is the potency of Ellis Island for someone like me -an American, obviously, but one
who has always felt that the country really belonged to the early settlers, that, as J. F.
Powers wrote in "Morte D'Urban," it had been "handed down to them by the Pilgrims,
George Washington and others, and that they were taking a risk in letting you live in it." I



have never been the victim of overt discrimination; nothing I have wanted has been denied
me because of the accidents of blood. But I suppose it is part of being an American to be
engaged in a somewhat tiresome but always self-absorbing process of national definition.
And in this process, I have found in traveling to Ellis Island an important piece of evidence
that could remind me I was right to feel my differentness. Something had happened to my
people on that island, a result of the eternal wrongheadedness of American protectionism
and the predictabilities of simple greed. I came to the island, too, so I could tell the ghosts
that I was one of them, and that I honored them - their stoicism, and their innocence, the
fear that turned them inward, and their pride. I wanted to tell them that I liked them better
than the Americans who made them pass through the Great Hall and stole their names and
chalked their weaknesses in public on their clothing. And to tell the ghosts what I have
always thought: that American history was a very classy party that was not much fun until
they arrived, brought the good food, turned up the music, and taught everyone to dance.



