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KNOCKING ON AMERICA�·S DOOR AT ELLIS ISLAND 
When Ellis Island opened as a new immigration point of 
entry on January 1, 1892, immigration to America had been 
underway for three hundred years, or, in other words, since 
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Island is the fact that today about 100 million Americans can 
trace their ancestry through this processing station.  
 

It is not numbers alone that make Ellis Island so special. Its 
location within the sight of the Statue of Liberty, which for a 
lot of immigrants was a moving symbol of freedom in whose 
name they left their native countries, as well as the New 
York waterfront evoked hopes of economic prosperity to 
those who left their homes because of poverty, unemploy-
ment, or even starvation. 
 

Out of 12 million immigrants who were processed on Ellis 
Island during the years of its operation 1892 - 1954, about 
2% (240,000) were denied entry to the country and de-
ported. Many more, however, (about 20%), were detained 
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for days or weeks. Detainees lived in dormitories. They 
slept in high-tiered bunks, ate their meals at incredibly long 
tables in refectories that could feed 1,000 people at a time. 
Their children went to makeshift schools. They had hope, 
but they also experienced misgivings and uncertainty. The 
anxiety of detainees and unhappiness of the rejected 
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Even though there were immigration centers in other major 
cities such as Philadelphia, Boston, San Francisco, Miami 
and New Orleans, Ellis Island held a unique place. How-
ever, after its closure in 1954 it was neglected until the 
1980s. Fortunately, this important chapter in American his-
tory was not lost thanks to a major renovation project, the 
largest in U.S. history, costing $160 million, which turned 
the old Registry Hall into the Ellis Island Immigration Mu-
seum. Each year 2 million tourists come to see the island on 
which the future of 12 million people was once decided. 

Ellis Island is pictured with part of the New 
York City skyline, left, in the background  
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