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Immigration: The Changing Face of an Evolving Society
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Dear United States of America,

On January 1, 1892, a teenage girl from County Cork, Ireland, stepped off the S.S. Nevada
into New York Harbor and made history as the first person processed at the newly
opened immigration station on Ellis Island. Her name was Annie Moore. She was fifteen
years old, travelling with her two younger brothers to be reunited with her parents who
had gone ahead to New York. The officials gave her a ten-dollar gold piece as a welcome.
Over the next sixty-two years, more than twelve million people would follow her through
those doors — an average of five thousand a day at peak years, and over a million in 1907
alone, its single busiest year. They came from Ireland and Italy, from Russia and Poland,
from Austria-Hungary and Greece, speaking dozens of languages, carrying everything
they owned. Most passed through inspection in a matter of hours. About two percent
were turned back. For the rest, Ellis Island was the threshold between one life and
another.

The poem that gave the Statue of Liberty its meaning was written by a woman who never
saw a single immigrant pass through Ellis Island. Emma Lazarus wrote “The New
Colossus” in 1883, for an art auction to raise funds for the statue’s pedestal. She was a
wealthy Sephardic Jewish New Yorker, a poet and intellectual, and she had been shaken
by the violent Russian pogroms of the early 1880s and the waves of Jewish refugees
arriving in New York with nothing. She died in 1887, four years before Ellis Island
opened, at the age of thirty-eight. It was her friend Georgina Schuyler who had the poem
cast on a bronze plaque and installed in the pedestal in 1903 — the year six hundred
thousand immigrants came through. It was only then that The New York Times
published the poem for the first time. “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled
masses yearning to breathe free.” Lazarus had no idea those words would become the
most famous description of what America is for.

The story of American immigration has never been simply one of welcome. Ellis Island
itself was called the “Island of Tears” by the people who passed through it, because that
two-percent rejection rate meant real families torn apart — a husband admitted, a wife
sent back; a child marked with chalk and detained for weeks while parents waited
helpless on the other side. And the welcome, such as it was, was never evenly distributed.
Lazarus wrote her poem one year after the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the first and
only major federal law to bar immigration specifically on the basis of race and nationality.
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The great wave of Southern and Eastern European immigration that filled Ellis Island at
its peak was greeted by significant nativist hostility — Italians, Jews, Poles, and Greeks
were considered by many contemporary voices not quite the right kind of European. The
Immigration Act of 1924 effectively closed the door on most of them by imposing
national-origin quotas designed to preserve the ethnic composition of America as it had
been before they arrived. Ellis Island closed for good in 1954. The era of mass
transatlantic immigration was over.

Then, in 1965, everything changed again. The Immigration and Nationality Act of that
year abolished the national-origins quota system and replaced it with a preference
system based on skills and family reunification. Its sponsors expected it to modestly
increase immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe, returning to the patterns of
the Ellis Island era. What actually happened was something none of them had predicted:
immigration from Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean surged dramatically.
The face of American immigration changed more profoundly in the decades after 1965
than in any comparable period in the country’s history. Today the largest groups of new
Americans come not from Ireland or Italy but from Mexico, India, China, and the
Philippines.

Today, roughly one in seven Americans is foreign-born. Nearly a third of all Americans
can trace an ancestor through Ellis Island. The country that Annie Moore stepped into in
1892 and the country that exists today are, in demographic terms, almost incomparably
different. And yet both are recognizably the same place. Immigration has always been
the most contested expression of the American idea — because it forces the question that
the founding documents raise but do not answer: who exactly is included in “all men are
created equal”? Every generation has drawn that line differently, and every generation
has eventually drawn it wider. The debate has never been tidy, and it is not tidy now.

But writing from Vienna, a city that has itself been shaped by centuries of arriving
peoples and languages and cultures, I find something genuinely moving in the image of
Annie Moore stepping off a boat in January 1892, two younger brothers in tow, into a
country that did not yet know what it would become. She would not have known either.
She was fifteen, she was cold, and she had a ten-dollar gold piece in her hand. Whatever
America was, she was now part of it. That has always been the deal. And it has never
entirely stopped being extraordinary.

Yours, with great admiration and transatlantic devotion,

Franz J. Heidinger
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