Chapter 20 – Section 1
The New Immigrants 


Narrator: Between 1860 and 1890, more than 14 million immigrants came to America. Many of them came from England, Ireland, Germany and the Scandinavian countries, seeking a new way of life and a chance to move up the social ladder. Together they made up the first large wave of immigrants to the United States.

By the end of the 19th century, political instability, restrictive religious laws and poor economic conditions in Europe, fueled a second wave, the largest mass human migration in the history of the world.

The journey across the Atlantic to America was at best uncomfortable and at worst perilous. Traveling in steerage for a grueling 14 day voyage, many of these immigrants landed at Ellis Island in New York Harbor, the most popular processing point for entry into the United States.

There they underwent a medical and legal inspection before beginning their new lives. If an immigrant’s papers were in order and he or she was in reasonable good health, the inspection lasted about three to five hours. Only two percent of arriving immigrants were excluded from entry.

During the early 1900s, the wave of immigration was on the rise, peaking in 1907. About 1.25 million immigrants were processed at Ellis Island in that year alone.

These massive numbers also led to the rise of a nativist movement, seeking restrictions on immigration. Laws and regulations such as the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Alien Contract Labor Law and the introduction of a literacy test barely stemmed the tidal wave of immigrants. By the early 1920s the passage of the Quota Laws and the National Origins Act succeeded in placing controls on the numbers of immigrants who could come into the country.

From 1892 when it opened, until it closed in 1954, more than 12 million people entered the United States through the portal of Ellis Island. Today its main building serves as an immigration museum as part of the Statue of Liberty National Monument. 
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