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water and firewood, and smugglers used it to avoid Spanish, Mexican, 
and later, American customs officials. For a short time there was a cattle 
ranch on the island, and it has had three different lighthouses. 

For a century-1863 to 1962-the island was used by the American 
military. An Army post, eventually named Fort McDowell, was estab­
lished there during the Civil War. During World War I and World War 
II civilian internees were held on it, as were prisoners of war during 
World War II, and, in its final military use, there was a Nike Missile 
Base on the island between 1954 and 1962. When the missile base was 
dismantled the entire island became the state park that exists today. 

But it is the Immigration Station that is of concern here. The need for 
an immigration facility in San Francisco-and for a national immigra­
tion bureaucracy-was a direct result of anti-Chinese legislation, the 
Page Act of 1875 and the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.4 These were 
the first effective pieces of American restrictive immigration legislation; 
the latter was the hjnge on which the legal history of immigration turned. 
With the passage of the exclusion act, the immigration of Chinese labor­
ers was outlawed for ten years; this was renewed for another ten years in 
1892, and the law was made "permanent" early in Theodore Roosevelt's 
administration. Beginning in the 1870s Chinese immigrants in difficulty 
with the immigration regulations were held in a ramshackle wooden 
two-story warehouse leased from the Pacific Mail Steamship Company 
and located at the end of a wharf on the San Francisco waterfront. It was 
commonly called "the shed." The building, about 100 feet square, held 
up to 200 people at a time, with men on the first floor and women on the 
second. Dorene Askin, a historian for the California Department of Parks 
and Recreation, described it as "crowded and unsanitary," while a con­
temporary inspector for the Department of Commerce and Labor re­
ported that it was a "death trap."5 

Just after the turn of the century, immigration officials in San Fran­
cisco were in the process of arranging for new quarters on or near the 
waterfront when officials in Washington, D.C., opted instead for a pur­
pose-built facility on Angel Island. In 1904 Congress instructed the 
Secretary of Commerce and Labor, Victor H. Metcalf, to investigate and 
report on a plan for an immigration station there. At the end of the year, 
Metcalfpresented a plan (and cost estimates of $250,000) drawn up by 
an O~kland architect, Walter J. Mathews.6 By 1910 the facility was 
opened. It was located on the island's north shore at China Cove and 
consisted of a number of wooden buildings-the detention barracks, 
administration building, hospital, and powerhouse-and a wharf. Soon 
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after twelve cottages, a laundry, a stable, a carpenter shop, and water 
tanks were added and the station acquired a ferry boat. The architect 
supposedly used Ellis Island as a model, so that the analogy between 
Ellis Island and Angel Island existed even before the immigration sta­
tion was built. It is not clear what, if anything, the architect learned by 
visiting Ellis: he chose to build in wood and Ellis Island was largely 
brick. The location was pleasant and scenic, although quite damp. The 
ferry trip from San Francisco took forty-five minutes. 

In the very year that the station opened local immigration officials 
began to complain about the inadequacy of the facility. The buildings 
were, the man in charge of the San Francisco immigration district wrote 
on 19 December 1910, dangerous firetraps, unsanitary, and vermin in­
fested. In addition, the lack of an adequate janitorial staff kept the place 
"wretchedly filthy." The hospital "was and is an outrage on civiliza­
tion."? These complaints were buttressed by a report from the Public 
Health Service Surgeon, who also noted the contaminated water supply 
and fly and cockroach infested kitchen facilities. He calculated the gross 
overcrowding: one dormitory room with enough air space for ten per­
sons was equipped with fifty-four bunks, all of which were sometimes 
used.s Five years later Commissioner-General of Immigration Anthony 
Caminetti made similar complaints and formally recommended "the re­
moval of the station ... to fireproof, sanitary buildings situated on the 
mainland upon property already owned by the United States."9 Despite 
these and subsequent protests nothing was done about either moving the 
facility or improving it significantly until a disastrous but happily nonfa­
tal fire destroyed the administration building and many of the records on 
12 August 1940. On 5 November 1940 the last Angel Island detainees­
125 Chinese men and 19 Chinese women, a few Filipinos and 35 Cen­
tral European refugees-were ferried to the mainland and the history of 
the Angel Island Immigration Station was ended. One wonders whether 
the intolerable conditions would have been allowed to go on for so long 
if the facility had held mostly Europeans. 

It is not possible, at this time, to be precise about the number of 
people who passed through Angel Island. Some workers connected with 
the state park have estimated it at 500,000 persons, but this figure is 
much too high. My own current guess is that perhaps 100,000 persons, 
mostly Asians, spent some time on the island. I assume that most of the 
nearly 60,000 Chinese who are recorded as entering the United States 
between 1910 and 1940 passed through Angel Island, as did most of the 
nearly 10,000 Chinese who were deported in those years. Although one. 
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of the naturalization statute whose revision the 14th Amendment made 
necessary.39 This made Asians the only racial group who were "aliens 
ineligible to citizenShip." 

And, for my final example, in a paper first presented at the 17th 
International Congress of Historical Sciences in Madrid and then pub­
lished in an Italian journal and in the Journal ofAmerican Ethnic His­
tory, five distinguished scholars of American immigration, writing an 
otherwise quite perceptive essay under the rubric of "The Invention of 
Ethnicity," managed not only to ignore Asian Americans in their text, 
but also did not cite even one work that focused on Asian Americans in 
their seventy-six footnotes, almost all of which were of a bibliographical 
nature. Each of these distinguished scholars is, of course, well aware of 
the presence of Asians in American society.4o How then can one ac­
count for such a glaring and seemingly deliberate omission? The answer 
is, I think, at least two-fold. 

In the first place, the entire historiographical tradition of American 
immigration-a tradition which is less than eighty years old-has, until 
very recently, concentrated almost exclusively on Europeans. The first 
two generations of immigration historians, as we have seen, generally 
excluded Asians from the immigrant canon. Most contemporary immi­
gration historians explicitly reject both nativism and racism, but tend, 
almost reflexively, to assume that, for most of the American past, the 
terms "immigrant" and "European" were interchangeable. 

In the second place, until quite recently Asians and their American­
born descendants were but a minuscule portion of the total population. 
As late as 1940 there were only about a quarter million Asian Ameri­
cans, or less than two-tenths of 1 percent (.0019) of the mainland popu­
lation,41 and Asian immigration seemed permanently halted by restric­
tive immigration laws. Thus, historians and other students of our immi­
grant past became used to writing off Asian immigration as an aberra­
tion. In addition, many, perhaps most, of the historians of immigration 
wrote about their own ethnic groups, and, even today, all but a handful 
of historians of immigration are Euro-Americans with a propensity to 
identify the immigrant past with Europe. 

Perhaps the literary scholar Lisa Lowe puts it best when she identifies' 
a persistent motif in American culture, the notion that Asian Americans 
are "perpetual immigrants" or "foreigners within."42 

According to the 1990 census, close to two-thirds of the nearly seven 
million Asian Americans were immigrants and more. than half of the 
immigrants had arrived in the previous decade. Almost none of these 

immigrants had come through Angel Island. Yet, for millions of Asian 
Americans, Angel Island is a symbol of what their predecessors and 
they have experienced, just as Ellis Island has been a symbol for descen­
dants of German and Irish immigrants who came before Ellis existed, 
and it continues to be a symbol for immigrants, including Asian Ameri­
cans, who have arrived since it closed as an immigrant reception center. 
Angel Island will never replace Ellis Island as the universal symbol of 
immigration, nor should it. But surely somewhere in the vast iconogra­
phy of the American experience a place must be found for Angel Island. 
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