
 

 

Tempest Tossed: Ellis Island  Name___________________ 
 

"Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched 
refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my lamp 
beside the golden door" from "The New Colossus" by Emma Lazarus (on a pedestal of Statue 
of Liberty.) 
 Approximately 20 million people came to America during the period between 1880 and 
1930. They came to America to escape religious persecution, to flee political unrest, and many 
other reasons. But, most immigrants came for the “golden door”--the promise and possibility of 
a better economic lifestyle that the United States could offer. 
   
 The difficult passage from Europe to the U.S. began by saving enough money to pay 
the fare to travel across the Atlantic to America. 
The typical fare for steerage passage in the late 
1800s was about $25.00 to $30.00 dollars. Saving 
this amount of money for most peasant immigrants 
may have taken months or even years to save. 
They began the journey to America by leaving their 
homes for port cities. Many Europeans walked up 
to 300 miles to reach these ports. Once aboard the 
sailing ship, the trips took three months. Late in the 
century, the trip was reduced to a week or two 
because of speedier steamships run by companies 
like White Star Lines.  No matter the length of 
travel, they were harsh trips.  
  
 Ships would carry as many as 1000 passengers. Many of the ships only served one 
meal a day and not much of a meal at that. Immigrants were required to show they had money 
to live on before they would be admitted to the U.S. So, in an attempt to save money, often 
they would not eat. Sometimes passengers would contract diseases from each other such as 
cholera and malaria (conditions many were attempting to escape from in their own countries). 
These conditions were referred to as ship fever. It was not uncommon for passengers to die on 
the trip to America. The dead passengers were typically “buried” by throwing them overboard. 
 

One of the largest immigration sites for 
eastern United States was Ellis Island (opening 
1892). Once immigrants arrived in New York 
Harbor, they boarded ferry boats destined for 
Ellis Island. Here they began the processing for 
entry to the United States. They were ushered 
into the Great Hall, which was a maze of railings 
that allowed for the maximum use of floor space. 
There were times when 10,000 people were 
processed in one day. Typically, it took five 
hours from the time an immigrant stepped off the 
ferry, until the time his paperwork was stamped 
as “admitted.” 



 

 

   
 A high percentage of the refugees were admitted to the United States, but perhaps 2% 
were sent back to their country of origin. The ships were 
required to return those not accepted for entry into 
America.  The shipping companies were under no 
obligation to return a parent of a denied child or vice-
versa. This led those immigrants to view Ellis Island as 
“The Isle of Tears” as families were separated. For 
those fortunate enough to walk through the “Golden 
Door,” the challenges of relocating were far from over.  
Now they were in America with a whole set of new 
challenges. 
Photo 1 https://www.loc.gov/item/97501073/ 
Photo 2 https://www.loc.gov/item/2014711712/ 
Photo 3 https://www.loc.gov/item/91482188/ 
 

New Challenges 
 

Although immigrants were required to show proof of solvency and self-sufficiency by producing 
at least $25.00 before being allowed to leave Ellis Island, did this really provide a good 
economic foundation for the immigrants?  Imagine yourself in a new country without a friend or 
family. All you have is $25.00 to get food, a home, and clothing. Many immigrants needed to 
relocate to cities looking for laborers, so they could procure an income. This means 
transportation costs. Below is a list of items and the costs in 1900 to use as an example. 
Wages are also listed. In column two, calculate what these items /wages would be valued at in 
today’s dollars. Then research the current price of these items. 
 

$1.00 in 1900 is equal to about $31.00 today. 
 

1900 
What an immigrant could 

expect to make and spend. 

What is today’s value? 
(Multiply $31.00 x the wages or 

costs in 1900) 

What is the current price you 
researched for these? 

(use basic items, not luxury ones) 
Average Wages $450/year   
Pound of Butter $0.26   
Dozen Eggs $0.23   
Bicycle $16.75   
Pound of Rice $0.07   
Car $1000   
Loaf of Bread $0.07   
House $3000   
Acre of Land $20   

Sources:  https://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/his/e_prices1.htm, www.economist.com,  
 https://www.in2013dollars.com/us/inflation/1900?amount=1 
 
Your Sources:    
  



 

 

Reading a Thematic Map     Name________________________  
 
Examine the Transportation and Industry in the US in 1860 map.  Answer the following 
questions.  

 
1. What are some relationships you see from this map? 
 
 
 
2. How might industry have influenced the expansion of the railroad lines? 
 
 
 
3. How might industry have benefited from the railroad expansion? 
 
 
 
4. What other factors may have influenced growth in both industry and the railroad? 
 
 
 
5. How might the railroad and industry affected city and regional growth in the 1850’s? 

 
 
 
Look at the map found at: https://www.nationalgeographic.org/maps/tracking-growth-us/ 
 

6. What do you notice first? 
 
 
 

7. Read the image description.  What is the reason given for the railroad system looking as 
such?   

 
 

 
Now compare this map to the one found at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rail_transportation_in_the_United_States#/media/File:Class1rr.pn
g    

8. Is the railroad system getting larger or smaller?  
 
 

9. When was this map created? 
  



 

 

Answer Keys 
1900 

What an immigrant could 
expect to make and spend. 

What is today’s value? 
(Multiply $31.00 x the wages 

or costs in 1900) 

What is the current price you 
researched for these? 

Accept reasonable answers 
Average Wages $450/year $13,950 $62,000 (AZ) 
Pound of Butter $0.26 $8.06 $3.00 
Dozen Eggs $0.23 $7.13 $1.00-3.00 
Bicycle $16.75 $519.25 $150-250 
Pound of Rice $0.07 $2.17 $4.50/10 pounds  
Car $1000 $31,000 $38,000 
Loaf of Bread $0.07 $2.17 $2.50-4.00 
House $3000 $93,000 $320,000 
Acre of Land $20 $620 $500-5,600 

Sources: Walmart.com 
https://www.daveramsey.com/blog/housing-trends 
https://www.financialsamurai.com 
www.homeadvisor.com 
 
Reading a Thematic Map  (Answers can vary)  

1. What are some relationships you see from this map?  Where there are industries, there 
are railroads.  The routes don’t go very far west.  There are more textile factories in the 
northeast than the west. Cotton is grown only in the south.  Most railroads are in the 
east. 

2. How might industry have influenced the expansion of the railroad lines?  The factories 
needed the trains to take the finished products to the markets in other parts of the 
country.  

3. How might industry have benefited from the railroad expansion? The faster the finished 
products get to market, the more money will be made.  Trains could bring raw materials 
and needed supplies to the factories.  Immigrants who needed jobs might come to these 
manufacturing sites using trains.  

4. What other factors may have influenced growth in both industry and the railroad? 
Population moving west could influence the growth of factories and railroads in the 
west. Foreign trade could influence moving manufactured goods to the coastal areas. 
Immigrants were willing workers and consumers. 

5. How might the railroad and industry affected city and regional growth in the 1850’s? 
Cities on railroad lines grew.  Some of the population increase was from immigration.  

Look at the map found at: https://www.nationalgeographic.org/maps/tracking-growth-us/ 
6. What do you notice first?  More trains are now out west. 
7. Read the image description.  What is the reason given for the railroad system looking as 

such?   Trains brought products made in the factories of the East and Midwest to the 
rest of the country and carried farm produce and livestock to urban markets.  

Now compare this map to the one found at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rail_transportation_in_the_United_States#/media/File:Class1rr.pn
g    

8. Is the railroad system getting larger or smaller?  Larger 
9. When was this map created? 2006 

 


