
Chinese Immigrants 
Chinese immigrants come to America to escape poverty. After the 1906 earthquake in San Francisco, birth 

records were destroyed. As a result, many Chinese men could claim to be native-born citizens, with the right to 

bring their wives and children in the United States. Chinese claiming American birth began arranging for people 

in China to immigrate as relatives. During the month long voyage to the United States, the newcomers 

memorized details about their “families.” Once they arrived in their new country, they were detained at Angel 

Island for several weeks or longer. Immigration officials questioned them at length to determine the validity of 

their claims to be related to native U.S. citizens. Some carved poems into the walls there detailing their plight.  
 

Most Chinese settled in Chinatowns, where Chinese newspapers, herbal medicines, foods and festivals provided 

comfort. Many Chinese worked in laundries, restaurants, and stores. For many years, most Chinese immigrants 

were male. When women and children began to arrive, many Chinatowns became crowded. White Americans 

often discriminated against the Chinese, and tended to regard Chinatowns as mysterious, foreign places to visit.  

 



Italian Immigrants 
Italian Immigrants left their homeland to escape poverty. Their voyage to the United States was difficult. 

Usually they traveled in steerage, located deep inside the ship. Each person slept in a narrow row bed in a 

crowded compartment. Food was spoiled, there were no bathing facilities, and steerage passengers were 

allowed on the deck once a day. Once travelers arrived at Ellis Island, they had to pass a physical examination 

and answer questions about how they planned to support themselves in America. Those who did not pass 

inspection could be sent home, even if this meant separating from family.  
 

Many Italians found unskilled construction jobs like laying bricks or cleaning streets. Often they lived in poor, 

overcrowded neighborhoods with other people from Italy. Most Italians were Catholic and celebrated saints’ 

day. Many Italian children did not attend school because their families needed them to earn money or feared 

that learning English would distance them from their family. Other Americans often mistakenly looked on 

Italians as gangsters or as people who would always remain poor and illiterate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Jewish Immigrants  
Many Jewish Immigrants left Russia to escape the pogroms and persecution. To reach the United States, they 

often traveled in overcrowded trains and suffered many delays to reach European ports. From there, they 

traveled by ship in crowded, smelly compartments. Immigrants landed at New York harbor. Most were taken to 

Ellis Island, where they were questioned by doctors and inspectors before they could proceed to the shore.  
 

Most Jews settled in the Lower East Side of New York City, where they started their own synagogues, shops, 

newspapers, and schools. They were poor but had many skills. Many worked as pushcart venders, cobblers, 

butchers, carpenters, and watchmakers. Almost half worked in garment factories. Jewish immigrants valued 

educations and insisted their children attend school. Other Americans resented the success of the Jews, and 

began excluding them from private clubs and schools. Some hospitals would not hire Jewish doctors, and the 

New York Bar Association would not admit Jews.  

 

 



Mexican Immigrants  
Mexican Immigrants came to the United States to escape the bloody revolutions that were taking place in 

Mexico. Many traveled by foot, on the back of burros, or in two-wheeled carts. Others came to America by 

railroad. Immigrants from Mexico entered freely without passports of money.  
 

 

American employers welcomed Mexican workers because they were willing to work hard for little pay. 

Mexican immigrants worked on railroads and in mines, factories, and canneries. Most, however, worked in 

agriculture. They moved from the area or area harvesting crops. Housing for the immigrants was usually poor. 

Farm workers often lived in temporary shelters that had no running water. After harvest time, some moved into 

barrios, or Mexican neighborhoods, in the cities. In the barrio, Mexicans found helpful neighbors and familiar 

surroundings. Some Americans resented Mexicans whom they believed were taking their jobs. Mexicans who 

remained in the United States earned low wages and had little control over their working conditions.  

 

 


