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ABSTRACT 
 

Children migrating without their parents journeyed to American shores long before the 

establishment of the United States—unaccompanied children traveled on the Mayflower, as well 

as on an untold number of slave ships. And throughout the first century of the U.S. republic, this 

form of migration was both sanctioned and willingly facilitated by authorities and the broader 

public. But in 1887, New York state officials initiated the first governmental restriction on this 

special class of migrants, to curb the landing of unaccompanied Italian children working as street 

musicians. This regulation came in the wake of newspapers decrying these children as “white 

slaves,” latent criminals from broken homes. Such tropes continued into the twentieth century, as 

Boston’s immigration commissioner sparked a nationwide scandal that led to a mass deportation 

of Greek children and the creation of the first age-based federal immigration restriction. The 

Immigration Act of 1907 codified the discretionary powers of authorities to admit certain 

unaccompanied children, and casefiles created in the following years evince a distinct bias 

against children from Asia and eastern and southern Europe. The preferential treatment for 

northern European children facilitated the entrance of a unique group of unaccompanied children 

in 1919: dozens of French and Belgian refugees who served as mascots for American soldiers in 

World War I. Immigration officials waived restrictions for these boys, seen as exemplary future 

citizens, despite warning signs that they were vulnerable to exploitation and abuse upon entry. 
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This dissertation examines how race-based fears fueled by sensational media reports led 

to the disparate treatment of these most vulnerable immigrants. Drawing from governmental 

policy records, hundreds of immigration casefiles, and thousands of contemporary newspaper 

reports surrounding four decades of unaccompanied child migration, I argue that this subjective 

standard was rooted in fears surrounding racial purity and a desire to maintain “Anglo-Saxon” 

supremacy. In these first decades of government regulation over unaccompanied child migration, 

officials’ prejudices regarding a child’s “race” influenced their deployment of discretionary 

powers to allow entrance of certain unaccompanied children into the United States and prohibit 

the admission of others, a precedent of inequality that continues today. 
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Introduction 

The military base at Guantanamo Bay is no place to detain children. And yet, in the early 

1990s, the United States government kept hundreds of unaccompanied children there under 

armed guard and exposed to horrendous conditions. These young migrants were part of the 

“rafter” exodus of 1994, where tens of thousands of refugees fled Cuba and Haiti on makeshift 

rafts, and President Bill Clinton ordered those intercepted at sea by the U.S. Coast Guard to be 

detained in hastily constructed tent camps at Guantanamo Bay. Contemporary observers noticed 

a disparity in treatment and living conditions afforded to the two detained groups, inequities that 

extended to the unaccompanied children. These young refugees also experienced a divergence in 

their ability to enter the United States, as the government announced it would parole all the 

unaccompanied Cuban children into the U.S., but not the 356 Haitian children, even though 

many had parents already living in the country fighting for their release. Immigration officials 

forcibly repatriated scores of children back to Haiti, while some of the military police patrolling 

the camp brutalized and sexually assaulted detained children. The young refugees responded 

with hunger strikes, riots, and suicide attempts.1 

Many people were aghast at these harrowing reports, a mood reflected in the opinion 

pages of American newspapers. “The Immigration and Naturalization Service is once more 

returning to its racially discriminatory policy towards Haitian refugees, refusing to admit [these] 

unaccompanied children held behind barbed wire,” the Miami Times editorial board wrote. “It is 

amazing that this sort of duplicity can be tolerated, much less sanctioned, by a federal agency.” 

Another writer expressed disgust that “government officials have concluded that living in a hot, 

 
1 Tammerlin Drummond, “Suffer the Children: Haitian Orphans are Stranded in Guantanamo” TIME Magazine, 22 
May 1995; Carl Lindskoog, Detain and Punish: Haitian Refugees and the Rise of the World’s Largest Immigration 
Detention System (Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press, 2018). 
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dusty tent camp, and being punished for things that are considered normal behavior for most 

children, are okay for children who are black,” and after listing the dangers faced by repatriated 

children, sarcastically noted, “But then, that's not our problem. Besides, we don't need any more 

black people in this country.” An oft-reprinted New York Times column demanded, “it is time to 

end the cruel treatment of the Haitian children at Guantanamo. Bring them into the U.S. where 

they can be sheltered with relatives or others who are willing to care for them. We should treat 

the Haitian children as if they were Cubans, which is to say, as if they were human.”2   

The children themselves decried these race-based disparities. One 17-year-old boy told 

reporters, “We are not criminals, but we are living in a prison,” and a 14-year-old girl wondered, 

“Maybe if I peeled my skin, they'd treat me differently.” In March 1995, over 100 Haitian 

children signed a letter addressed to President Clinton imploring him to release them from their 

misery. “President Clinton, we would like to ask you why you let the Cuban children in and you 

leave us here in Guantanamo? Is it because you don’t like us? Are we not children too?... 

President Clinton, can’t you hear our voices? … We are not delinquent. We are a group of 

children who love education. We would like to become doctors, engineers, and lawyers. Please 

don’t let us perish.” After months of agitation, protests, and national media coverage, the United 

States eventually paroled the remaining unaccompanied children by July 1995. The Haitian 

children and their advocates recognized racism and diagnosed it as a root cause of their disparate 

treatment. They demanded that the world witness these inequities and recognize that they were 

just as deserving of sympathy and humanitarian relief, for they were children, too.3 

 
2 “Shafting Haitians Again” Miami Times, 24 Nov 1994, 4A; Peggy Peterman, “When will there be justice for these 
Haitian children?” St. Petersburg Times, 4 May 1995, 6D; Bob Herbert, “In America: Guantánamo Kids,” New York 
Times, 10 May 1995, A23. 
3 Drummond, “Suffer the Children;” Peterman, “Justice;” “Letter from Haitian Children to President Clinton,” 
quoted in Cheryl Little, Not in Their Best Interest: A Report on the U.S. Government’s Forcible Repatriation of 
Guantanamo’s Unaccompanied Haitian Children (Miami: Florida Rural Legal Services, 1995), vii. 
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The unaccompanied children of Guantanamo Bay were some of the last children detained 

by the federal government who were not protected under the Flores Settlement Agreement, the 

1997 consent decree still in force today that laid out special rules and provisions for how 

immigration authorities must treat children under government care. This landmark settlement, 

described in greater detail in the conclusion, requires the reunion of unaccompanied children 

with their parents or other adult relatives as soon as possible. And if release into a family 

member’s custody was not feasible, the government is obliged to place the children in an age-

appropriate “least restrictive” environment, such as a long-term shelter especially designed for 

children. As the government acts in loco parentis when detaining these children, it is the 

government’s responsibility to provide for the special needs shared by all children, such as 

access to education and recreation, safety and hygiene, and tender treatment and care. The 

detention of children at Guantanamo Bay clearly fell short of the conditions that would be 

mandated by the Flores Settlement. But how did the United States federal government begin 

such regulation and treatment of unaccompanied immigration children? What were the historical 

precursors to the government’s draconian detention of these children and the glaringly different 

treatment afforded to the two groups of unaccompanied minors? This dissertation examines how 

the federal government first began treating this unique group of young immigrants—children 

traveling without their parents.4 From the moment the federal government first assumed control 

of immigration processing in 1891, to the first law restricting unaccompanied child migration in 

1907, to the refugee crisis in the wake of the First World War, the United States government met 

unaccompanied children with different sets of standards regarding admission and treatment, 

largely divided along racial lines. 

 
4 “Unaccompanied” does not mean entirely alone, as many of these children traveled in a group or with siblings. 
Like the federal government, I use this term to reference children traveling without their parent(s) or legal guardian. 
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This dissertation posits three overarching arguments. First, unaccompanied child 

migration was an arduous, yet entirely rational and socially acceptable means of travel that 

young people and their families chose to pursue, long before the creation of “unaccompanied 

minors” as a specially designated and regulated group. In the first century of the United States 

republic, this form of migration was not just sanctioned, but willingly facilitated by governments 

and the broader public, many of whom recognized that sending children abroad by themselves 

was often the only option for families facing impossibly difficult conditions at home. Authorities 

and Good Samaritans alike assisted these vulnerable travelers in a variety of ways, from 

providing comfort and provisions, to ensuring that the youngsters safely reached their 

destinations. And while these children embarked on journeys by themselves and traveled without 

parental protections along the way, unaccompanied child migration was largely a family 

decision. Of course, the many stowaways in this dissertation prove that sometimes children took 

matters in their own hands and forged their own migratory path. But unaccompanied child 

migration was most often a carefully considered option of last resort, chosen by families after 

weighing the perils of travel against the dangers of staying put; a decision made by people 

desperate to save their children from poverty, famine, pogroms, or abuse; and by parents who 

reckoned with the painful realization that their children’s lives could be improved by sending 

them away, rather than having them continue to endure poor conditions at their guardian’s side. 

Unaccompanied child migration entailed necessary sacrifices from every family member, all in 

the hopes of securing a child’s brighter future. 

My next argument is that when state and then federal governments first implemented 

regulations for unaccompanied immigrant children, these policies led to disparate enforcements 

along racial and ethnic lines. The first restrictions these governments placed on unaccompanied 
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child migration were centered in immigration officials’ discretion; powers rooted in the belief 

that individual authorities would make wise, judicious decisions regarding these young 

immigrants’ “best interests.” However, by centering the ability to admit or exclude a child from 

entering the United States in the hands of a single bureaucrat, these regulations enabled the 

influence of individual prejudices to color such weighty decisions. Ideas about racial hierarchy 

marked by immutable, inherent traits dominated contemporary discourse during the decades 

surrounding the turn of the twentieth century. The men who adjudicated an unaccompanied 

child’s attempt to enter the country likely held stock in such beliefs, and in turn, racialized the 

children and their families in absentia. Officials often granted leniency to those hailing from the 

“Old Stock” British and German populations, but implemented the full force of restrictions 

against children coming from Asia or eastern and southern Europe. Thus, an unaccompanied 

immigrant child’s reception into the United States was less predicated on the merits of their case 

or their needs, but heavily dependent on how immigration officials viewed their “race.” 

Finally, the media coverage of unaccompanied children influenced their reception in both 

positive and mostly negative ways. Newspaper portrayals created tropes of unaccompanied 

immigrant children and shaped public discourse around this form of migration. One common 

motif was the brave and hearty child traveling to rejoin their parents who migrated ahead of them 

to homestead in the American West. These young settlers, inevitably described as possessing 

“flaxen hair and rosy cheeks,” became the face of “acceptable” unaccompanied child migration; 

the nuclear family was only temporarily severed, as children traveled by themselves to reunite 

with their parents. This heartwarming image contrasted with negative portrayals of 

unaccompanied Greek and Italian children, portrayed as products of broken homes, victims of 

white slavery, and harbingers of vice and crime. Media can shape the contours of debate, and the 
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hysteria and moral panics generated by this publicity manufactured consent for new restrictions 

on unaccompanied child immigrants. The American press and the Bureau of Immigration 

enjoyed a symbiotic relationship, as newspapers often served as an uncritical mouthpiece for 

Bureau officials to tout their efforts and assumptions against immigrants, and in turn, the press 

received access to these authorities—and juicy scoops for future stories. However, some children 

also used media to their own advantage, as newspapers became a platform for unaccompanied 

immigrants and their advocates to argue for their admission, push back against harmful 

detention, and agitate for more equitable treatment. This publicity swayed officials: authorities 

enjoyed the good press and their celebrity moment, but they were mindful of negative coverage 

and altered their actions based on public outrage. American newspapers were not just a window 

into how the public viewed this form of migration; journalists were active participants in shaping 

the discourse, legislation, and lived experiences of unaccompanied immigrant children. 

Literature Review 

This project situates children within the “racial turn” of immigration history, a refocusing 

of the field to center race as the driving factor in whether immigrants were welcomed into the 

United States or barred from entry, and largely shaped how they were treated within American 

society.5 This shift has produced indispensable works that document how racialization impacted 

adult immigrants, led by scholars such as Natalia Molina and Mae Ngai.6 However, I argue that 

 
5 The racial turn is now over two decades in the making, as it was first broached by George J. Sánchez, “Race, 
Nation, and Culture in Recent Immigration Studies,” and Jon Gjerde, “New Growth on Old Vines—The State of the 
Field: The Social History of Immigration to and Ethnicity in the United States,” Journal of American Ethnic History 
18, no. 4 (Summer 1999): 40-84; and Mae M. Ngai, “The Architecture of Race in American Immigration Law: A 
Reexamination of the Immigration Act of 1924,” Journal of American History 86, no. 1 (Jun 1999): 67-92. 
6 Natalia Molina, How Race is Made in America: Immigration, Citizenship, and the Historical Power of Racial 
Scripts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014); Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the 
Making of Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). Other important works in this growing 
corpus include David Fitzgerald and David Cook-Martin, Culling the Masses: The Democratic Origins of Racist 
Immigration Policy in the Americas (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014); Andrew Gyory, Closing the 
Gate: Race, Politics, and the Chinese Exclusion Act (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). 
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children are not immune from such racialized thinking of immigration officials. Unaccompanied 

children were subject to barriers and biases just like their adult compatriots. While popular 

national myths might suggest that American immigration authorities would extend charity to all 

vulnerable children, the historical record clearly shows otherwise. I believe that we need to 

incorporate children in our scholarly analyses, not only because their numbers constitute a 

significant subgroup, but also due to their weighty import—emotionally for families and 

symbolically for a nation.7 

The development of regulations on unaccompanied child migration coincided with and 

was influenced by a series of major societal realignments during this era: a push to regulate child 

labor, increased involvement of the state in family matters, and new conceptions of race and the 

supposedly immutable traits found in each classification of “peoples.”8 Scholars such as Kunal 

Parker and Aristide Zolberg have documented the long history of racist and bigoted features of 

immigration policy in the United States, while others have focused on how particular moments 

of racial ideologies shaped the immigration apparatus.9 Historians have also analyzed how the 

growth of intrusive immigrant inspections coincided with scientific racism, eugenics, and other 

 
7 Historians have recently devoted more attention to the role of children as political actors and political symbols, but 
largely focus on the post-WWII era. See Brian Rouleau, “Children are Hiding in Plain Sight in the History of U.S. 
Foreign Relations,” Modern American History 2, no 3 (Nov 2019): 367-387; Susan Eckelmann Berghel, Sara 
Fieldston, and Paul M. Renfro, eds., Growing Up America: Youth and Politics Since 1945 (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 2019); Anita Casavantes Bradford, The Revolution Is for the Children: The Politics of Childhood in 
Havana and Miami, 1959-1962 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014); Sara Fieldston, Raising the 
World: Child Welfare in the American Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); and Ann Marie 
Kordas, The Politics of Childhood in Cold War America (New York: Routledge, 2016). 
8 Vivian Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985); Hugh D. Hindman, Child Labor: An American History (New York: Routledge, 2002). 
9 Kunal M. Parker, Making Foreigners: Immigration and Citizenship Law in America, 1600-2000 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015); Aristide Zolberg, A Nation by Design: Immigration Policy in the Fashioning of 
America (New York: Russel Sage Foundation, 2006); Kelly Lytle Hernandez, Migra!: A History of the U.S. Border 
Patrol (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010); Peter Schrag, Not Fit for Our Society: Immigration and 
Nativism in America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011); Lucy E. Salyer, Laws Harsh as Tigers: 
Chinese Immigrants and the Shaping of Modern Immigration Law (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1995). 
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efforts at population control.10 But “race” can be a confusing term, as modern conceptions of 

race and racism differ from the understandings of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, the time period covered in this dissertation. The “races” that these immigration 

officials referenced, as in the “Hebrew race” or the “Celtic race,” would be termed ethnicities 

today, and some groups that I highlight as targets of discrimination in the past, such as Greeks 

and Italians, have now been subsumed into one “White” race.11 Nevertheless, the intentions and 

consequences of these classification schemas remain the same: divvying up human beings into 

distinct categories and then assigning those groups onto a hierarchy of desirability.12 What my 

dissertation reveals is that this racism extended to even the most sympathetic of immigrants: 

unaccompanied children. Whereas one might assume that a child’s vulnerability and perceived 

innocence would shield them from discriminatory treatment and deportations, my research 

reveals that immigration officials racialized these children, too.13 

 
10 Douglas C. Baynton, Defectives in the Land: Disability and Immigration in the Age of Eugenics (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2016); Amy L. Fairchild, Science at the Borders: Immigrant Medical Inspection and 
the Shaping of the Modern Industrial Labor Force (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Alan M. 
Kraut, Silent Travelers: Germs, Genes, and the “Immigrant Menace” (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1994);  Eithne Luibhéid, Entry Denied: Controlling Sexuality at the Border (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2002). Daniel Okrent, The Guarded Gate: Bigotry, Eugenics, and the Law That Kept Two Generations of 
Jews, Italians, and Other European Immigrants Out of America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2019). 
11 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States from the 1960s to the 1980s (New York: 
Routledge, 1986); Karen E. Fields and Barbara J. Fields, Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life (New 
York: Verso Books, 2012); Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence 
of Racial Inequality in America, sixth edition (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2022); Peggy Pascoe, What 
Comes Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010). For whiteness studies, see David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the 
American Working Class (New York: Verso, 1991) and Working Toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants 
Became White: The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs (New York: Basic Books, 2005); Matthew F. 
Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1998); Thomas A. Guglielmo, White on Arrival: Italians, Race, Color, and Power in Chicago, 
1890-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003); Ian Haney Lopez, White by Law: The Legal Construction of 
Race (New York: NYU Press, 1996). 
12 I borrow this phrase “hierarchy of desirability” from Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects. 
13 For analysis on the development of the deportation apparatuses, see Deidre Moloney, National Insecurities: 
Immigrants and U.S. Deportation Policy Since 1882 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016); Torrie 
Hester, Deportation: The Origins of U.S. Policy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017); and Adam 
Goodman, Deportation Machine: America’s Long History of Expelling Immigrants, Politics and Society in Modern 
America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020). For more on the racialization of children in other realms, see 
Robin Bernstein, Racial Innocence: Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights (New York: NYU 
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The history of immigrant children in the United States remains a largely unplumbed 

topic. Children sometimes appear in immigration history texts as members of a family unit or as 

targets of Americanization schemes, rarely as subjects worthy of their own analysis.14 A notable 

exception is Melissa R. Klapper’s Small Strangers: The Experiences of Immigrant Children in 

America, 1880-1925, but it seems that there are more children’s books than scholarly texts 

focusing on this population.15 And yet, unaccompanied children’s experiences differed from 

other immigrant children because of their unattachment to any adult—a unique situation that left 

them more vulnerable, but also more exposed to charges of future dependency on the state. Some 

scholars have turned their attention to more recent unaccompanied immigrant children, such as 

anthropologist Susan Terrio’s 2015 ethnography, Whose Child Am I?: Unaccompanied, 

Undocumented Children in U.S. Immigration Custody and historian Anita Casavantes Bradford’s 

forthcoming book, Suffer the Little Children: Child Migration and the Geopolitics of 

Compassion in the United States, which examines U.S. policy towards unaccompanied children 

from the Cold War era to today.16 Scholars of European history have produced a more robust 

literature on the movement and treatment of unaccompanied children, within the contexts of 

 
Press, 2011); William S. Bush, Who Gets a Childhood?: Race and Juvenile Justice in Twentieth-Century Texas 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010); and Miroslava Chavez-Garcia, States of Delinquency: Race and 
Science in the Making of California’s Juvenile Justice System (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012). 
14 For instance, see John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban America (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 1985). But for an excellent counterexample on how immigrant children and their youth 
culture shaped communities, see Allyson Varzally, Making a Non-White America: Californians Coloring Outside 
Ethnic Lines, 1925-1955 (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 2008), especially chapters 2 and 3. 
15 Melissa R. Klapper, Small Strangers: The Experiences of Immigrant Children in America, 1880-1925 (Chicago: 
Ivan R. Dee, 2007); Paula S. Fass includes a few chapters on immigrant children in Children of a New World: 
Society, Culture, and Globalization (New York: NYU Press, 2006). One of the first texts to explore this topic was 
Selma Cantor Berrol, Growing Up American: Immigrant Children in America, Then and Now (New York: Twane 
Publishers, 1995). For children’s books, see Russell Freedman, Immigrant Kids (New York: Puffin Books, 1995). 
16 Susan Terrio, Whose Child Am I?: Unaccompanied, Undocumented Children in U.S. Immigration Custody 
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2015); Anita Casavantes Bradford, Suffer the Little Children: Child 
Migration and the Geopolitics of Compassion in the United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2022); For a gripping contemporary narrative of an unaccompanied Honduran child’s travels to the United States 
retold by a Los Angeles Times journalist, see Sonia Nazario, Enrique’s Journey: The Story of a Boy's Dangerous 
Odyssey to Reunite with his Mother (New York: Random House, 2006). 
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empire and war.17 Finally, historians like María Christina García have situated this unique group 

within broader trends of contemporary refugee policies.18 These works are essential in 

understanding how the United States immigration apparatus handles unaccompanied children 

today, but my dissertation shows that there is an even longer history of this unique group 

reaching American shores. The burgeoning history of childhood field strives to show that 

children are not just acted upon, but are indeed historical actors in their own right.19 The children 

in this dissertation unquestionably displayed agency and unthinkable bravery. Mere toddlers who 

traveled without their parents on sailing vessels across the Atlantic seem otherworldly to modern 

conceptions of a protected childhood, and challenge modern ideas of children’s limited 

capabilities. My work aims to uncover these children’s remarkable stories and to shed light on 

the disparate treatment they received at the hands of the federal government. 

Methodology 

The main source base for this dissertation comes from the voluminous holdings of the 

U.S. National Archives Record Group 85: Records of the Immigration and Naturalization 

Service (INS). The INS was the inheritor of the Bureau of Immigration files created during the 

era covered by my dissertation; it was also the precursor organization to today’s U.S. Citizenship 

and Immigration Services (USCIS), Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and Customs 

and Border Patrol (CBP), divisions created under the Department of Homeland Security. Within 

 
17 Tara Zahra, The Lost Children: Reconstructing Europe’s Families After World War II (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2011); Lynne Taylor, In the Children’s Best Interests: Unaccompanied Children in American-
Occupied Germany, 1945-1952 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017); Ellen Boucher, Empire’s Children: 
Child Emigration, Welfare, and the Decline of the British World, 1869–1967 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014); Gordon Lynch, Remembering Child Migration: Faith, Nation-Building, and the Wounds of Charity 
(New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016). 
18 María Christina García, The Refugee Challenge in Post-Cold War America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017). See conclusion for more on unaccompanied child refugees in the twentieth century. 
19 See, for instance, Peter N. Stearns, Childhood in World History (New York: Routledge, 2010); Stephen Mintz, 
Huck's Raft: A History of American Childhood (New York: Belknap Press, 2006); Wilma King, African American 
Childhoods: Historical Perspectives from Slavery to Civil Rights (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2008). 
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RG 85, I searched through Entry 9: Subject and Policy Correspondence Files Series, also known 

as the “56,000 series” due to its unwieldy file classification system described below. This 

collection contains documents emanating out of the Bureau’s headquarters in Washington, D.C. 

from 1906-1956 regarding every aspect of enforcement and interpretation of the laws, as well as 

communication between this central office and the various substations at ports of entry across the 

country. These records not only include policy files like interoffice memorandums, clarifying 

procedural directives, and proposed revisions to drafted legislation, but also the casefiles of 

individual immigrants that required a response from Washington, such as deportation warrants, 

requests for further investigation, and appeals from potential immigrants who wished to 

challenge their exclusion. The USCIS estimates that about half of the tens of thousands of 

records stored in this series are these individual appeals files.20 

This collection is a treasure trove for historians, as the casefiles contain immigrants’ 

testimony as well as bureaucratic discourse regarding relevant policies, but it remains 

underutilized because of a notoriously disorganized filing system. Each file was numbered 

chronologically at the time of creation and not according to theme; one file often has no relation 

to the files that precede or follow it. However, a subset of numbers can be linked under the same 

topic, with the suffix numbers expanding upon that one aspect. So hypothetically, 54735/001 

could be about hiring interpreters at Ellis Island, and 54735/002 refers to interpreters at the 

Philadelphia immigration station, -/003 is interpreters at El Paso, -/004 is Baltimore, and so on. 

Therefore, I sometimes found a series of appeals cases that spanned across entire months, 

 
20 See Marian L. Smith, “Vast INS Archival Resources Move to National Archives,” The Immigration History 
Newsletter Published by the Balch Institute for the Immigration History Society 28, no 2 (Nov 1996): 1. USCIS, 
“Immigration Policy and Correspondence files (1906-1956), aka the ‘56,000 series’”, last revised 6 Jan 2020. 
https://www.uscis.gov/history-and-genealogy/research/topics-and-events/immigration-policy-and-correspondence-
files-1906-1956-aka-the-56000-series. Accessed 3 Mar 2022. 
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offering a large sample of unaccompanied child immigrants adjudicated by authorities in similar 

contexts. For instance, the 52920/ files contain all appeals cases emanating out of Ellis Island in 

the spring and summer of 1910. In searching through that entire subseries extant in the National 

Archives, 52920/001 through 52920/624, I located 112 appeals from unaccompanied children.21 

My methodology entailed an intensive, systematic review of these records. I would pull 

one archival box and comb through every single file contained therein, looking for mention of 

unaccompanied children. At times, I would find within one box the casefiles of a dozen such 

children who traveled on the same steamer; while other times, I waded fruitlessly through reams 

of custodial contracts and shipping regulations. I organized this search into three streams: first, 

chronologically, in that I started with box number one and searched through the proceeding 

archival boxes 12 at a time—the number of containers that could fit on a single cart at the 

National Archives. Secondly, I used targeted pull requests based on the partial index of the 

56,000 series, which clued me into files marked under headings such as “Children,” “Girls,” or 

“Stowaways,” classified by officials at the time of the file’s creation.22 Often, this path led me to 

excitedly fill out pull slips based on a promising description in the index, only to find that the file 

had gone missing somewhere in transit. Finally, at times I would “go fishing” and request a 

random box number out of the thousands that entail this collection. That tactic also led to 

frequent disappointments, but still a few pivotal surprises. My search was unexpectedly 

successful. When first formulating this project, I imagined finding just a handful of casefiles of 

unaccompanied children. However, I have located over 1,300 such files, which contain an even 

 
21 These files spanned box 895-907. However, there are also many gaps in this entire grouping, with files missing, 
misplaced, or destroyed, and often no way of finding out what happened to them. For instance, Box 895 begins at 
file 52907/001 and ends at 52920/050; box 907 ends at 52920/624, but box 908 begins at 52921/018. Were there 
more appeals files after /624? What happened to the files in between 52907/ and 52920/? It remains a mystery. 
22 Subject Index to Correspondence and Case Files of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1903-1952 
(NARA Microfilm Publication T-458), also available through ancestry.com. 
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greater number of individuals, as groups of siblings could be covered under a single case 

number, and some files contain hundreds of Board of Special Inquiry transcripts compiled from 

unaccompanied children admitted under special circumstances. The testimonies included in these 

casefiles provide a window into why these children migrated and how they were treated upon 

arrival, delineated in the child’s very own words—an exciting find, given that children’s voices 

are so often lacking in historical archives. Unfortunately, my search ended prematurely with the 

archival closures due to COVID-19 restrictions, but the sources that I have found thus far 

provide more than enough evidence to uncover how the federal government first responded to 

this uniquely vulnerable group of young immigrants. 

The other major aspect of my methodology was optical character recognition (OCR) 

searches of digitized newspaper databases. Social historians have long relied on newspapers to 

gain insights into past public opinions and communities. But instead of browsing through 

microfilmed newspapers one issue and one page at a time, this technology enables an 

instantaneous search for keywords and names across tens of thousands of papers worldwide. 

Through this technique, I traced how newspapers across the country reprinted articles about 

certain unaccompanied children—or in modern parlance, how these stories “went viral.” This 

publicizing of immigration “crises” out of Boston and New York into the small towns of Kansas 

and South Carolina reproduced the nativist fears and racial animosities originally seeded in ports 

of entry along the Eastern Seaboard. Immigration authorities would sometimes reference such 

sensational stories they just read in the papers to justify their decisions to admit or exclude 

children. These OCR searches through digitized newspapers archives revealed the multifaceted 

ways that American press covered stories of these children’s flight and reception, uncovering a 

disparity in how the media portrayed these children: sometimes as dangerous interlopers who 
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evidenced broken homes and degraded cultures, as brave young cherubs reuniting with a family, 

or plucky stowaways desperate to become an American. These sources not only shed light on 

public discourse and sentiment surrounding unaccompanied child migration, but also uncovered 

the pivotal role that media played in the outcome of some children’s cases and the innerworkings 

of the national immigration apparatus. 

These two main source bases are supported by the annual reports issued by state and 

federal government entities tasked with administering immigration regulations, as well as the 

personal papers of aid workers and government authorities who dealt with unaccompanied 

immigrant children. These individuals include the muckraking journalist Jacob Riis, Henry Street 

Settlement founder and public health advocate Lillian Wald, and various YWCA social workers 

who worked in immigrant communities, as well as Ellis Island Commissioner William Williams 

and Oscar S. Straus, President Theodore Roosevelt’s Secretary of Commerce and Labor, which 

at that time oversaw the Bureau of Immigration. These personal archives provide touching 

anecdotes about their interactions with unaccompanied immigrant children, as well as give 

insight into the broader ideologies that drove their treatment of this vulnerable population. 

Chapter Summaries 

 Chapter 1 explores how state-based regulations set the precedent of practice in terms of 

handling unaccompanied immigration children in the mid- to late-nineteenth century. Centered at 

Castle Garden, the nation’s first immigration depot and which was managed by New York in an 

era when individual states and not the federal government supervised immigration, this chapter 

reveals how the hundreds of unaccompanied children who travelled through this port every year 

received both governmental and community support. Official reports documented how these 

young migrants sought assistance from state authorities in locating their awaiting parents or 
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guardians, and newspaper coverage details how families fashioned name and address labels and 

sewn them on the unaccompanied child’s clothing or luggage, so that kind fellow travelers could 

aid the children in their journeys further inland. Unaccompanied child migration, while not 

necessarily commonplace, was not a rare occurrence either. American society and governments 

recognized it as an unfortunate reality, a method of travel that befell to families beset by poverty, 

famine, and oppression abroad—an impossibly difficult, yet still entirely rational choice to send 

a child away in pursuit of their safety and better future. However, this perspective shifted in the 

1870s with the arrival of unaccompanied children from southern Italy. These children engaged in 

musical street performance as adult “padrones” managed their labor, and the frenzy of media 

coverage on the ensuing scandals and legislative actions conveyed messages that pathologized 

unaccompanied child migration. This practice was seen as a devolution of the nuclear family and 

evidence of the degraded state of the Italian race. While other ethnicities continued this form of 

child migration without receiving prejudicial treatment, unaccompanied Italian children met with 

derision and suspicion. The Castle Garden era marked the first moral panic in the press around 

unaccompanied children, the first recognition of unaccompanied children as a unique group by 

government authorities, and the first time this group faced targeted restrictions—all features that 

would continue in the coming years. 

 When the federal government assumed control of the immigration apparatus in the 1890s, 

authorities in the newly created Bureau of Immigration continued many of the same practices 

and beliefs surrounding unaccompanied child immigration developed at Castle Garden. Chapter 

2 examines the development of what I term “infrastructures of care,” a nationwide public-private 

network of caregivers that the federal government facilitated and relied upon to ensure the safe 

passage of unaccompanied children. Staffed by matrons, or government-employed women who 
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tended to detained immigrants, and transportation workers who shepherded the children to inland 

destinations via railroads and steamships—and supported by the unpaid labor of Good 

Samaritans whom aided and comforted children along the way—these care networks illustrate 

that unaccompanied child migration continued to be an acceptable form travel at the dawn of the 

twentieth century. But while federal officials expected and readily assisted most unaccompanied 

children, especially those coming from England, Ireland, Germany, and other northern European 

populations classified as “Old Stock” races, not all children received such succor. Chinese 

children faced a near-blanket exclusion, and Filipino boys who returned with their erstwhile 

liberators in the wake of the Spanish-American War experienced discrimination within their new 

communities. This initial era of federal immigration control was not an “open door” for all 

unaccompanied children. 

 Chapter 3 traces the ignoble rise of the first federal restrictions on unaccompanied child 

migration, as the prejudices of a single authority shaped the creation of this nationwide law. 

Beginning in 1903, Boston’s immigration commissioner embarked on a personal crusade to 

curtail the migration of unaccompanied Greek boys, many of whom labored in cities as 

bootblacks. Like the Italian padrone crisis in 1870s New York, newspapers printed sensational 

stories about degraded families who thought little of selling their sons into “white slavery,” and 

spread fear that these boys from broken homes would inevitably bring in criminality and vice. 

But even though investigations revealed that many of the boys truly were engaging in 

nontraditional family formation by seeking to make new lives with relatives living in the U.S.—

and uncovered how the Boston commissioner held extremely racist views against all Greek 

immigrants—the moral panic triggered by the national press encouraged legislators to codify the 

first federal restrictions on unaccompanied child migration in the Immigration Act of 1907.  
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 Chapter 4 explores the first decade of restrictions on unaccompanied child migration, 

which was marked by race-based discrepancies in exclusions and deportation cases against such 

children. Under the discretionary powers enshrined in top Bureau officials, immigration 

authorities extended leniency in enforcing the new regulations to admit unaccompanied children 

hailing from Germany, Scandinavia, and the British Isles. However, these same officials often 

halted the immigration of “undesirable” Greek, Italian, Jewish, Slavic, and Syrian children, as 

those tasked with adjudicating these children’s cases were influenced by ideologies like eugenics 

and Anglo-Saxon superiority and racialized these children as latent criminals who would degrade 

the “American race.” But unaccompanied children, their families, and their advocates pushed 

back against these inequitable restrictions. Through mutual aid organizations, media pressure, 

and direct lobbying of legislators, these groups successfully achieved a liberalization of the law. 

 Finally, chapter 5 examines how upheavals in the wake of the First World War brought 

about a unique case of unaccompanied children, as orphaned French and Belgian boys who 

served as military “mascots” stowed away on returning troopships, enticed by promises of their 

“Doughboy Daddies” to support them in the United States. Even though these unaccompanied 

child stowaways clearly should have been disbarred from entry, as they were destitute and not 

coming to close relatives, the Bureau was willing to waive regulations for these northern 

European children. Newspapers heralded the mascots’ admission as shining examples of future 

American citizens, held in stark contrast to the “flood” of anarchists and radical immigrants sure 

to overwhelm the nation now that armed hostilities had ceased. But by letting down the barriers 

meant to shield children from exploitation and abuse, the Bureau exposed these children to just 

that. In this final media frenzy over unaccompanied immigrant children before the passage of 
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quota laws reshaped the American immigration apparatus, we can see how the double-edged 

sword of discrimination can harm the beneficiaries of privileged treatment in unexpected ways. 

In the opening decades of the twenty-first century, the United States grappled with 

several “crises” involving unaccompanied children at its borders. Just like the unaccompanied 

children of the past, these young people likely traveled to rejoin family already living in the U.S., 

or family members bade them to journey northward in order to escape violence and hardship at 

home. While modern sensibilities may be shocked by the thought of children embarking on 

treacherous migrations alone, Americans have faced such children before. This dissertation 

uncovers the roots of disparate treatment towards unaccompanied immigrant children in the 

United States to understand why the nation met some of these children with succor and others 

with scorn. 
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Chapter 1 “Little Darlings from Over the Sea”: State-level Regulation of Unaccompanied 
Immigrant Children at New York’s Castle Garden, 1847-1891 

 
Catherine and Esther Burke sat with clasped hands together on a westbound train, with a 

small satchel at their feet containing their only belongings. Attached to the little bundle was a 

note displaying the girls’ names and “children of Patrick Burke, 83 Martin Street, Cincinnati.” 

Although they were only five and six years old when they departed Liverpool in August 1883, 

the ship manifest reveals that the sisters traveled across the Atlantic by themselves.23 Catherine 

and Esther were two of more than 570 unaccompanied children who landed that year at Castle 

Garden, the immigration station at the southern tip of Manhattan managed by the state of New 

York.24 But unlike the hundreds of children traveling alone, these sisters caught the attention of a 

journalist, and within days, multiple newspapers printed reports of these “little travelers [who] 

were rosy cheeked and wore fob caps,” or as the Boston Globe deemed the pair, “infants 

voyaging over the ocean.” According to the Chicago Tribune, “They were entirely alone [and] 

could not tell where they came from nor whither they were going.” Fellow passengers told the 

Tribune that “they were handsome little girls, with wholesome complexions and clear bright 

eyes, but with sadly soiled clothing, showing the lack of a mother's attention.” The children’s 

father paid a steamship agent $35 to facilitate all aspects of their travels and ensure “the long 

journey was made without mishap,” while sheer luck had placed “some sympathetic woman” 

willing to attend to the girls on board their same train. For Catherine and Esther’s final leg of 

their travels, an omnibus drove them to their father’s home. But Patrick Burke, a coal yard 

 
23 Manifest of Passengers on the City of Paris, landed at the port of New York on 11 Aug 1883, page 4, lines 23-
24. New York, U.S., Arriving Passenger and Crew Lists (including Castle Garden and Ellis Island), 1820-1957 
[database on-line]. Ancestry.com. 
24 Annual Report of the Commissioners of Emigration of the State of New York for the Year Ending December 31, 
1883 (New York, 1884), 11. For more on Castle Garden, see Brendan O’Malley, “Protecting the Stranger: The 
Origins of US Immigration Regulation in Nineteenth-Century New York” (Ph.D. diss., City University of New 
York, 2015); and George J. Svejda, Castle Garden as an Immigrant Depot, 1855-1890 (Washington, D.C.: Division 
of History, Office of Archaeology and Preservation, National Park Service, 1968). 
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laborer who had been in the country for four years, “was discovered to be a very cold, 

undemonstrative sort of parent. He scarcely noticed the little pilgrims and they fell to crying.”25 

The story of the Burke sisters illustrates the haphazard means of unaccompanied child migration 

in the nineteenth century, with few governmental supports or regulations, and dependent on 

support from transportation workers and fellow travelers, as well as the not-always-happy 

reunions between fragments of a family. We have no record of these girls’ backstory, no hint to 

their perspectives about the journey, no answers as to why they traveled alone or what happened 

to their mother. But from these media reports and the ship manifest, we see that these very young 

girls traveled alone, a process repeated by thousands of unaccompanied children long before 

1883, and one that continues to this day. 

Children and their parents typically stay together when migrating, but sometimes 

circumstances demand that a family separate, and children must travel by themselves. This 

unfortunate reality is difficult to fathom after a century of child protective measures and a now 

widespread recognition of dependent and sheltered childhoods, but it is a truth that has persisted 

from before the founding of the United States to today.26 Numerous factors contributed to the 

fraught decision of sending children to cross an ocean by themselves. Most often, parents 

immigrated first to earn money and establish a foothold, leaving the children with grandparents, 

aunts and uncles, or friends. Once the parents were able to procure enough funds to pay for their 

passage, the children were sent to rejoin the family, whether all the siblings at once, or one or 

two at a time. This micro chain migration allowed for large families to immigrate, even when 

 
25 "Infants Voyaging Over the Ocean," Boston Globe, 14 Aug 1883, 1; “Two Little Travelers,” Buffalo Evening 
News, 15 Aug 1883, 5; “Little Pilgrims,” Chicago Tribune, 17 Aug 1883, 7. 
26 See Susan J. Pearson, The Rights of the Defenseless: Protecting Animals and Children in Gilded Age America 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Paula S. Fass, The End of American Childhood: A History of 
Parenting from Life on the Frontier to the Managed Child (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016). 
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they could not afford tickets for everyone at the same time. Another reason children migrated by 

themselves was due to the death of parents or guardians; the orphaned children must then be sent 

to next closest family member who already immigrated, such as an older sibling or an aunt or 

uncle. Unaccompanied child migration could be caused by traditional “push factors” of 

emigration—such as fleeing poverty, violence, or oppression—but for financial limitations or 

expediency’s sake, children left without their parents. And finally, sometimes the decision to 

migrate alone came from the children themselves; young people unsatisfied with their current lot 

looking to start life completely anew. Modern minds must remember that a young immigrant 

might not have seen themselves as a child, but instead as a thirteen-year-old worker. Such 

migrants were not helpless children, but youthful laborers who toiled to make money for 

themselves and to support the family back home. These teenaged immigrants occupied a liminal 

age, caught between conflicting societal beliefs of vulnerability and contributors, as the idea of a 

protected childhood gained traction and greater chronological reach differently across cultures.27 

The successful endeavor of unaccompanied child migration depended on support from 

others. For decades, government officials, shipping company employees, and fellow travelers 

endeavored to assist these vulnerable immigrants. Often, these children traveled in pairs or 

groups, with an older sister or brother in charge of the younger siblings. Traveling together like 

this lent emotional support on a perilous journey, as well as extra sets of hands and eyes to ward 

off unscrupulous thieves and scammers. But whether in a group or traveling completely alone, 

children depended on the assistance of unknown adults. Thousands of children survived the 

Atlantic crossing without their parents because kind strangers acted as their temporary guardians, 

as society recognized and accepted the occasional necessity of this practice. 

 
27 I have employed the past tense, as this is a history dissertation, but I do not want to obscure the reality that each of 
these named causes continue to spur unaccompanied child migration today. 
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But in the closing years of the nineteenth century, officials changed their view on 

unaccompanied child migration. Where once this form of movement was an unfortunate, yet 

legitimate form of international travel in which vulnerable children were subjected to whims of 

fate and dependent on random acts of kindness, it now became a phenomenon whose problems 

needed to be mitigated through state-supported interventions. Just as governments slowly began 

to assert more influence in the lives of children during this era, officials at Castle Garden, the 

first immigration depot in the United States, devised new ways of protecting and caring for 

children who traveled without their parents; however, with this transformation came racialized 

policing. An influx of Italian child street musicians startled New Yorkers, sparking nationwide 

investigations and a reexamination of unaccompanied child migration. The ensuing media 

hysteria and moral panic fed fears of racial degradation by Italians importing “white slavery,” 

which in turn pathologized children traveling without their parents—these children were 

unaccompanied not due to excusable circumstances, but because of broken families and parental 

wrongs. And as telegraph dispatches spread the sensational reporting from New York papers 

across the country, such children became a vector of hatred directed against the “Italian race,” 

used as proof of their depraved state and fodder for nativist sentiment and exclusionary laws.  

The regulations surrounding unaccompanied children at Castle Garden set a precedent of 

broad discretionary powers granted to individual immigration authorities and of bureaucrats 

deciding what is the “best interests” of migrant children and families; such a precedent would 

continue to shape federal law in ensuing years. These state-level immigration officials had 

sweeping authority in their discretionary powers, as individuals could detain children and decide 

to deport them. Much of this adjudicating was based on subjective interpretation of 

immigrants—and as these men were mere mortals, their weighty decisions were rooted in 
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personal biases and prejudices, and their prejudices could be enflamed by contemporary media 

sensations. As scholars Hidetaka Hirota and Anna O. Law have shown, regulations implemented 

by state-level immigration authorities laid the framework for ensuing federal immigration.28 

Thus, to understand how federal law surrounding unaccompanied immigrant children developed, 

we must examine the policy precursors implemented at Castle Garden. 

This chapter draws from hundreds of newspaper articles, documents from the New York 

State Board of the Commissioners of Emigration, reports from philanthropic and child protective 

organizations, and cultural portrayals of these children in art, literature, and the popular press. 

Unfortunately, most records from Castle Garden were destroyed by fire, first at Ellis Island 

where the records were stored after the federal government took charge of immigration 

apparatuses, and then again in the Albany state house archives.29 Therefore, the rich testimony 

from child immigrants that fill this dissertation’s later chapters on the federal era are absent here. 

Nevertheless, this chapter examines the early history of unaccompanied child migrations through 

popular portrayals of this unique form of travel. Mass media like the New York Times and 

Harper’s Weekly shaped conceptions of unaccompanied child migration, and the tropes 

circulated by these outlets shaped how officials enforced policies regarding these children.  

Unaccompanied child migration occurs because sometimes families must grapple with a 

cruel calculus of separation, and sometimes children must take enormous leaps for their own 

survival. Whether due to dangerous conditions in their homeland, or because circumstances of 

family poverty and death force children to be torn asunder from the typical family construction, 

 
28 Hidetaka Hirota, Expelling the Poor: Atlantic Seaboard States & the 19th-Century Origins of American 
Immigration Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017); Anna O. Law, “Lunatics, Idiots, Paupers, and 
Negro Seamen—Immigration Federalism and the Early American State,” Studies in American Political 
Development 28, no. 2 (October 2014): 107-128. For more on how individual officials’ actions shaped immigration 
policy implementation, see S. Deborah Kang, The INS on the Line: Making Immigration Law on the US-Mexican 
Border, 1917-1954 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
29 See “Ellis Island Ablaze,” New York Times, 15 June 1897, 1.   
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unaccompanied children have braved perilous journeys in search of a better life. For decades, 

American immigration officials recognized these truths and assisted young sojourners in ad hoc 

fashions. But as this form of migration grew into a problem that required government regulation, 

the discretionary powers granted to immigration officials initiated a system inextricable from 

individual officers’ prejudices and the influence of media stereotypes.  

Early History of Unaccompanied Child Migration 

Unaccompanied children arrived on American shores long before the United States 

republic existed. In 1618, the City of London sent one hundred destitute boys and girls 

unaccompanied to Jamestown “for the better supply of the colony,” at the request of the Virginia 

Company. Over a dozen children traveled without their parents on the Mayflower, including the 

four More siblings, aged 8 to 4, whose father suspected that they were conceived through 

adultery and therefore bound them as servants to the departing Puritans. These young sojourners 

were the first of many poor children without prospects who were indentured—either by 

themselves, their relatives, or their appointed guardians—to pay for passage to the New World.30 

Additionally, an untold number of African children were forced to cross the Atlantic after 

enslavers stole them away from families. Even after the U.S. Constitution prohibited the further 

importation of slaves in 1808, interstate sales and relocations caused the rending of enslaved 

children from their parents.31 In the first century since national inception, countless thousands of 

unaccompanied children journeyed to American shores. 

 
30 David Lindsay, Mayflower Bastard: A Stranger Among the Pilgrims (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2002); Ruth 
Wallis Herndon and John E. Murray, eds., Children Bound to Labor: The Pauper Apprentice System in Early 
America (Cornell University Press, 2009); Gordon Lynch, Remembering Child Migration: Faith, Nation-Building 
and the Wounds of Charity (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016). See also the Scottish memoirist Peter Williamson, also 
known as “Indian Peter” for his time spent with Native Americans. He was kidnapped as a child while playing along 
the Aberdeen docks and was sold as an indentured servant in Philadelphia in 1743. 
31 For instance, Olaudah Equiano wrote about the pain of being ripped from his parents and his home as a child.  



 
 

25 

We can glimpse the experiences of this unique class of travelers by examining the 

migration records and media reports out of New York City, the largest entry point for immigrants 

to the United States in the nineteenth century. The state of New York established the 

Commissioners of Emigration in 1847 to streamline the landing process and assist immigrants. 

Before a permanent headquarters could be established, the Commissioners leased an old carriage 

house on Canal Street, near the southern tip of Manhattan Island. The first floor was an 

“intelligence office” that shared information with immigrants and often acted as a sort of labor 

exchange. One important task of this office was to help newcomers in locating their friends and 

relations already established in the United States, a charge that included reuniting hundreds, 

sometimes thousands, of unaccompanied children with their families every year, as illustrated in 

the tables below.32 

The Commissioners’ Intelligence Office sometimes delivered unfortunate news about 

children traveling alone. One such tragedy occurred in 1854 when the emigrant ship Harvest 

sailed through a hurricane on its way to New York from Liverpool; the New York Tribune 

published a story about the heartrending consequences of this storm. Mrs. Whalon, a “good 

looking Irish woman of about thirty-five” visited the office of the Commissioners of Emigration, 

frantic that the children whom she was expecting to meet were nowhere to be found, even though 

the ship had arrived in port. The clerk reportedly said, “my good woman, you should have 

informed us before the ship arrived, and then we would have cared for them, until you came.” 

After all, “she must have expected that they would necessarily be exposed to many dangers, 

coming alone and unbefriended as they were,” but he assured her they would be located. Mrs. 

Whalon described how she left her husband and three older children at their home in Vermont, 

 
32 Brendan O’Malley, “Protecting the Stranger,” Chapters 1-2. 
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so that she could travel to New York City “to meet her other little ones from the old country,” 

John, Annie, and Katie, aged 13, 11, and 9 respectively. The family could not afford passage for 

everyone when they first immigrated, and she explained (in the Tribune’s attempt to capture in 

print her Irish brogue) that she had been “scraping and saving to bring out the others and every 

sthray sixpence I could airn I put away in the ould stocking, until I had enough to pay their way 

out here wid.” Although poverty forced this family separation, Mrs. Whalon declared that “niver 

an hour since that I didn’t, in me heart, pray to the Blessed Virgin to kape thim from har-rm.” 

The clerk told the Tribune reporter that he readily found the children’s names on the ship 

manifest, “but my heart almost turned to ice when I saw written against the name of each: 

washed overboard.” After divulging such unfathomable news to the mother, the official swore 

that he “shall never forget the fearful shriek that burst from her very heart as she looked at me 

with a kind of idiotic incredulity… She tore off her bonnet and shawl, and clutching her hair, 

pulled out handfuls of it by the roots as she bewailed her lost ones.”33 Such treacherous journeys 

undoubtedly led to the deaths of unaccompanied immigrant children throughout the century. 

In 1855, the Commissioners established an emigrant landing depot at Castle Garden, a 

circular sandstone building and former military fortification in Battery Park. This imposing new 

headquarters enabled officials to better screen immigrants and provide for vulnerable travelers, 

including children traveling without parental protection. The centralized location also facilitated 

better record keeping. The Commissioners of Emigration submitted annual reports to the New 

York state government which summarized that year’s immigration statistics, detailed their use of 

funds, and highlighted select anecdotes of good deeds and problems addressed. Beginning in 

1866, these reports also included a tally of the number of unaccompanied children assisted by the 

 
33 “A Scene in the Offices of the Commissioners of Emigration” New-York Tribune, 5 Oct 1854, 3. Original citation 
found in Brendan O’Malley, “Protecting the Stranger,” 100. 
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intelligence office, now known as the Information Bureau: among the passengers that year “who 

found their friends in this country through the agency of this office were ... 234 children under 

the age of 16 years, who had made the passage across the ocean either by themselves or in 

charge of other parties.”34 That number would exponentially increase as more children and their 

families utilized the services of the information bureau, peaking at 1869 with over 2,355 children 

arriving without their parents. Not included in these thousands are the countless more children 

who did not seek assistance from the office—those who found guardians awaiting them at the 

docks, who were assisted by an older sibling, and perhaps some who braved the city alone. These 

numbers provide quantitative proof that unaccompanied child migration was a near-daily 

occurrence in the United States, and that government officials thought this form of travel 

important enough to keep an annual tally. 

 

Table 1. Number of Unaccompanied Children Assisted by the Castle Garden  
Information Office, 1866-1873 

1866 234 

1867 684 

1868 1,701 

1869 2,355 

1870 672 

1871 761 

1872  Not enumerated this year 

1873 537 
Information found in the Annual Reports of the Commissioners of Emigration of the 

State of New York 
 

 
34 Annual Report of the Commissioners of Emigration of the State of New York for the Year 1866, 87. 
My profuse thanks to Hidetaka Hirota for sharing copies of select Annual Reports not available online. 
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While Castle Garden officials welcomed and aided unaccompanied children, these young 

travelers first had to reach New York Harbor. Thus, children migrating by themselves often 

relied on the kindness of strangers to help them survive the dangerous passage, as one article 

from the Irish Times illustrated. Three siblings, aged 11, 6, and 4, left their small hometown in 

County Mayo “with no earthly friend or protector in their company” on an itinerary that would 

transport them to Dublin, Liverpool, New York, and finally, on to their father in Chicago. 

Carrying only their passage tickets and ten shillings, these children, “alone, and unaided, 

shoeless and all but moneyless … undertook a journey which even a strong man with plenty of 

money in his pocket considers a serious one.” But fellow passengers on the train from Mayo to 

Dublin took pity on the children and provided them with food, warm clothing, and money, which 

“equipped them in somewhat better plight for their long journey.” The reporter noted that while 

this story might “sound incredible” to English readers, such an occurrence was not rare in 

Ireland: “In the twenty years that have now elapsed since the great famine, how many tiny 

emigrants of this sort have left their native villages, have faced the bewilderment of big, strange 

cities, the confusion of railway stations… the hardships of steamer's deck, of the steerage berths 

in the emigrant ship, the peril of being dropped clean out of human notice on their way?”35  

But depending on the benevolence of strangers who have little interest in the children’s 

wellbeing could have unfortunate consequences. In June 1873, David and Michael Horan, two 

Irish brothers aged 9 and 11 years old, were found wandering around the streets of Baltimore. 

“They spoke very bad English, and frightened at finding themselves unprotected in a strange 

city, gave way to tears,” reported the Baltimore Sun. Inquiries by the Hibernian Society, a mutual 

aid organization that assisted Irish immigrants, determined that after the boys’ arrival in New 

 
35 "Little Emigrants," reprinted in the Glasgow Herald, 11 Oct 1869, 4. 
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York, they were supposed to travel by train to Washington, D.C., where their father lived. But 

with no one chaperoning their travels, the brothers missed their transfer and had no idea what to 

do next. A flurry of telegrams between local priests, police departments, and steamship officials 

eventually located their father—and the multiple papers following the story, including a German 

press in Baltimore, rejoiced at the familial reunion. The steamship company agent who billeted 

the boys vented his frustrations in the Sun: “I had taken every precaution to have my little 

fellow-countrymen properly taken care of…How they came to be dropped at Baltimore is a 

mystery to me.” He assured readers that he “will have the matter brought before the 

commissioners of emigration, who are the parties to blame, if anybody is to blame in this case.”36 

While the Horan brothers eventually arrived in safety, their escapade highlights the multitude of 

dangers unaccompanied children faced when braving new worlds.  

Some children surreptitiously migrated by themselves as stowaways. The Richmond 

Dispatch reprinted a melodramatic article from the New York Sun about the discovery of a nine-

year-old stowaway on a Liverpool steamer. The ship’s first mate threatened to flog the young lad 

unless he confessed to which sailor was helping him hide, but the boy, “who had a beautiful 

sunny face, and eyes that looked like the very mirrors of truth,” replied that no one gave him 

assistance. His stepfather snuck him aboard because he could not afford to keep the boy nor to 

pay his passage to a well-off aunt, to whose house he was destined. But the mate did not believe 

the story, “in spite of the winning face and truthful accents of the boy. He had seen too much of 

stowaways to be easily deceived by them… The little fellow was very roughly handled in 

consequence… this poor waif whom society owned not, and whose own stepfather could not 

 
36 “Little Irish Immigrants Astray,” The Baltimore Sun, 19 Jun 1873, 1; "Suchen den Vater" (Search for Father), Der 
Deutsche Correspondent, 19 June 1873, 4; "The Little Irish Immigrants" Washington Evening Star, 21 June 1873, 1. 
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care for him.”37 Young stowaways are evidence that unaccompanied child migration also 

occurred when children took matters into their own hands, as was the case for nine-year-old 

Mary Nicholson. This girl from Glasgow explained that “as her mother was dead, and her father 

dealt harshly with her, she wanted to go to America to the home of some relations.” Mary was 

discovered before the steamer reached the open sea, so “the little wanderer was transferred” to a 

tugboat returning to port and sent back to her father. But Mary’s actions demonstrate that 

sometimes children themselves decided to migrate alone, wagering that undergoing a dangerous 

passage could be preferable to staying put in their unhappy situation.38 

The Commissioners were also tasked with caring for dependent children who lost their 

guardian along the journey; sometimes children started off traveling with their family, but 

tragedy struck along the way that transformed the young emigrants into unaccompanied children. 

The Commissioners’ 1867 Annual Report included an investigatory review of a tragedy on the 

German sailing ship Leibnitz, an overcrowded vessel on which dozens of passengers died of 

cholera and were buried at sea. As the Commissioners interviewed survivors in port, they 

inquired about a huddled group of little boys and girls. When asked where their parents were, the 

children “pointed to the ocean, with sobs and tears, and cried, ‘Down there!’"39 Another tragic 

occurrence featured a recently bereaved German widow who apparently threw herself overboard 

as the ship pulled into New York harbor, leaving six orphan children, “the oldest a girl of 12, and 

the youngest a baby of less than 2 years.” As the siblings “stood huddled together in the crowded 

rotunda crying bitterly,” Castle Garden Superintendent Henry J. Jackson telegraphed their uncle 

in Chicago to inquire if he would support them. If he would not, the Boston Weekly Globe noted, 

 
37 “A Real Hero—A Scene at Sea,” Richmond Dispatch, 17 April 1869, 4 
38 “A Young Female Stowaway,” Glasgow Herald, 3 June 1869, 7. 
39 Annual Report of the Commissioners of Emigration of the State of New York for the year… 1867, 108-109. 
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“the commissioners of emigration will be obliged to send them back to Europe as pauper 

emigrants.”40  

Thankfully, immigration officials were sometimes able to reunite accidentally 

unaccompanied children with misplaced family members, lending positive press to the 

authorities involved. The New York Times reported that Superintendent Jackson assisted a seven-

year-old Italian boy who arrived alone after his father “went ashore to purchase some 

necessities… just before the steamer sailed,” but did not return in time. Jackson telegraphed the 

boy’s uncle in Ohio requesting he provide for the child until his father could be located.41 In 

another instance, eight Irish children arrived “alone, destitute and ignorant as to where their 

friends in this country lived,” due to a misunderstanding during boarding that prevented their 

father from embarking. When the patriarch Mr. Fogarty landed a week later and inquired about 

his children with the information bureau, “in less than a minute afterward the family were 

reunited, crying, laughing, talking and showering blessings upon Secretary Jackson, who had so 

kindly taken care of them in the interval.”42  

Thousands of unaccompanied children traveled through the port of New York in the mid-

nineteenth century. These young travelers—mostly English, Irish, and German—evoked pity and 

assistance from good Samaritans. Contemporary media reports demonstrated a societal 

recognition that this form of migration was simply an unfortunate reality that befell some 

children and their families; due to poverty or death, families acquiesced to the impossibly cruel 

calculations of separated migration. These newspaper reports reveal that sympathetic strangers 

often assisted such children in their journeys to reunite or recreate their family, and government 

 
40 "Six Orphan Bohemians," Boston Weekly Globe, 23 Sep 1884, 1.  
41 “City and Suburban News,” New York Times, 13 Mar 1880, 8. 
42 "A Reunited Family" New York Tribune, 31 Oct 1882, 10. 
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officials facilitated, or at the very least, allowed this form of migration without interference. 

However, when Italians embarked on a new form of unaccompanied child migration in the 

ensuing decades, Americans responded with an entirely different point of view towards these 

young travelers. 

From “Black-Eyed Varlets” to “Little Slaves of the Harp”: The Italian Street Children Scandal 

In the mid-nineteenth century, thousands of Italian children left their homes to perform 

itinerate trades, including street minstrelsy, often under a bonded form of apprenticeship to 

bosses known as “padrones.” The padrone, or padroni, contract system remains a controversial 

topic; most contemporaries and modern historians decried the practice as corrupt and 

exploitative, while other scholars have argued for a more nuanced perspective, viewing the 

padrones as necessary labor brokers who facilitated transnational connections.43 While many 

historians who study the padrone system analyze the experience of adult immigrants, a few 

scholars have examined the lives of these Italian child street musicians. John E. Zucchi’s Little 

Slaves of the Harp traces the global migration of these young buskers, from the small villages of 

southern Italy to Paris, London, and New York, placing their story in the broader context of 

industrialization upheavals and debates about the “deserving poor.” More recently, Betsy Wood 

situates this episode in post-Civil War debates surrounding free and bonded child labor, 

connecting the media frenzy surrounding the Italian street musicians to discourse about recently 

emancipated Black children caught in forced apprenticeship to their former enslavers. Scholars 

have also studied how this moment rippled into cultural realms, as art historian Martha Hoppin 

 
43 Gunther Peck, Reinventing Free Labor: Padrones and Immigrant Workers in the North American West, 1880-
1930 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Alfred T. Banfield, “The Padrone, the Sojourners, and the 
Settlers: A Preface to the 'Little Italics' of Maine." Maine Historical Society Quarterly 31, no 3 (1992), 114-141; 
Luciano J. Iorizzo and Salvatore Mondello, The Italian Americans, 3rd ed. (Youngstown, NY: Cambria Press, 2006), 
chapter 10; Luciano J. Iorizzo, “The Padrone and Immigrant Distribution,” The Italian Experience in the United 
States, ed. Silvano M. Tomasi and Madeline H. Engel (New York: Center For Migration Studies, 1970), 43-75. 
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analyzes genre painter J.G. Brown’s sympathetic portraits of these street minstrels, and theatre 

historian Shauna Vey positions the crusade against Italian street musicians within broader efforts 

to regulate child performers.44 These scholars all contribute essential arguments regarding child 

labor, the urban/rural divide, ethnic and class discrimination, and the reform movements of this 

era. But we have yet to examine these children as vanguards of the Italian American experience: 

how the publicity surrounding their immigration and presence on city streets caused native-born 

Americans to reexamine Italians’ placement in the racial hierarchy, and how the sensationalized 

and prejudicial stories about broken Italian families who condoned such abusive treatment, 

generated in the New York press but spread across the country, contributed to anti-Italian bigotry 

and burgeoning nativism against the coming waves of “New Immigrants.” This chapter is also 

the first to analyze these children as harbingers of contrasting views of unaccompanied child 

migration, calling attention to how the portrayals of these children and their families 

pathologized the practice and the “unnatural” parents who sent them overseas. This controversy 

helped initiate the American tradition of disparate treatment of unaccompanied child migrants. 

For many New Yorkers, child street musicians were their first exposure to Italians. The 

New York Times noted in 1868, “few of our citizens know much about the Italian emigres, except 

when they listen to the little brown, black-eyed varlets that play on the violin and hand-organ.”45 

Indeed, according to the 1870 census, only 2,749 Italians lived in Manhattan. Additional New 

York Times articles from 1868 portrayed these children in a sympathetic light, noting that “Many 

 
44 John E. Zucchi, The Little Slaves of the Harp: Italian Child Street Musicians in Nineteenth-Century Paris, 
London, and New York (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1992); Betsy Wood, Upon the Altar of Work: 
Child Labor and the Rise of a New American Sectionalism (University of Illinois Press, 2020); Martha Hoppin, “The 
‘Little White Slaves’ of New York: Paintings of Child Street Musicians by J.G. Brown,” The American Art Journal 
26, no 1 (1994), 4-43; Shauna Vey, “Good Intentions and Fearsome Prejudice: New York‘s 1876 Act to Prevent and 
Punish Wrongs to Children,” Theatre Survey 42, no. 1 (2001): 53-68; See also, Linda Gordon’s analysis of the 
founding and workings of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in Boston in Heroes of Their Own 
Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence: Boston 1880-1960 (New York: Penguin Books, 1989). 
45 “Local Intelligence. Italians in New York—An Interesting Festival,” New York Times, 24 Oct 1868, 5. 
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persons in this City have noticed and pitied a number of little Italian boys that go from door to 

door playing the fiddle, and spend many of the night hours in the drinking saloons to play for the 

customers.” Such children were “brought to this country by older wanderers” and the Times 

recommended that police and philanthropists “do something to discourage any vicious 

employment of the children, and put them on a way of life more suited to this country and its 

ideas.”46 Such coverage conveyed a concerned curiosity about the young Italians, but nothing 

that put these children beyond the pale of future citizenry.   

Across the East River that same year, however, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle published a 

more sinister portrayal of these children’s presence in American metropolises. “The half-naked 

children who excite our compassion… are purposely got up in rags to excite sympathy. The 

cities have within a year or two been infested with swarms of Italian boys who play on harps and 

violins at all hours of the day and night.” The Eagle’s editors warned that the child musicians 

“are not working for themselves, but for cold-blooded speculators who have bought them from 

their parents in Italy, shipped them to this country like a cargo of Congo negroes, and sent them 

out to beg in our streets … There was nothing more degrading or brutal in negro slavery than the 

traffic in these little Italian musicians.” This bad-faith linkage of Italian child immigrants to the 

African slave trade continued throughout the screed: “They beg persistently and eagerly because 

they know that they must take home a certain sum every night or be beaten and starved by their 

relentless masters, who exercise a discipline more brutal than any slave driver on a cotton 

plantation ever attempted with a gang of negroes.” Just three years removed from the Civil War, 

the editorial hinted at some lingering resentment towards recently emancipated Black people and 

 
46 Roger Daniels, Coming to America: A History of Immigration and Ethnicity in American Life (New York: 
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their abolitionist allies: “Yet the philanthropists who are not satisfied with the abolition of 

slavery and the elevation of the negro to all the dignity and privileges of American citizenship, 

but still demand more for the colored man, are utterly indifferent to this phase of slavery in its 

worst form.” Finally, the Brooklyn Eagle foreshadowed restrictionist arguments about blocking 

certain ethnic groups for the supposed protection of society: “It is a matter that not only concerns 

these Italian boys, but the interest of the whole community. What kind of men are these boys 

likely to grow up into, trained as they are on the streets? … these little musical vagabonds should 

be arrested and dealt with as vagrants, both for their own sake and for the good of the 

community.”47 Such language demonstrates the fear and disgust felt by some Americans towards 

these young migrants. 

 The Brooklyn Daily Eagle was not the only institution making an explicit connection 

between Italian child musicians and “slavery,” as such language became a distinguishing feature 

of the discourse and media coverage surrounding these young immigrants.48 Charles Loring 

Brace, founder of the Children’s Aid Society, initiated a crusade against the “Italian slave trade” 

and frequently wrote letters to newspaper editors demanding more action from municipal 

authorities. In 1869, the New York Herald praised his work in attacking “the white slavery into 

which the little Italian boys that are so numerous on our streets are put after landing in this 

country,” and printed Brace’s accusation that agents in “Naples and Southern Italy… purchase 

these poor children from their brutal parents” and doom the children to a life of vagrancy in 

service to “their cruel masters.”49  

 
47 “Street Begging,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 15 Dec 1868, 2. 
48 The historiography on white slavery has focused on the “gendered” turn, as the language shifted from discussing 
wage labor to sex work, such as Gunther Peck, “Feminizing White Slavery in the United States: Marcus Braun and 
the Transnational Traffic in White Bodies, 1890-1910,” in Workers Across the Americas: The Transnational Turn in 
Labor History, ed. Leon Fink (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 221-244. My research demonstrates that 
an application of this “white slave” moniker to Italian children occurred long before this shift. 
49 “The Voice of the People—The Little Italian Boys,” New York Herald, 10 May 1869, 10. 
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The comparisons of Italian street child musicians to slavery would reach a fever pitch in 

the 1870s. In March 1871, the Chicago Tribune suggested a slave trade in reporting that the 

“traffic in little Italian boys [was] brisker than ever before,”50 and by 1872, even the once 

sympathetic New York Times pivoted in its coverage of these children to embrace the white slave 

conventions: “It must be understood that this traffic in children is as absolute a slave-trade as 

ever existed down South, and is in its details infinitely more repulsive.” Already forgetting New 

York’s central role in American slavery,51 the Times blamed immigrants for this continuation of 

forced labor: “It is the misfortune of America that the opportunities of gaining wealth which it 

affords to everyone, have tempted to this Continent hundreds of thousands of people who are 

incapable of comprehending our civilization or profiting by our institutions” as evidenced by the 

Italian men who forced children to “beg in the streets and restaurants under pretense of playing 

musical instruments… with tears of torture trickling down their brown, innocent faces.”52 

Indeed, there were startling similarities between the treatment of these Italian children and the 

trappings of slavery in the American South, such as ads promising a reward for the capture of 

runaways and reports detailed the torture and branding of children by their masters.53 And as the 

legally sanctioned enslavement of Black people in the United States was just a few years 

removed from these reports, with debates about emancipation and civil rights still raging during 

Reconstruction, such discourse was fresh in the American minds.54  

Racial ideology was also a key factor to this coverage; by linking Italians to slavery, such 

language served to degrade this “race” and highlight their questionable position in white society. 

 
50 “Miscellaneous,” Chicago Tribune, 18 March 1871, 2. 
51 New Yorkers even helped expand the slave trade in Cuba, see John Harris, The Last Slave Ships: New York and 
the End of the Middle Passage (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020). 
52 “The Italian Slave-Trade: How Boy Musicians are Entrapped and Imported,” New York Times, 7 July 1872, 3. 
53 “$30 Reward—LOST, TWO ITALIAN BOYS,” New York Herald, 7 May 1869, 9; Zucchi, Chapter 4. 
54 “White Slavery,” Cincinnati Enquirer, 10 Sept 1872, 10. 
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Newspaper reports about the Italian street children frequently commented on their phenotype: 

describing a boy’s “dark olive complexion” and “flat nose,” or “Two swarthy, gypsy-like little 

girls” with “tawny” skin, “black, piercing eyes and heavy wreaths of coarse black hair.” Another 

article explicitly compared Italians to nomadic peoples of Arabia and the Sahara Desert: “In the 

Southern part of Italy many of the peasantry are below the intelligence of the Bedouins.”55 As 

John Zucchi has noted, southern Italians began to immigrate to the United States in the 1860s 

and rapidly surpassed the arrival rates of the lighter-featured northern Italians. Indeed, by 

January 1873, the New York Times noted the “influx of Italians” from Naples, predicting that 

“the tide… promises to steadily increase in volume and rapidity” as the “shiploads of superfluous 

humanity” would soon complete the “Italian invasion of New York.” Perhaps it was not a 

coincidence that this racialized language and angry reaction to Italian street children coincided 

with a “darkening” of the Italian community.56 

But any nuanced portrayals ceased in the summer of 1873, as a media frenzy around 

Italian street musicians and their padrone masters captured the public’s attention. That June, the 

New York Times published a pathetic tale about a young Italian boy named Joseph who ran away 

to Central Park to escape his brutal padrone, igniting weeks of front-page coverage in the Times 

and other New York papers. Telegraph dispatches spread the padrone crisis nationwide, as 

newspapers large and small, from the San Francisco Examiner to the Kansas Tribune, reprinted 

and repurposed the content of padrone exposés crafted by Times reporters prowling around 

Italian tenements throughout the Five Points neighborhood.57 As John Zucchi noted, these 
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reports were literally “sensational” as the stories documented in minute detail the pitiful sights of 

the padrone “dens:” dark, cramped tenement rooms choked with the stifling smells of garlic, 

sweat, and macaroni. The New York Times and other newspapers supplemented these 

“investigations” with accusatory letters from the fascinating schemer and controversial political 

figure Celso Cesare Moreno, who contemporaries saw as either a hero or a “scoundrel.” These 

screeds blamed the Italian consul for failing to stop this “infamous traffic” and challenged 

Americans to enact some sort of change.58 The Times echoed this call to action, and wondered 

how was it possible that “the world had given up stealing men from the African coast, only to 

kidnap children from Italy, and that the auction block for negroes had been overturned in the 

Southern States only to be set up again for white infants in New York.”59  

While padrone “bosses” received the press’s harshest invective, many articles were also 

fiercely critical of Italian parents. These stories berated the greedy, “unnatural” mothers and 

fathers who apprenticed their children. For instance, the Boston Globe decried the fact that such 

“parents were willing to part with them for a term of years, for a paltry pittance." The New York 

Tribune wrote, “parents have not scrupled to sell their offspring into a degrading bondage that 

they might be shipped out of the country and brought up” as beggars, while the New York 

Evening Post argued that the parents of these “helpless mortals… are glad to sell them” to “the 

worst of slave-masters.” The Cincinnati Enquirer claimed that the apprenticeship contracts were 

“a formality entered into merely” so that “indifferent” parents could “shield their consciences” 

instead of “selling their children outright.” One Pennsylvania paper described how a padrone 

duped “the peasant and ignorant villagers” who resided around Naples “to entertain favorably the 

 
58 Rudolph J. Vecoli and Francesco Durante, Oh Capitano!: Celso Cesare Moreno—Adventurer, Cheater, and 
Scoundrel on Four Continents (Fordham University Press, 2008). In this book’s introduction, Donna R. Gabaccia 
wonders if Moreno was a sociopath. Moreno later served jail time for libel against an Italian diplomat. 
59 “Slavery of the Street Minstrels,” New York Times, 18 June 1873, 4; Zucchi, Little Slaves of the Harp, 8, chap. 4. 
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unnatural proposition… to take the children to America.” He first showered the poor family with 

flattery and empty promises about assured riches to be had in New York, and then paid “$40 or 

$50 to the father upon his signing an indenture abandoning all claims upon them. … After a long 

trip in the steerage of a sailing vessel, the unfortunate children land at Castle Garden. As the 

parents never hear from them again, they do not know whether they are doing well or not.” 

Rescued children reportedly “lamented that their parents had ever sent them so far away to serve 

such cruel people,” a hatred dramatized in the story of a consumptive Italian street musician’s 

last words, printed in the New York Times: “when his only friend asked him to pray, ‘God bless 

mother,’ he raised his head fiercely, whispered, ‘She sold me,’ and fell back dead.” In this 

framing, these children were forced to travel without their parents not because of unfortunate 

circumstances, but from unconscionable greed—and therefore, their migration was illegitimate.60  

 
60 "Romagnani's Serfs," New York Herald, 27 Feb 1879, 8; “Connecticut Slaves,” Boston Globe, 25 July 1873, 1; 
New York Tribune, 12 July 1870, 4; "Midnight Doings in New York--Abuse of Boys," New York Evening Post, 23 
Mar 1868, 2; "White Slavery," Cincinnati Enquirer, 10 Sep 1872, 10; "White Slave Trade," The Jeffersonian 
[Stroudsburg, PA], 26 Dec 1872, 1; “The Italian Slave Trade,” New York Times, 7 July 1872, 3. 

Figure 1.1. A Padrone Propositions Parents to Send Their Children to America. Detail from illustration 
in “Italian Minstrel Boys and their Masters,” Harper’s Weekly 17, no. 845 (8 Mar 1873): 188. 
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Popular magazines like Harper’s Weekly added vivid imagery to the moral panic. One 

evocative engraving (figure 1.2) of a barebacked boy’s whipping supposedly illustrated how the 

children “are subjected to cruel punishments during their training for the street, and the lash is 

freely used if they fail to satisfy the demands of their inhuman task-masters. The existence of this 

white slavery is a disgrace to American Christianity and civilization, and stringent measures 

should be taken for its abolishment.” The cover of another Harper’s Weekly issue (figure 1.3) 

made explicit comparisons between Black and Italian children: “The sad-faced young 

musicians…enjoy far less freedom than the gay young ‘contraband’ who is dancing to their 

music.”61 These racially evocative and viscerally charged illustrations helped create memorable 

tropes of heartless parents, suffering children, and villainous Italian padrones.  

 
61 “The Italian Boys,” Harper’s Weekly 17, no. 872 (13 Sept 1873): 802; “Bond and Free,” Harper’s Weekly 17, no. 
887 (27 Dec 1873): 1158. 

6� |�37(0
%(5

�� ��

���

��@

+
$53(5
V

:
((./<�

�
��� 4

_

i ________yŁ¿_���Ł¿��

�

�

�

V
�

�
�(�

���

>
���|Ł|YDŁ|J6-૱ૺ,122+�Ò1,1,:+,�*,+,�%,26&++2(/5,2-�;,;,2$$$*,11,�6.2ள/1:,7:$/,*++,�

_

����
ŁDH

|U

�

�
ૻ

|
��

+


a
a
�

|||

Figure 1.2. "Tortures of the Training Room." Illustration from Harper’s Weekly 17, no. 872 (13 Sep 
1873): 801. 
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Figure 1.3. "Bond and Free." Illustration from Harper’s Weekly 17, no 887 (27 Dec 1873): 1. 
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Southern newspapers reveled in the news, this apparent proof of northern hypocrisy. “The 

whole North made war upon us because the South owned slaves. That land of piety and pretense 

was horrified at the great crime,” the Raleigh Weekly Sentinel wrote. “And yet after the bloody 

war, there has been brought to us by telegraph the unpleasant and almost incredible news that in 

the great commercial center--in New York--over seven thousand little children have been sold 

who had been previously kidnapped in Italy.” The indignant article continued, “When an Italian 

girl is ‘exceptionally pretty’ she sells for more than the others. We all know what that means…. 

We fear that land of Sodom is incurable.”62  One Nashville paper described how a police raid on 

a padrone den in New York City reportedly “found 150 children in each room… In some cases, 

the children were marked by the padrones by branding on the cheek, lip, or ears.” That same 

paper also reprinted a New York Tribune story about padrones and Italian children under the 

headline: “A Few Facts for the Garrisons, the Phillipses, and Others of their Ilk," inquiring why 

abolitionists like William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips sought the emancipation of 

enslaved Black people but refused to attend to the plight of the white slaves, these “unfortunate 

children landed at Castle Garden.”63  

The stories of Italian slave children also spread westward. The Weekly Caucasian in 

Lexington, Missouri, followed these stories with relish and added its own editorializing to the 

reprinted articles regarding these shameful Yankees.64 In 1877, a paper in Helena, Montana 

claimed, “The evidence is strong that the Italian child traffic is far more disgusting and brutal 

than African slavery.”65 A newspaper in Oregon wrote about a “regular and organized business” 

 
62 “Children Sold Into Slavery," the (Raleigh, NC) Weekly Sentinel, 24 June 1873, 2. 
63 “Branding Italian Slaves,” Nashville Union and American, 22 Aug 1873, 1; "White Slave Trade," Nashville Union 
and American, 22 Dec 1872, 1, reprint from the New York Tribune. 
64 The Weekly Caucasian is described by the Library of Congress’s digitized newspaper database Chronicling 
America as “Pro-White, Pro-South.” Just a few minutes of browsing through the issues reveal conspiracy theories 
and racists screeds, like a QAnon message board precursor: https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn85033995/. 
65 The (Helena, MT) Independent-Record, 14 July 1877, 2. 
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regarding the “enslavement” of Italian children and charged that “a large majority of the Italians 

in the Eastern cities, who are even in moderate circumstances, have respectively one or more of 

these children whom they treat in all respects as slaves.”66 The prejudice and racism germinated 

by the New York press was thus recreated in the West, and it was used to seed nascent nativism 

and conspiracy theories of racial degradation nationwide. 

Newspapers compared these children to another ethnic group associated with “slavery” in 

American minds—the Chinese. “Between the Chinese serfs in San Francisco and the Italian 

slaves in New York,” the Missouri Republican noted that the emancipation crusade continued in 

American journalism, as “some of the New York papers are now specially devoting their 

attention to the musically-minded and macaronically bred Italians who ply their calling and eat 

their meals in the streets.”67 The Weekly Caucasian reported on the “number of children are held 

in Oriental bondage in New York.”68 Such schemas continued for years after the initial media 

hysteria first broke. In 1879, the New York Herald continued to print racist vitriol: “The Chinese 

are blessings to society compared with the padrones and the ignorant, hardened vagabonds that 

the Italian children become by the time they reach their majority.”69 

The intense media coverage sparked action from community groups and government 

officials. Local Italian voluntary associations organized petitions and penned letters demanding 

reforms. Some papers praised reports that the “better class of the Italians themselves have 

promised to take hold of the matter,” and called on their countrymen to denounce and distance 

themselves from this criminal element, a refrain all too familiar for immigrant communities from 

 
66 "The Enslavement of the Italian Children," Corvallis (OR) Gazette-Times, 26 July 1873, 2. 
67 "Street-Opera Children," Missouri Republican, 24 Jun 1873, 4 
68 Weekly Caucasian (Lexington, MO), 26 July 1873, 2 
69 "White Slaves," New York Daily Herald, 18 March 1879, 6. 
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ethnic groups demonized in some American circles.70 In February 1874, the New York State 

Assembly considered the bill “An Act to Prevent the Traffic in Italian and Other Children,” 

which sought to punish any person “who shall sell, apprentice, or… let out” children “to any 

Italian or other person…for singing, playing on musical instruments, rope walking, dancing, 

blacking boots, selling newspapers, begging, stealing, peddling, or any mendicant or wandering 

business.” As historian Shauna Vey argued, the specific identification of one ethnicity illustrates 

that the bill’s framers were targeting “the activities of a particular class of immigrants.” While 

this state legislation bill failed, the United States Congress succeeded in passing a law that 

targeted the dreaded padrones. Spurred on by the relentless lobbying of Celso Caesar Moreno, 

who wrote to the aging Senator Charles Sumner, “You, the Moses of the late slaves in the 

Southern States, why do you not raise your powerful voice in behalf of the oppressed and 

defenseless infantile humanity?” and claimed that 17,000 Italian children across the United 

States were kept “in the most abject slavery, and subject to the most cruel treatment,” Congress 

passed this anti-padrone legislation in June 1874. Popularly known as the “Padrone Act,” the law 

made it a felony to “inveigle” or “forcibly kidnap” someone from another country with the 

intention of bringing them to the United States. However, it was not until 1880 that anyone was 

convicted under the law.71  

As legislatures and reformers targeted adult padrones and the practice of street 

minstrelsy, some in the press argued that the real need for reform laid in immigration restrictions. 

The Brooklyn Daily Eagle praised the aforementioned actions, but argued that “It is at Castle 

Garden, however, the preliminary steps needed to protect these children should be taken. Some 

 
70 “The Italian Children,” New York Times, 24 June 1873, 5; "The Italian-Slave Crusade" (St. Louis) Missouri 
Republican, 14 July 1873, 4. For instance, Muslim Americans after 9/11/01 and Japanese Americans during WWII. 
71 Vey, “Good Intentions,” 59; Zucchi, Little Slaves of the Harp, 138. 
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safeguards… might surely be laid there.” In foreshadowing the regulations that would indeed be 

instituted in the next decade, the paper noted that “proper certificates from known persons could 

easily be exacted ere the children were permitted to go under any man’s care; and when no man 

came the State could intervene and protect.” The New York Times also called for action against 

“the vessels bringing these infants to our port” and noted the “disgrace” that hundreds “of these 

unhappy children have been brought to our shores.” The New Orleans Republican, while holding 

the party line of encouraging immigration, expressed some ambivalence towards this openness: 

“We welcome immigration, and tender to all the world the protection of our institutions, but it is 

a very sad return for this hospitality when such a practice as child stealing and slavery is 

imported under the broad invitation.” One Pennsylvania paper occupied the middle ground, 

arguing that these children “invariably become a public charge as vagabonds and itinerants” and 

therefore if only the current law limiting pauper migration “was enforced, the importation of 

infants would soon cease.” Even as immigration restriction remained nascent in the latter half of 

the nineteenth century, some Americans felt that limiting the admission of unaccompanied 

children was one way to staunch the landing of so-called undesirables who supposedly degrade 

the American populace. “The terrible state of brutishness in which both the white masters and the 

white slaves live in is a disgrace to a civilized community, and the only consolation in the matter 

is that at all events none of them are Americans,” wrote the Brooklyn Daily Eagle in another 

article lambasting the Italian children and their padrones, warning of a coming crush of “these 

people on our borders, and it behooves our authorities to take action regarding them in some way 

or other.”72 

 
72 “The Italian Children—A Bill for Their Protection,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 5 Mar 1874, 2; “Slavery of the Street 
Minstrels,” New York Times, 18 Jun 1873, 4; "Italian Slave Trade," New Orleans Republican, 22 Jun 1873, 4; 
“Kidnapped Children,” The Jeffersonian (Stroudsburg, PA), 3 Jul 1873, 1; "Padroni," Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 23 Feb 
1874, 3. 
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 And yet, despite the agitation and proposed legislation, some observers began to question 

the accepted narratives regarding Italian children. The Missouri Republican out of St. Louis 

argued that reports of 7,000 enslaved Italian children roaming the streets was a “doubtless 

exaggeration,” as “the New York papers get up a sensation every now and then about the little 

‘Italian slaves.’”73 Others noted that the Italian parents who sent their children abroad entered 

labor contracts voluntarily; after all, apprenticeship and bound labor for children had long history 

in the United States.74 Even the New York Times began to hedge on some of its most outlandish 

and sensational claims in 1874: “The so-called little ‘Italian slaves’ are, in fact, neither 

‘inveigled,’ nor ‘forcibly kidnapped,’ nor held in ‘involuntary confinement’… The fact is, the 

padrone’s nefarious business is legal apprenticeship and contract, made with full consent of the 

child.”75 Reformers’ reports mirrored this ambiguity. Even though the Children’s Aid Society 

declared the traffic in Italian children “almost extinct” in its 1873 annual report (perhaps Charles 

Loring Brace and his outfit were hoping to claim victory before anyone else), subsequent reports 

detail cases against suspected padrones and attempts at “rescuing” the Italian children. In 1878, 

Harper’s Weekly printed a pitiful engraving of an Italian child begging his padrone for 

breadcrumbs, but assured readers that the editors have been “confidently assured by the officers 

of the Children's Aid Society and other organizations of a like character that it will not be long 

before the practice of importing children from Italy and reducing them to a condition worse than 

that of slavery will become practically extinct.” Some officials reported bewilderment that not all 

Italian children approached by the reformers desired to leave the padrones for entrance into their 

 
73 "The Italian-Slave Crusade" (St. Louis) Missouri Republican, 14 July 1873, 4. 
74 On the importance of contracts and free labor in the era, see Amy Dru Stanley, From Bondage to Contract: Wage 
Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the Age of Slave Emancipation (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
See also, Rebecca J. Scott, “The Battle Over the Child: Child Apprenticeship and the Freedmen’s Bureau in North 
Carolina,” Growing Up in America: Childhood from a Historical Perspective, 192-207. 
75 Quoted in Zucchi, Little Slaves of the Harp, 138. 
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institutions. It remains unknown if this hesitancy was because the children did not trust strangers 

from an unfamiliar culture, if the children were manipulated and controlled by padrones, or if the 

accusations of brutality had been exaggerated.76 

 The ceaseless media coverage of the padrone crisis surely lingered in the minds of 

immigration officials, as they continued to police Italian child migrants with a suspicion not 

shown to other ethnicities. In December 1878, Castle Garden authorities prevented the landing of 

a twelve-year-old-girl named Angela and her traveling companion, whom the New York Herald 

described as a “villainous-looking Italian named Antonio Sicco.” The man “attempted to pass the 

girl off as his daughter when they were brought forward to register their names at Castle 

Garden.” But because “Superintendent Jackson did not like the looks of Sicco,” he detained the 

pair for further investigation. The man was reportedly a “distant relative” of Angela who had 

found her work as a domestic with a “wealthy family in Nashville.” Despite a letter with the 

employer’s letter head attesting that he gave Sicco funds explicitly to assist in his search, Jackson 

would not allow them to land until further telegram correspondence confirmed his story.77 In 

1879, the New York Tribune reported on the detention of Francesco Fiero, a fifteen-year-old boy 

“with a violin under his arm” who was “in [the] charge of a man whom he claimed as his father,” 

although the newspaper and Castle Garden authorities doubted the relation. The Tribune 

lamented that even though “there were several suspicious Italians on board,” only Fiero and “two 

Italian dwarfs” were prevented from landing; “Two other boys, one a cripple, were suspected of 

being under the charge of a padrone, but for lack of evidence they were discharged.”78 Young 

 
76 Twenty First Annual Report of the Children’s Aid Society (New York: Wynkoop & Hallenbeck, 1873), 30; other 
annual reports can be found in the Victor Remer Historical Archive of the Children’s Aid Society, New-York 
Historical Society, MS 111; “Italian Waifs,” Harper’s Weekly 22, no. 1129 (10 Aug 1878): 644. 
77 "Is He a Padrone?" New York Daily Herald, 31 Dec 1878, 8. 
78 "Italian Slaves at Castle Garden," New York Tribune, 27 Oct 1879, 2. 
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Italian migrants were subjected to greater scrutiny from authorities as the padrone specter 

haunted officials. 

Italian children were targeted even after they had landed in the United States. In 1878, a 

jury in Camden, New Jersey found a local Justice of the Peace guilty of falsely imprisoning “two 

Italian peddler boys,” aged 12 and 14, whom he spotted selling tinware in Philadelphia. The 

Justice detained the boys without charges, and they spent ten days in the county jail before a 

judge intervened and released the pair. Such extrajudicial treatment illustrates one of Mae Ngai’s 

arguments in Impossible Subjects, that the notion of an “illegal” immigrant was racialized, so for 

instance, anyone of Mexican descent could be seen by authorities as questionable, even if they 

were natural-born citizens. Italian children, especially those engaged in street trades, were 

deemed suspect because of their ethnic heritage and therefore subjected to extralegal policing 

that other European child migrants avoided.79 

 This criminalization of immigrant children coincided with rising anti-Italian sentiments.80 

As countless media reports portrayed Italians as so depraved that they were willing to sell their 

own children into slavery, some readers must have wondered: how could these people be trusted 

as good citizens and stewards of the republic? In an 1882 editorial entitled “Our Future 

Citizens,” the New York Times reflected on the arduous and dire need “to assimilate a very 

degraded and ignorant population” of Southern Italians, especially the youngest newcomers. 

“The children spend the days in the streets, nominally collecting refuse, blackening boots, or 

performing other street occupations, but, in fact, growing up as vagrants and idlers. They know 

nothing of our language and are brought under no influences which could prepare them to be 

 
79 “Camden Court Proceedings” The (Camden, NJ) Morning Post, 29 Oct 1878, 3; “How the World Wags in 
Jersey,” Philadelphia Times, 31 Oct 1878, 3. Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects.  
80 For more on anti-Italian prejudice, see Salvatore J. LaGumina, ed., WOP!: A Documentary History of Anti-Italian 
Discrimination in the United States (San Francisco: Straight Arrow Press, 1973). 
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American citizens.” Of course, the public school system could be used for just this purpose, but 

the author lamented that “hundreds of Italian children of the lowest and most degraded 

character” were as of that moment “utterly unfit—ragged, filthy, and verminous as they were—

to be placed in the public primary schools among the decent children of American mechanics.”81 

The New York Times editors inked the words that simmered in nativist thought: Italian children 

were a dangerous addition to the American populace, whether they traveled with or without their 

parents. 

 The media hysteria and moral panic surrounding the Italian padrones and child street 

musicians forever changed the perception of unaccompanied immigrant children in American 

minds. Whereas before, this unique form of migration was an unfortunate but expected reality, a 

painful decision foisted upon a family due to poverty, death, or societal upheavals; now, the 

padrone crisis pathologized the practice and shamed families who engaged in unaccompanied 

child migration. As newspaper reports from the ensuing decade demonstrated, this conceptual 

discrepancy shaped the portrayals of unaccompanied immigrant children. And when Castle 

Garden instituted its first regulations on unaccompanied children, Italian children faced the brunt 

of enforcement, likely due to the lingering effects of this bigoted media circus. 

The Return and the Regulation of Unaccompanied Child Migration in the 1880s 

Immigration to the United States slumped in the 1870s, as the world struggled through 

economic depression after the Panic of 1873. But as migration rates increased in the 1880s, so 

did stories about the curious situations of unaccompanied immigrant children at Castle Garden in 

American newspapers and in the annual reports of the Commissioners of Emigration. Through 

these sources, we can glimpse how Castle Garden officials grappled with unaccompanied child 

 
81 “Our Future Citizens” New York Times, 5 March 1882, 6. Citation found in Brent Staples, “How the Italians 
Became ‘White,’” New York Times, 12 Oct 2019. 
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migrants in the depot’s final decade of operation, before the federal government took control of 

processing New York’s immigrants in 1890.82 During these years, fellow travelers helped care 

for children traveling without their parents, and immigration officials began ad hoc measures to 

ensure the safety of these vulnerable youngsters. American newspapers heralded these efforts 

and marveled at the children’s remarkable journeys. Meanwhile, the padrone specter consumed 

growing space in the public imagination and new fears took hold about a “white slavery” traffic 

that trapped vulnerable girls into a life of sex work. Concerns about unaccompanied child 

migration reached such a fever pitch that in June 1887, the Commissioners ordered Castle 

Garden officials to detain all children under sixteen traveling without their parents for further 

investigation, the first age-based immigration regulation to target children in the United States.83 

However, contemporary biases and stereotypes led to a disparate implementation of this policy. 

The same telegraph technology that spread fears of Italian slave children nationwide would 

similarly disperse heartwarming stories of northern European children rejoining their settler 

families—illustrating that some unaccompanied children were welcomed into the country, while 

others were still viewed as a nuisance at best, or at worst, a criminal. 

Curiously, the Commissioners of Emigration stopped delineating the numbers of 

unaccompanied children assisted by the Information Bureau after the 1873 annual report, and it 

would be another decade before such numbers were published again (see table 2). The padrone 

panic may have contributed to this obfuscation, but the data gap also could have been a result of 

the drop in immigration leading to lower budgets for the Commissioners, and therefore smaller 

budgets for their recordkeepers. But when this datapoint returned to print, the numbers revealed a 

 
82 While the Immigration Act of 1891 consolidated federal control over migration policy and regulations, a series of 
scandals forced New York officials to cede power a year earlier. See O’Malley, “Protecting the Stranger,” epilogue.  
83 Other regulations mandated that an elderly immigrant provide a bond that they would not be public charges. 
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steady stream of unaccompanied children. Although these numbers are a miniscule portion of the 

tens of thousands of immigrants assisted by the Information Office every year, they provide 

definitive proof that unaccompanied child migration was a daily occurrence. And American 

newspaper editors believed their readership would be interested in this information; after 

publishing the numbers from the Commissioner’s 1883 report, one Colorado newspaper reflected 

on these hundreds: “What an army of homeless waifs.”84  

Table 2. Number of Unaccompanied Children Assisted by the Castle Garden  
Information Office, 1883-1889 

1883 574 

1884 486 

1885 421 

1886 469 

1887 547 

1888 586 

1889 555   
Information found in the Annual Reports of the Commissioners of Emigration of the 

State of New York 
 

The New York press frequently covered the arrival of unaccompanied child migrants at 

Castle Garden that decade and marveled at the maturity demonstrated by these newcomers, 

despite their extreme youth. In May 1880, the New York Sun observed that “a great many very 

young travelers find their way unaided to this port from the old world,” such as the recent arrival 

of four orphaned siblings from Germany, the eldest a 12-year-old boy and the youngest a six-

year-old girl. Their parents had died, and they were now destined to an older brother who had 

already immigrated to the United States. “The twelve-year-old boy comported himself with the 

 
84 The Daily Express (Fort Collins, CO), 5 March 1884, 3. The paper actually misprinted the number: “three hundred 
seventy-four children unaccompanied by parents arrived as emigrants at Castle Garden last year.” 
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serious dignity of the head of a household, never for an instant seeming to relax his sense of 

responsibility for the younger ones under his charge,” according to the Sun reporter. “While 

awaiting at Castle Garden the coming of their brother to claim them, he exerted himself to make 

them presentable in a style that commanded the astonishment of the Italian spectators and the 

admiration of all others who watched his almost maternal deftness and care.” Readers of New 

York papers would be well-aware of the supposed dirtiness of Italians landing at the Garden and 

could appreciate the didactic model of these neat and clean future Americans.85 

Throughout the decade, newspapers across the United States would reprint or repurpose 

stories about these “tiny travelers” coming through Castle Garden, admiring the children’s pluck 

and praising the charity of immigration officials and fellow travelers. In December 1881, the 

front page of the Boston Globe surmised that English brothers Charles and Frank Macey, aged 

four and seven years, were “probably two of the youngest travellers that ever made a voyage 

across the Atlantic unattended… Both are bright-looking boys and neatly dressed.” A Castle 

Garden official bought them “four portions of bread and milk” as well as a “few sweet cakes” 

before sending them by rail to their father in Maryland. This dispatch was reprinted in no less 

than a dozen papers, from the East coast to the Midwest and even in the Washington Territory.86 

In 1884, the Kansas Commoner reprinted a New York Times report on the arrival of an eight-

year-old solo traveler Frederika Hildebrandt: “A tag bearing the address of relatives in Kansas 

was fastened to her dress and a Castle Garden official placed her on a west bound emigrant train. 

Her fellow passengers say that Frederika behaved like a little lady during her voyage.”87 English 

 
85 "From Far Across the Sea," New York Sun, 3 May 1880, 3. 
86 “Very Young Travellers,” Boston Globe, 30 Dec 1881, 1; “Two Little Immigrants,” the Greeley (KS) News, 26 
Jan 1882, 1; see also (Olympia) Washington Standard, 12 May 1882, 4; and Nashville (IL) Journal, 27 Jan 1882.  
87 "An Eight-year old's Travels" New York Times, 2 Feb 1884, 8; “A Very Young Traveler Indeed,” (Leavenworth) 
Kansas Commoner, 8 Feb 1884, 1. 
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siblings Louise and Willie Slater, aged six and four, provided another recirculated news brief, as 

papers reported on care the children received from the “tender-hearted captain” and fellow 

travelers. According to one woman onboard, “Every man and woman in the ship felt kindly 

toward 'em and they couldn't have had better care if their own mother was with 'em.”88 And in 

another recycled news story, a Mississippi paper reported that “nine children, unaccompanied by 

their parents or other care-takers, arrived by the steamer Elbe,” at Castle Garden, wistfully noting 

that these young Germans were “to be forwarded, like so many parcels of merchandise, to 

various destinations.”89 While these reports originated in various New York City newspapers, 

telegraph dispatches facilitated the reprinting of these articles across the nation, so that the 

travails of these “infantile immigrants” could be recreated in the imagination of Western 

homesteaders. 

Such articles illustrated how Castle Garden officials made the first steps towards 

government assistance of these vulnerable migrants, part of a broader societal shift in how the 

state interacted with and influenced the lives of children.90 The New York Times wrote in 1884 

that “The clerk’s enclosure in the Castle Garden rotunda was almost filled yesterday afternoon 

with children, who had crossed the Atlantic alone, in order to join parents who came to this 

country in advance of them.” Officials connected these “young lone voyagers” with awaiting 

relatives,91 or helped them procure transportation elsewhere, such as when Castle Garden 

Inspector Henlich accompanied two “handsome little immigrant girls, Mamie and Gracie Spears, 

 
88 “Arrival of Two Little Immigrants” Eureka (KS) Herald, 8 Mar 1883, 2. 
89 The Weekly Democrat (Natchez, MS), 16 Jun 1886, 5. 
90 Whereas before, aid to needy children generally fell to religious groups and private organizations like the 
Children’s Aid Society, governments dispersed public funds to private groups tasked with helping children, such as 
the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in 1876. Other early state interventions in the well-being of 
children include development of public schools. See Mintz, Huck’s Raft, and Stearns, Childhood in World History. 
91 “Consignment of Young Immigrants,” New York Times, 18 Nov 1884, 8. 



 
 

54 

eight and ten years… to Jersey City where they boarded a train to Pittsburg.”92 Sometimes 

officials provided financial assistance to these most vulnerable travelers, as was the case in 1882, 

when five English children traveled to New York after their mother’s death, in search of their 

father who had been toiling in Pennsylvania mills for five years. According to the Times, “They 

had no money on their arrival here and Chief Clerk Lalor purchased bread and milk for the 

hungry little ones, and they camped out on the floor Tuesday night. Yesterday railway tickets 

were procured for them.”93 Although these acts of kindness were not state sanctioned, they were 

performed by state actors, foreshadowing the momentous shift towards broader societal concerns 

over the well-being of other people’s children.  

Perhaps the most frequent assistance lent to children by Castle Garden officials was 

coordinating the various tags, slips, and placards that relatives attached to unaccompanied 

children to convey the child’s name and destination to any adults they encountered, a tactic that 

grew in importance and frequency during this decade as the rapidly expanding railroad system 

enabled these children to travel further into the American hinterland.94 In a New York World 

feature, “A Day at Castle Garden,” subtitled, “Some of the Queer People that Come Over in the 

Steerage—Boys That Come Alone to Grow Up with the Country,” the reporter observed 

immigration officials reading such notes on unaccompanied children. As the sketch in figure 1.4 

demonstrates, this Castle Garden official shepherded “a little group of two boys and a girl 

clutching each other tightly hand in hand. About their necks or sewn to their clothing is a tag. It 

is written in low German and begs the good American to forward the little tots to their uncle who 

lives somewhere in Dakota or Manitoba.” But a humorous aside in the article demonstrates a 

 
92 "Little Darlings From Over the Sea," Pittsburgh Press, 27 Jun 1884, 4. 
93 “Five Little Immigrants,” New York Times, 30 Nov 1882, 5. 
94 For more on the disastrous, yet transformational power of this network explosion in the 1880s, see Richard White, 
Railroaded: The Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America (New York: W.W. Norton, 2011). 
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minor issue with this system: “Just a month ago 

two children, one from Ireland and the other 

from Holland, exchanged their tags with 

childish playfulness and it took reams of 

explanation to make the relatives believe they 

had the right children.”95 Sometimes the best 

laid plans are no match for the mischief of a 

carefree child. 

Newspaper reports documented the 

various media that the sending family employed to communicate this essential information. In 

1884, the New York Times reported that three Swedish children named Charles, aged seven years 

old, Franz, six, and Freida, five, each “had a pasteboard on its back, bearing its name and place 

of destination”—their father’s house in Illinois. A year later, Ellen Connaughton and Lizzie 

Allen, eight-year-old Irish girls who were former neighbors in “the old country” and future 

neighbors in the American West, both “wore large placards about their necks on which was 

written ‘Please direct me to Montana.’ Clerk McQuade, at Castle Garden, provided them with an 

abundance of provisions and last evening saw them safely aboard a Western-bound train.” 

Another New York Times article noted three German siblings, Elsa, Bernhart, and Emil Schubert, 

aged eight, five and three years old: “Each had its name, together with the address of its uncle… 

written in indelible ink on a piece of cloth sewed to its clothing.” Families had to be creative in 

 
95 "A Day at Castle Garden" Chicago Tribune, 20 Sep 1885, 11 (New York World reprint). This article mentions 
another unaccompanied child migrant, a ten-year-old boy whose seasick parrot “was the only friend he had in this 
country.” The reporter watched as “the lad clung to the cage with homesick devotion” while awaiting his train. 

Figure 1.4. “Reading Tags.” Illustration 
found in "A Day at Castle Garden," Chicago 
Tribune, 20 Sep 1885, 11. 
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ensuring that such necessary information could be communicated in spite of a child’s 

forgetfulness, anxiety, or ignorance.96  

Some of these notices also contained appeals for support from Good Samaritans. For 

instance, the Kansas City Times reprinted a New York World article about the arrival at Castle 

Garden of three “flaxen-hair, rosy-cheeked little immigrants” from Mecklenburg, Germany, 

Herman, William, and Louise Heintse, aged 8, 9, and 10. “A little white tag hung around the 

neck of each with the following inscription: ‘these little travelers are going to Galveston and 

thence to their parents, who live in Flatonia, Texas. All travelers who may meet them are 

earnestly requested to assist them to reach their destination.’” Castle Garden officials helped the 

children board a steamer destined for the port Galveston and on to their parents, “whom they 

have not seen for some years.”97 But perhaps the most unique iteration of this technique 

belonged to yet another trio of German siblings, aged ten, seven and four, destined for family in 

Missouri. As one Kansas paper noted, “their parents were not able to go and bring them, nor was 

there any relative or friend at hand who could accompany them, and so these little creatures were 

sent alone on this long and somewhat perilous journey.” But thankfully, a “pious and thoughtful 

aunt” had gifted the children a Bible, and “on the first page of which she inscribed their names 

and ages, their birthplace and destination and underneath, in large characters, this text from St. 

Matthew: ‘Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these, my brethren, ye have done 

it unto me.' This novel passport had a great success, for wherever the children went they received 

from everyone counsel and the most benevolent attention.” Ample examples suggest that these 

 
96 “Youthful Ocean Travelers” New York Times, 19 May 1884, 5; “Little Immigrants,” Daily Northwestern 
(Oshkosh, WI), 12 Jun 1885, 1; “Three Little Immigrants” New York Times, 1 Aug 1885, 8. 
97 “Three Tots of Travelers” Kansas City Times, 5 March 1889, 4. 
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northern European children would have been readily accepted in their receiving community, 

without fear of racial animosity that gave other families pause.98 

Sometimes, Castle Garden officials took the initiative and created their own tag to aid in 

the inland travels of unaccompanied children. A Twin Cities newspaper reported on the arrival of 

a seven-year-old English immigrant in Duluth, who was about to embark on the final leg of his 

three-week-long journey. “He had pinned to his clothes a tag bearing the inscription: ‘This boy is 

going to his father, James Samway, at West Superior, Wis. From the commissioners of 

immigration at Castle Garden.’"99 In the next chapter, we will see how the federal government 

expanded upon these initial, informal practices to create a more reliable and expansive care 

network, which included the systematized system of “tagging” unaccompanied children traveling 

inland on rails. But as these examples from Castle Garden demonstrate, government officials saw 

it as their professional duty, and moral obligation, to help these unaccompanied immigrant 

children from northern Europe. The reportage of such stories affirmed national mythology and 

reified conceptions about hearty stock populating the West and glorified the Christian charity 

that vulnerable children could expect to find in the American heartland. 

Yet, even as the public face of unaccompanied child migration shifted from white slaves 

to brave cherubs traveling west in the 1880s, the fear of the padrone and “unnatural” child 

migration continued to stalk immigration authorities. “It is a great mistake to suppose the 

business of the Italian padroni has been suppressed,” Superintendent Jackson told the New York 

Star in 1884. “The fact of the matter is that the importation of Italian slaves is still being carried 

on to an alarming extent.” Perhaps even more startling to the immigration authorities was the fact 

that padrone labor extended beyond children to include adult men and women. In that same Star 

 
98 "Three Youthful Travelers", Kansas Methodist, 18 Jun 1884, 7.  
99 "Going to His Father," Saint Paul Globe, 19 Feb 1888, 5. 
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article, Celso Caesar Moreno continued to twist recent history to generate outrage as he told the 

reporter: “The padroni are terrible taskmasters. Their slaves are more to be pitied than were the 

negro slaves in the Southern States before the War of Rebellion. The negroes, as a rule, had 

plenty to eat and were comfortably housed. The Italian slaves are compelled to go hungry, and 

are huddled into dirty and unwholesome lodgings.”100 As some officials pushed rumors that 

thousands of Italians children were still being smuggled into the country, an Italian consul 

“emphatically denie[d]” those claims when interviewed by the Chicago Tribune. “The story that 

Italian children are imported by the cargo is false,” said Consul Agastine Scintti. He noted that in 

Chicago, “the total Italian population does not exceed 7,000. It is impossible that 3,000 of that 

number are boys and girls and slaves to the padrones. Half that number thrown upon the 

principal streets ... would attract great attention. Why, they would fill every doorway. The 

statement is preposterous."101 But the veracity of such claims mattered little, as media narratives 

had already solidified the schema of acceptable versus problematic unaccompanied child 

migration. New York’s immigration officials soon saw it as their duty to regulate this difference. 

On June 10, 1887, Castle Garden instituted a new rule that mandated the detention of all 

children under sixteen traveling unaccompanied by their parents until authorities could 

interrogate intended guardians. Nearly three thousand immigrants arrived that day, “and clerks 

were kept busy making searching inquiries into the character of every child’s guardian. […] 

Several boys were found alone, and they were held for investigation.” While no records have 

been uncovered that delineate the explicit reasoning behind this new regulation, its 

implementation received nationwide press, from large papers like the Chicago Tribune, San 

Francisco Examiner, and the Minneapolis Tribune to smaller outfits like the Omaha Daily Bee 

 
100 “White Slaves in Gotham,” Harrisburg Telegraph, 29 Aug 1884, 1 (reprint from the New York Star). 
101 "The Padrone System," Chicago Tribune, 16 Jan 1885, 8 



 
 

59 

and the Honolulu Daily Herald, garnering front-page coverage in major dailies like the Atlanta 

Journal and the Washington Evening Star. As evidenced by the headline on the front page of the 

Los Angeles Herald, “New Rule for Minor Immigrants,” such a widespread reaction in the press 

demonstrates that this shift was notable and newsworthy departure from prior practices.102  

 Whether or not this regulation was explicitly crafted to deal with Italian children remains 

unknown, as a series of fires destroyed most records of the Commissioners of Emigration, and 

the 1887 annual report made no mention of the new policy.103 Yet, ensuing news stories evince 

that immigration authorities deployed this tool to stop Italian children. The following spring, 

Secretary Jackson deported a dozen unaccompanied Italian boys who landed with suspected 

padrones. He told reporters that he believes “there is an organized effort in Italy to send to this 

country a lot of immigrants for the purpose of becoming bootblacks and vendors,” and vowed 

that he would “as far as possible prevent any such parties landing.”104 In another instance, the 

Watchman and Southron newspaper from Sumter, South Carolina reprinted a New York Herald 

dispatch cheering the detention of “ten young Italian boys” suspected of being “importations 

made by padrones.” The article concluded with a quote from Castle Garden Commissioner 

Edmund Stephenson: “The countries of Europe have been pouring their scum over here, and the 

only way to stop it is to send the scum right back again.”105 Certain unaccompanied children 

were not extended a charitable hand of succor, but instead were deemed refuse of Europe 

unworthy to grace American shores. 

 
102 Quotes from “Crowds at Castle Garden,” the Atlanta Journal, 11 Jun 1887, 1. See also “In and Around New 
York” Chicago Tribune, 11 June 1887, 3; “At Castle Garden” The San Francisco Examiner, 11 Jun 1887, 2; “The 
Pauper Emigrant Question” Omaha Daily Bee, 11 Jun 1887, 2; “Sending Back Emigrants” Minneapolis Tribune, 11 
Jun 1887, 3; “The Great Influx of Immigrants” Washington Evening Star, 11 Jun 1887, 1; “United States” Honolulu 
Daily Herald, 28 Jun 1887, 3; “New Rule for Minor Immigrants,” Los Angeles Herald, 11 Jun 1887, 1. 
103 The first immigration station at Ellis Island, where Castle Garden records were stored, burned to the ground in 
1897, and hundreds of thousands of legislative records were lost in the 1911 Albany Statehouse fire.  
104 "Decided to Return Them," Nashville Banner, 10 April 1888, 1 
105 “Some Specimen Immigrants” The Watchman and Southron (Sumter, SC), 20 Jun 1888, 1. 
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Conclusion—The Federal Government Assumes Control 

 On April 18, 1890, Castle Garden officials processed the last shipload of migrants at the 

nation’s first immigration depot. The next day, the federal government took charge of the city’s 

immigration apparatus at the nearby Barge Office, also in Battery Park at Manhattan’s southern 

tip, for a year and a half until the opening of a new immigration station at Ellis Island. In October 

1891, Harper’s Weekly chronicled a typical day at the Barge Office and discussed important 

people and trends in “Landing the Immigrant.” This narrative article included a four-page spread 

of illustrations about interesting scenes like “Marriage of Austrian Jews by the Rabbi” and “At 

the Railroad Ticket-Office,” as well as portraits that captured the variety of immigrants’ 

ethnicities, like “Swiss Peasants” and “A Hindoo.” At least two out of these eighteen images 

explicitly mention unaccompanied children,106 and the contrast between these two children 

encapsulated the bifurcated schema of unaccompanied child migrants created in popular media 

(figure 1.5). The well-dressed boy in “From England Without Escort” appeared healthy despite 

his pitiful visage, with a large tag on his chest signaling careful planning and loving attention 

from whomever sent him across the sea. But in the other image, “A Motherless Italian Child,” 

this girl was defined by what she lacked, and with a Mona Lisa stare that looked more like a 

sophisticated scowl than a sly smile. A musical instrument in her lap conformed with the media 

trope that she was destined for street minstrelsy. Clearly, neither situation was an ideal 

 
106 Two other images feature children by themselves, but it is ambiguous whether these are unaccompanied children 
or if their parents were just out of frame. 
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experience for the young immigrants, but one child was portrayed as a sympathetic victim of 

circumstance, while the other was a product of a broken home from a contemptible culture.  

  

Figure 1.5. Two Unaccompanied Immigrant Children at the Barge Office. Illustrated by T. de 
Thulstrup after photographs by E.W. Austin, in "Landing the Immigrant," Harper's Weekly 35, no. 1818 
(24 Oct 1891): 822-823.  

 One occurrence during the Barge Office’s first months of processing immigrants 

demonstrates how the newly empowered federal immigration officials deployed lessons learned 

from the Castle Garden era. In May 1891, the New York Sun reported that a “sweet soprano 

voice, accompanied by the music of an accordion cleverly manipulated, created a sensation in the 

Barge Office” as “a little Italian immigrant Amelia Macari, 11 years old, with a face that might 

set an artist wild with delight,” performed for a crowd that included Col. John B. Weber, the 

federal government’s new Commissioner of Immigration for the port of New York. Even though 

Amelia was traveling with her father and brother, she was detained because “the Colonel 
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suspected that the old man intended to send her out on the streets to earn a living for him with 

her accordion, her voice and her rare beauty.” After a priest intervened on their behalf and 

garnered a promise from the father that she would be kept at home, the family was permitted to 

land. Thus, the memory of the padrone and Italian street musician crisis impeded child migration 

even when they traveled with parents.107 Anti-Italian prejudice stretched far beyond New York 

Harbor; just two months prior to the detention of the Macari family, a riotous mob killed eleven 

Italians in New Orleans, the largest mass lynching in American history.108 Though Italians were 

“white on arrival” and were not explicitly barred from immigrating like the Chinese were, some 

immigration authorities saw Italians young and old as criminally suspicious.109 Discretionary 

powers, devised in the state level and passed on to federal authorities, enabled immigration 

authorities to act on personal biases. And in the coming years, this policy of discretion-based 

admission would become the hallmark of governmental regulation of unaccompanied child 

migration. 

Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century, depictions of unaccompanied child 

migrants vacillated between a curio of modern travel to a reprehensible practice enacted by 

abnormal Italian families, evidence of a “backwards race” that did not correctly care for its 

children. The coverage afforded to these young immigrants in print media created contrasting 

popular conceptions of unaccompanied child migration—one of happy family reunions 

overcoming unfortunate realities, and one of pathological parents sending their children away for 

no good reason. These schemas would influence the reception of unaccompanied immigrant 

 
107 "Prima Donna of the Barge Office," The New York Sun, 25 May 1891, 3. 
108 Alan G. Gauthreaux, "An Inhospitable Land: Anti-Italian Sentiment and Violence in Louisiana, 1891–1924". 
Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 51, 1 (Winter 2010): 41–68. 
109 This phrasing comes from Thomas A. Guglielmo, White on Arrival: Italians, Race, Color, and Power in 
Chicago, 1890-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). See also Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a 
Different Color: European Immigration and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1998). 
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children. And as the nineteenth century progressed, the role of immigration officials evolved 

from a laissez faire system of merely directing unaccompanied children through the migration 

apparatus like any other newcomer, to gradually recognizing it as their personal and professional 

duty to care for these vulnerable young travelers. As the next chapter illuminates, when the 

federal government assumed full control of immigration policy and regulations, the national 

immigration apparatus continued and improved upon Castle Garden’s protections for 

unaccompanied migrant children, and the policy of screening all minors traveling without their 

parents ushered in a new era of governmental concern and enshrined police powers towards this 

unique class of young migrants. This discretionary framework—and the legacy of disparate 

enforcement—established at Castle Garden would be perpetuated by the federal government in 

the years to come. 
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Chapter 2 Wards of Uncle Sam: The Beginnings of Federal Control over Unaccompanied 
Child Migration, 1891-1906 

 
Little fanfare marked Ellis Island’s opening day on January 1, 1892, other than the 

“blowing of fog-horns and whistles” from the three steamships in New York Harbor, waiting to 

offload their steerage passengers onto the ferryboat “gayly decorated with bunting” that would 

shuttle them to the new immigration depot. But despite this lack of any grand inaugural 

ceremonies, the federal officials who were now in charge of landings still planned to 

commemorate the occasion by awarding the first immigrant to cross the threshold with a $10 

gold piece. That honor fell to an Irish teenager110 named Annie Moore, “a pink-cheeked, merry-

faced Irish lassie from Cork,” who, along with her younger brothers Anthony and Phillip, 

immigrated to join their parents already established in an Irish enclave on the Lower East Side of 

Manhattan. Ellis Island’s first Commissioner of Immigration John B. Weber, also known by his 

Civil War rank of Colonel, greeted the siblings as they stepped ashore, and according to the New 

York Sun, he “made a little speech welcoming Annie to America, congratulating her on her luck 

in being the first Immigrant to land on Federal ground, and hoping that she might make some 

young Irish-American happy. Then the Colonel dazzled Annie by dropping a shining new 

American eagle into her palm.” The unaccompanied immigrant girl reportedly told the New York 

Times that this gift was “the largest sum of money she had ever possessed. She says she will 

never part with it, but will always keep it as a pleasant memento of the occasion.” As her story 

spread from the New York City press to newspapers across the country, Annie Moore quite 

literally became the face of Ellis Island and this new chapter in U.S. immigration history, a 

 
110 Annie’s exact age is unclear. The ship manifest listed her as 13 and newspapers claimed that she landed on her 
15th birthday, but some historians claim that she was more likely to be 17 years old. See the work of genealogist 
Megan Smolenyak, featured in Sam Roberts, “First Through the Gates of Ellis I., She Was Lost, Now She’s Found,” 
New York Times, 14 Sep 2006, A1; also, Jesse Green, “Immigrant Number One,” New York Magazine, 7 May 2010. 
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personification that remains true today. Pubs were christened in her honor, the Irish Tenors 

performed the ballad “Isle of Hope, Isle of Tears” based on her immigration experience, and 

Annie’s bronze form is still present on the island—the only person honored with a statue at Ellis 

Island. At the 1993 unveiling of a similar statue in Cobh, Ireland, the port of her departure, Irish 

President Mary Robinson proclaimed, “Annie Moore has a place in the hearts of all Irish people: 

She was an ordinary teenager, but she symbolizes millions of Irish,” whereas the National Park 

Service’s superintendent of Ellis Island emphasized that the American statue of Annie was a 

tribute to immigrants of all ethnic groups. This unaccompanied girl’s immigration experience 

created an enduring legacy, but remembrances of her might actually be based on a myth.111 

 

Figure 2.1. Annie Moore and Her Brothers on Ellis Island’s Opening Day. At least, that is one 
contention; scholars disagree. John B. Weber collection, Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration. 

Given the public recognition and monetary reward planned for the very first immigrant at 

Ellis Island, it is plausible that officials engaged in careful manipulation regarding which person 

 
111 "At the Ellis Island Depot" New York Evening World, 2 Jan 1892, 1; “First Foot on Ellis Island” New York Sun, 2 
Jan 1892, 2; "Landed on Ellis Island," New York Times, 2 Jan 1892, 2; "Annie's Golden Gift" Buffalo Sunday 
Morning News, 3 Jan 1892, 2 (originally from the New York World); "A Lucky Little Immigrant" Indianapolis 
Journal, 2 Jan 1892, 3; “No More Barge Office,” St. Paul Globe, 2 Jan 1892, 2; David Reilly, “A Tribute to Irish 
Everywhere,” The Record (Hackensack, NJ), 17 March 1993, Community Section 44.  
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would receive that hearty welcome. Contemporary newspaper accounts hint that migrants and 

New Yorkers alike were aware of the planned auspicious welcome; the New York World wrote, 

“They had all heard about the $10 gold piece,” but the New York Times mentioned that “The 

honor was reserved for a little rosy-cheeked Irish girl.” According to one paper, an Italian at the 

front of the line gave up his prime spot to Annie when he saw tears in her eyes. Another 

newspaper recounted how a different immigrant lost out on the recognition: “A big German… 

had one foot on the gang plank. He was about to earn fame as the first foreigner to set foot on 

Ellis Island. But a spark of Celtic gallantry changed the scene and spoiled Herman Zipki's chance 

of being talked about for many a day to come,” as one gruff Irishman gave “a vigorous pull at 

Mr. Zipki’s coat collar” and with a wink at Annie, declared “Ladies first! Step out, little girl.” 

Clearly, Annie’s brief brush with celebrity was not due to coincidence. Perhaps she was chosen 

because of her heartwarming story, a bold teenaged girl shepherding her little brothers to reunite 

with their parents in a happy American home, or maybe the contrived scene sprung from a more 

cynical reason: “in a room heaving with Italians, Armenians, Jews and Slovaks, an English-

speaking northern European was chosen to present a more acceptable immigrant face for the 

assembled New York newsmen.”112 Was Annie Moore chosen to be the white-washed emblem 

of a rapidly changing face of immigration? 

Of the three steamships offloaded that day, Annie and her brothers were not the only 

unaccompanied children to pass through Ellis Island. The vessel that carried Annie and her 

brothers, the SS Nevada, also transported Chaim Krawiscky, an 11-year-old Russian Hebrew 

 
112 “Annie's Golden Gift" Buffalo Sunday Morning News, 3 Jan 1892, 2 (originally from the New York World); Eoin 
Butler, “The Cork Girl Who Was the First Through Ellis Island’s Gates,” The Irish Times, 3 Feb 2017. See Tyler 
Anbinder, City of Dreams: The 400-Year Epic History of Immigrant New York (New York: Mariner Books, 2016), 
prologue, for a detailed description around Ellis Island’s opening day and Annie’s contrived luck. Anbinder notes 
that on Annie’s ship, the SS Nevada, most passengers were not Irish or British, but “impoverished Russian Jews 
fleeing discrimination and persecution in tsarist Russia,” City of Dreams, xii.  
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boy, and Svante Hakansson, a 15-year-old Swedish laborer—meaning five out of the 127 

passengers on the first ship to deboard at Ellis Island were unaccompanied children. The second 

ship, the SS City of Paris, also brought over five unaccompanied child migrants out of 508 total 

passengers, such as a 12-year-old Swede named Karl destined for Missouri and Alma P. Hausen, 

a 15-year-old servant headed to her employer in Providence, Rhode Island. The SS Victoria 

carried 309 passengers, almost entirely Southern Italians, including dozens of children traveling 

without their parents.113 Instead of a statue of Annie Moore, visitors to Ellis Island could have 

been greeted by the bronze visage of 13-year-old Vito DiLonardo from Naples, or Adesso 

Tasalvatore, 14, and his siblings Maria, 9, Cosmo, 5, Larenzo, 3. After all, these Italian 

passengers on the SS Victoria were arguably a more accurate reflection of the immigrants 

passing through Ellis Island, both on that opening day and in subsequent years. But no 

newspapermen interviewed these children to uncover their reasons for traveling or chronicle 

happy family reunions, thus mirroring media coverage of unaccompanied immigrant children 

during this era of federal-controlled, yet largely unregulated, migrations. Newspapers circulated 

touching human-interest stories of northern European children traveling by themselves, while the 

migrations of southern European and Asian children were ignored or pathologized, creating a 

skewed public record of unaccompanied immigrant children in the United States.114  

From Ellis Island’s first day of operation until its last, scores of unaccompanied children 

traveled to American borders, just as in years past and since. As the locus of control shifted from 

state authorities to the federal government in 1891, the newly created Bureau of Immigration 

 
113 Based on an examination of the SS Victoria manifest, 79 children who appeared to be traveling unaccompanied 
or with adults who did not share their last name—perhaps a family friend or even a kind stranger willing to 
chaperone them. Clearly, this number is imprecise, as mothers do not always share their children’s surnames, but 
this approximation demonstrates that unaccompanied child migration was a daily occurrence. 
114 Manifests of the SS Nevada, SS City of Paris, SS Victoria, 2 Jan 1892, “New York, U.S., Arriving Passenger and 
Crew Lists (including Castle Garden and Ellis Island), 1820-1957,” Ancestry.com. 
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drew from the experiences of local immigration depots like Castle Garden to transform the 

earlier ad hoc methods of support into a nationwide “infrastructure of care” to facilitate the 

travels of unaccompanied children and to meet their unique needs, both at the point of entry and 

as the children traveled inland. This chapter draws from Bureau of Immigration records, 

newspaper accounts, and the personal papers of reformers and social workers to demonstrate 

how this infrastructure of care operated. At the immigration depots, unaccompanied children 

were cared for by “matrons,” women employed to manage the detention quarters and support the 

awaiting migrants. Immigration officials also coordinated with aid societies to notify expectant 

adults of the child’s arrival, and to ensure that children would receive adequate care. Finally, a 

streamlined system of “tagging” children to their inland destination became standard procedure 

during this time. In contrast to the earlier, haphazard practice seen at Castle Garden, where 

unaccompanied children may have information sewn into their clothes or baggage, the new 

federal immigration apparatus used a preprinted tag to share information with railroad employees 

and good Samaritans. This chapter argues that unaccompanied child migration was far from an 

aberration when the federal government assumed control of regulating immigration, but instead, 

this form of travel was an expected, daily occurrence that officials were prepared to facilitate. 

From the time the federal government took control of immigration regulation in 1891 to the 

implementation of a law in 1907 that largely barred unaccompanied child migration, the 

government created, facilitated, and relied upon these infrastructures of care that supported 

vulnerable children in their migration to and through the United States, further demonstrating the 

widespread acceptance of this form of migration and governmental authorities’ recognition that 

caring for these vulnerable young travelers was a necessary duty of their position. 
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Media coverage of unaccompanied children demonstrate a continued interest in these 

young migrants, although the heartwarming stories of family reunion belied the unfortunate 

realities that some of these children were excluded at the gate. Government officials denied entry 

to many unaccompanied children who were illegitimate, poor, or of Chinese descent—a tragedy 

that often did not garner media coverage. Based on over 900 newspaper articles covering 

unaccompanied children during this timeframe, this chapter also argues that American media 

published stories that reaffirmed notions of national greatness and welcoming, eliding the truth 

that not all such vulnerable children were welcomed with open arms. Just like on Ellis Island’s 

opening day, Irish children like Annie and her brothers were more likely to receive positive press 

than children coming from Italy, Greece, or the territories colonized by the United States at the 

turn of the century. 

Finally, this chapter argues that with the creation of the federal immigration apparatus, 

officials’ discretionary powers to admit or deny unaccompanied children led to an unequal 

divergence of admittance. The whims of an inspector, the prejudices of an immigration 

commissioner, and the attentiveness of the Cabinet Secretary all influenced whether a child was 

admitted or excluded—not solely the merits of the child’s case or the promise of success from 

the future citizen. The admittance procedures and the option to appeal an exclusionary ruling 

meant that the children had multiple opportunities to plead their case and gain admittance, but 

this chance was narrowed based on the prejudices of the officials who heard their testimony. 

Before rising migration numbers at the turn of the twentieth century sparked calls for greater 

restrictions on immigrants, including unaccompanied children, government officials grappled to 

find a balance between charitable care of these vulnerable migrants and a desire to keep out 

potential public charges. 
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Temporary Wards of Uncle Sam: The Processing of Unaccompanied Child Migrants 

The experiences of unaccompanied children passing through admission procedures at the 

nation’s ports of entry illuminate how the federal government expanded upon the lessons learned 

from state-run immigration depots like Castle Garden to develop a systematic support network 

that anticipated the unique needs of these vulnerable migrants. Whether coming through Ellis 

Island or a smaller port like Boston or Baltimore, unaccompanied children underwent the very 

same bureaucratic process as all other immigrants; although many received assistance from 

matrons, the federally employed women who acted as chaperones for detained immigrants. But it 

took the proverbial village to transport an unaccompanied child from their former lodgings to 

their new homes; therefore, the federal government incorporated and relied upon the support of 

adults outside of the Bureau of Immigration to care for these children. Aid workers, railroad 

employees, police officers, and steamship agents all helped coordinate the children’s travel 

inland and assured their safe passage to their awaiting adult. Through this infrastructure of care, 

entailing both formal institutions and ad hoc support systems maintained by public and private 

actors, unaccompanied children traversed thousands of miles without the protection of their 

parents.  

Community support of unaccompanied children began even before the young traveler set 

foot on American shores. Newspaper reports retelling the child’s journey mention the assistance 

and care lent to these children by ship captains and crewmembers, steamship agents, and fellow 

passengers. When the SS Kaiser Wilhem der Grosse docked in New York Harbor in October 

1898, newspapers reported on the arrival of Stephen Kuba, “a little fellow, only 4 years old and 

looking even younger, who had traveled all the way from his fatherland in Germany to meet his 

father in the land which he has adopted.” Even though this “baby traveler” was unattended by a 
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relative or chaperone, “throughout the voyage he had been the pet of his fellow passengers, and 

the especial care of the stewardess.” Similarly, the New York Times reported on the favors 

bestowed on five-year-old Freda Petroski, who was on her way to her parents’ homestead in 

Bismarck, North Dakota. “When the cabin passengers heard of the little immigrant in the 

steerage, they immediately made up a purse and had her transferred to the saloon apartments. 

Freda's baggage consisted of one small trunk and a kitten. The kitten was a gift from the chief 

steward of the Moltke.”115 These seafaring children often relied on the kindness of strangers to 

sustain them across their ocean journeys.  

Upon their arrival at a port of entry, unaccompanied children faced initial examinations 

by immigrant inspectors and public health officials. In New York, the steerage passengers 

boarded a barge that transported them to Ellis Island for inspection. Cabin passengers, or those 

riding in first and second class, only underwent a cursory examination on board the steamship, 

allowing them to forgo the Ellis Island processing.116 Once at the immigration station, the child 

would wait their turn to be questioned by an immigrant inspector. These men asked all 

immigrants a series of questions about who they are and where they plan on going. Some older 

adolescent males could be passed through right then and there if they inspector judged them 

capable enough, while girls and younger boys sent to await in the detention center until they are 

called for by a receiving adult—a procedure also imposed on most adult women who were 

unaccompanied by a male companion.117  

 
115 “A Youthful Traveler” Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester, NY), 7 Oct 1898, 1; "Lone Little Immigrant" New 
York Times, 10 Nov 1905, 9. 
116 This loophole presumably could be exploited by immigrants who could afford the tickets to circumvent the more 
rigorous inspection process at Ellis Island. 
117 For more on the immigrant inspection and admission process, see Amy Fairchild, Science at the Borders: 
Immigrant Medical Inspection and the Shaping of the Modern Industrial Labor Force (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2003); Ronald H. Bayor, Encountering Ellis Island: How European Immigrants Entered America 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 82-83. 
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The experiences of eight-year-old Mary Hasty at Ellis Island demonstrate how some 

unaccompanied children capably handled the initial inspection. In September 1897, multiple 

newspapers covered the arrival of this “little Irish lass” who crossed the Atlantic by herself in the 

steerage of a White Star Line steamship Britannic. “Alone, but thoroughly independent,” Mary 

faced the government inspectors like any other immigrant. “When the line formed in the barge 

office for the customary questioning, Mary took her place and gave the inquiring official quite a 

shock when he glanced at her diminutive figure.” The inspector coughed to suppress his smile 

and “discreet surprise” at this little girl from rural west Ireland, as the “face upturned to his was 

so sober it rebuked anything approaching levity.” After greeting the official “with just the 

faintest semblance” of a curtsy, Mary answered all of his inquiries with a “clear quickness” that 

“nonplused him.” She recited her demographics for the recording official’s registry book, 

informing him that she hailed from the village of Irishtown in County Mayo, and that she was 

destined to her aunt in Brooklyn (whereas most unaccompanied children traveled to reunite with 

a parent, Mary “was the pioneer of the family” as both parents and all five siblings remained in 

Ireland). Her occupation? Mary replied: “I'm not doing anything much now, sir. I've gone to 

school most of my life, sir, in a convent.” When asked how much money she possessed, “in true 

woman fashion little Miss Mary began fumbling” through her pockets and extracted a “shiny 

little purse” opened for the inspector to see, confessing, “I've got 10 cents left, sir, 10 cents and 

some Irish moss.” After answering the climactic question of what she plans to do in this country 

with, “The very best I can, sir,” the charmed inspector allowed Mary to pass. Her Auntie 

received a telegram announcing the tiny traveler’s arrival, and Mary sat waiting to be claimed, 

with an oil-cloth valise in her lap “as big as she was…now and then craning her neck to peer 

over it at the other immigrants.” While this anecdote was most certainly embellished by a 
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writer’s flair, the manifest records confirm the details of Mary Hasty’s story. But the fact that 

multiple papers covered her arrival, from major papers like the New York Times and the 

Cincinnati Enquirer to smaller outfits like the Atchison Daily Globe in Kansas, demonstrates a 

broad public interest in such heartwarming tales of unaccompanied child migrants.118 

As the majority immigrants traveled through New York harbor, the immigration station at 

Ellis Island maintained the most extensive processing apparatus; however, unaccompanied 

children arriving at other ports of entry underwent similar procedures. When three Swedish 

children, aged eleven, ten, and six years, arrived in Portland, Maine in 1900, the Boston Globe 

marveled at the maturity demonstrated by the eldest child migrant, Esther Strom, who clearly 

“understood her business. She marshaled her charges only a trifle smaller than herself before the 

inspector, answered all questions, passed to the railroad official and made the arrangements for 

the tickets to her destination, Joliet. Ill, in a way that would have been no discredit to an old 

globe trotter.”119 As the federal government sought to standardize immigrant admissions 

procedures across multiple ports of entry, unaccompanied children encountered an analogous 

bureaucratic process wherever they landed, even as the size and scope of the processing 

mechanisms varied by each locale. 

While some unaccompanied children like Mary Hasty and Esther Strom passed through 

on the initial inspection, most unaccompanied child migrants were held for more in-depth 

questioning by a Board of Special Inquiry (BSI). These boards, first held in 1882 to determine if 

Chinese migrants were eligible to enter under the limited provisions of the Chinese Exclusion 

 
118 "Smallest, Youngest and Brightest Independent Passenger That Ever Crossed the Pond" Cincinnati Enquirer, 17 
Sept 1897, 9; "Shipping Tag on a Child," New York Times, 18 Sep 1897, 3; "A Waif from Abroad." Atchinson (KS) 
Daily Globe, 30 Sept 1897, 3. Manifest of White Star Line SS Britannic, 17 Sept 1897, page 10, Ancestry.com 
online database. Mary was still living with her aunt’s family in the 1900 Federal Census. 
119 “Understood Her Business,” Boston Globe, 24 Dec 1900, 3. 
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Act and then expanded in 1893 to adjudicate exclusion rulings, offered any immigrant denied 

entry on initial inspection an opportunity to argue why they should be allowed to land. 

Composed of three immigrant inspectors stationed at that port of entry, as well as a stenographer 

and, if needed, a translator, the Board would interrogate the immigrant in more detail, hear from 

the witnesses who sought to claim the children, examine any documents they brought or 

affidavits sent from communities further afield, and occasionally review the reports of immigrant 

inspectors dispatched to investigate the living situations of the migrant’s intended home. The 

Board could reconvene multiple times to discuss if the witnesses, affidavits, and reports altered 

their initial impressions. After weighting the testimony and evidence, these Boards decided if an 

immigrant should be admitted into the country or excluded from entry and sent back whence 

they came. These rulings were not quite the final word, as an immigrant had the right to appeal 

an exclusion ruling to the Bureau of Immigration in Washington (which will be explored later in 

this chapter), but most immigrants who sat before a BSI were deemed acceptable to land.120 

Unfortunately, almost all BSI records from this time have been destroyed, aside from 

those preserved in the appeals files sent to Washington. However, the port of Philadelphia 

retained a complete subset of these records from 1893-1909, and the 54 volumes of BSI records 

preserved on microfilm provide some insight into how the Boards dealt with unaccompanied 

children.121 The potential wealth of stories located in this source demands a more detailed 

analysis from future studies, but my brief analysis from a random sampling of dates uncovered 

some patterns in how the BSI dealt with unaccompanied children. Most often, the Board simply 

 
120 Bayor, Encountering Ellis Island, 68; National Archives, “INS Boards of Special Inquiry Records,” April 7, 
2021, https://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/boards-of-special-inquiry. 
121 Partial collections of BSI records are still extant. For instance, the National Archives at Fort Worth holds El 
Paso’s original BSI records from 1905-1908, and the National Archives has two microfilmed rolls of BSI records 
from the port of San Francisco from 1899-1909. However, these latter records do not include transcriptions of the 
BSI hearings, only a brief synopsis of the case and the board’s ruling. 
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ordered the children to be held until their receiving adults appeared to affirm their identities and 

verify the children’s statements, as was the case for a 15-year-old Polish girl named Agneska 

Olseanka and her 3-year-old half-brother Jan Makawha. After their parents arrived from nearby 

Delaware County and the father attested that he works “in a woolen factory” earning a dollar a 

day, the children were released. On that same ship, Russian Hebrews Rosa and Jacob Markowitz, 

aged 11 and 9 years old, were destined to their father in Boston. After interviewing Rosa and 

confirming that she possessed train tickets and $5, the Board unanimously voted to release the 

children into the steamship company’s custody so they could be forwarded on to Massachusetts. 

The Philadelphia Boards also recognized that elder siblings sometimes cared for these children, 

as they voted to release 9-year-old Jente Margolis into the care of her 24-year-old brother after 

she left their mother in Russia, perhaps fleeing the dual threats of poverty and pogroms of 1904. 

But if unaccompanied children had no adult to claim them, the Board would order their 

deportation, as was the case for 14-year-old Joseph Fenty, an Irish stowaway on the schooner 

Coniston. This orphan arrived in August 1893 “destitute” with “no friends or relatives in the 

U.S.” and therefore the Board voted that Joseph be “debarred a landing as likely to become a 

public charge.” Thus, the Boards of Special Inquiry strove to reunite unaccompanied children 

with their rightful families, but they had little sympathy for the hard-luck children deemed too 

young to make it on their own.122 

Suffer the Little Children: Matrons, Missionaries, and Public Health Workers as Caretakers 

Unaccompanied children were detained for days and even weeks at a time while waiting 

for the BSI procedures to run its course or to be claimed by their parents or intended adult 

 
122 “Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, U.S., Immigration Records, Special Boards of Inquiry, 1893-1909,” Roll 12, vol 34, 
Dec 6, 1905, SS Haverford, 43-46; Roll 10, Volume 18, 31 Jul 1904, SS Westernland, 49; Roll 1, Volume 1, 31 Aug 
1893, Coniston, 30, Ancestry.com. 
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guardians.123 To ensure the safety and comfort of detained immigrants, the federal government 

employed women to serve as matrons. These women cared for all immigrants kept in the 

detention quarters, but largely focused on the children, and especially on those traveling 

unaccompanied who had no adult support. Regina Stucklen, the first matron hired at Ellis Island 

who also logged years of service as a matron at the New York state-run immigration depot at 

Castle Garden, testified before a Congressional committee hearing in 1899 and explained the 

various ways matrons care for unaccompanied children: 

Q. Children traveling alone come under the care of the matron?  
A. Sometimes we have them as young as 2 and 3 years old sent here by the relatives on 
the other side to the relatives in this country. Sometimes they are orphans, and sometimes 
their parents came before them. These children generally have their transportation all the 
way through, or the agent has it for them. … [When a child] is going to the vicinity of 
New York, where it can be called for, we keep it in our care until they call for it.124 
 

By 1904, Mrs. Stucklen supervised over a dozen Ellis Island matrons. While these women were 

also tasked with inspecting female immigrants, spotting concealed pregnancies, and monitoring 

for suspected sex trafficking, caring for children would arguably be one of the occupation’s more 

rewarding tasks. As one matron told the New York Times while explaining her duties, “Children 

and flowers are the sweetest things that grow!”125  

 The matrons caring for these children recreated the mother-child dyad that rendered 

unaccompanied children acceptable to the state. Children are understood as dependent family 

 
123 Children would be detained for a variety of reasons: such as awaiting BSI rulings or to be called for by guardians, 
during an appeals process, and those ordered deported awaiting the return ship that would take them back to port. 
When traveling with family, if someone in their party was sick and needed treatment in the Ellis Island hospital, 
children and their guardians would be detained until the patient was discharged. 
124 Testimony of Ellis Island Matron Regina Stucklen, July 26, 1899, Reports of the Industrial Commission on 
Immigration, vol. 15 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1901), 146. 
125 “Where "Ah Goo" Is Heard in Tongues of Many Lands—Ellis Island's Hall of Joy and Sorrow. Where Babies 
Much Do Congregate," New York Times, 5 Jun 1904, 22. This feature story was also printed in the Washington Post 
and Omaha Daily Bee. For more on the duties of matrons and other female employees of the U.S. Immigration 
Service, see Jessica Pliley, “The Petticoat Inspectors: Women Boarding Inspectors and the Gendered Exercise of 
Federal Authority,” The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 12, no. 1 (January 2013): 95-126.  



 
 

77 

members, and when unaccompanied children arrived unattached and unsupported, they evoked 

the specter of state dependency. But with matrons as stand-in chaperones and caretakers, these 

young travelers could be seen as children and not leeches. Matrons helped to bathe, feed and 

comfort children, and at the turn of the twentieth century, ensured that children knew of the 

opportunity for voluntary schooling at Ellis Island.126 Conforming with expected gender notions, 

these employees also demonstrated a more sympathetic “womanly touch” to vulnerable young 

immigrants. Marie Peterson, a 5-year-old Swede traveling alone on the SS Havel. This “blue-

eyed and fair-haired little girl, scarcely 3 ½ feet, appeared before the registry clerk” to report that 

she was traveling from Helsingborg, Sweden to meet her father, but “she was unable to answer 

any of the other questions, and a look of blank astonishment came over her face when she was 

asked if she had any money.… Finding the case too difficult for his brilliant intellect, the clerk 

turned the little traveler over to the matron.” Through careful coaxing to gain the girl’s trust, the 

woman eventually located an envelope in Marie’s pocket that contained money and an 

“interesting communication… signed by some of the child’s relatives in Sweden. The letter 

stated that the little girl's mother had died when she was an infant and that her father who had 

emigrated to this country had recently sent a ticket to bring the child to his home at 

Philadelphia.” This newfound information enabled officials to dispatch a telegraph to the 

awaiting patriarch, and the newspaper noted that until then, “the little traveler will remain in the 

care of the matron until the father arrives.” Thus, in addition to caring for the children’s physical 

needs while in the detention rooms, matrons served as a comforting figure of emotional 

 
126 For more on schools at Ellis Island, see Claire B. Gallagher, “’I Was So Glad to Be in School Here’: Religious 
Organizations and the School on Ellis Island in the Early 1900s” in Children and Youth during the Gilded Age and 
Progressive Era, ed. James Marten (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 81-101.  
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support—a woman who could dry teary eyes, elicit smiles, and soothe anxious nerves in the 

temporary absence of familiar faces.127 

Ellis Island matrons facilitated countless reunions through their work in the “discharge 

department,” where children were released to the guardians who appeared at the immigration 

station depot to claim them. These emotional moments, as one New York Times journalist wrote, 

could “stir to the depths the feelings of even the most callous official,” even though in some 

instances, the receiving adult had not seen the unaccompanied traveler for years, rendering the 

parent and child nearly unrecognizable to each other. In 1904, a reporter for the New York Times 

witnessed one such touching scene in the Ellis Island discharge department, when “an east side 

Hebrew” arrived at the island to claim his two children, aged six and seven, “who had traveled 

from far-off Russia with no escort or protection further than that afforded by the tags on their 

necks and the kindness of fellow-travelers and railway or steamship employees.” The father 

explained that he had immigrated to New York four years prior, and toiled night and day to 

afford a few furnished rooms for his family. Finally, he had earned enough to send for his wife 

and children, but a few days after he mailed the remittance, he received the tragic news that his 

wife had suddenly died. Relatives arranged to send his children, and now he appeared at Ellis 

Island to claim the remnants of his family. The journalist captured the moving scene when a 

matron brought the man’s young son and daughter out of the detention room:  

For a second, he stared at them in silence, then with a wild cry rushed forward and flung 
himself at the feet of the tiny girl. "She has her mother's face!" he sobbed. "Her mother! 
Oh, my God, my heart will burst!" "Hush, man, don't you see you're frightening them!" 
warned a bystander. Instantly he suppressed his emotion, and holding out his arms, 
coaxed the little ones to come to him. The boy went readily enough, but the girl hung 
back, her big, dark eyes searching his face. He talked to her softly in the mother tongue, 
trying to smile, although the tears ran down his cheeks and his mouth quivered like a hurt 
baby's. At last, she ran into his outstretched arms and cuddled down in them. He rose 
from the ground and strode toward the boat, holding her close to him, while the boy 

 
127 “A Tiny Traveler,” The Weekly Star (Wilmington, NC), 11 Dec 1891, 3; a reprint from the New York Dispatch. 
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trotted sturdily beside him. His shoulders were heaving with sobs, but the look of joy on 
his face was good to see. The officials were suddenly afflicted with bad colds and one 
gruff old fellow fairly melted under the influence of that "one touch of nature which 
makes the whole world kin."128 
 
While such tearful reunions were undoubtedly repeated many times over, other moments 

of release revealed less pathos and more negligence. For Sophia Popandec, a 14-year-old 

Hungarian girl who landed at Ellis Island alone, her release brought months of misery. She was 

destined to her older brother George in Scranton, but according to one account, “through some 

misunderstanding or because the little immigrant lost her ticket upon landing, her brother was 

not there to meet her. In some way a cousin of Sophia's got hold of the girl, and satisfying the 

Island authorities that she was a legitimate relative, took her to the household of a Mrs. Haick” 

where Sophia “was compelled to work hard and little kindness was shown to her.” Once George 

finally located her, “Sophia was overjoyed to see her brother again and immediately prepared to 

go away with him,” but Mrs. Haick refused to release her charge. The ensuing wrangle brought a 

crowd of onlookers and required intervention by police and a Humane Society child protection 

agent, but “upon hearing the straightforward story… Mrs. Haick had no objection to the reunion 

when she was satisfied that Mr. Popandec was really the girl's brother.”129 Sophia’s story 

illustrated the many possible mishaps that could befall unaccompanied travelers even after they 

reach American shores.  

The release of another young teenaged girl at Ellis Island further illustrates the chances 

for confusion at the discharge department. In an oral history, Gigia Sampaolesi Pieroni recalled 

her experience as an unaccompanied child traveler detained at Ellis Island. Although she was 

born in the United States near Sunnyside Plantation, Arkansas, where many Italian immigrants 

 
128 "Where "Ah Goo" Is Heard in Tongues of Many Lands--Ellis Island's Hall of Joy and Sorrow. Where Babies 
Much Do Congregate," New York Times, 5 Jun 1904, 22. 
129 "Troubles of Sophia Agitate Clinton St.," Binghamton (NY) Press, 21 Aug 1905, 4. 
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worked in a bid to replace African American labor with European immigrants,130 Gigia was sent 

to Italy as a toddler to live with her grandmother. Returning to her parents at thirteen years old, 

she remembers the moment her father called to claim her at Ellis Island as one of excited 

uncertainty. A social worker brought her out with two other detained girls and sat them on a 

bench, instructing the man to point out his daughter. Gigia did not recognize the stranger in front 

her to be her father, and apparently, he did not recognize her either, as she recalled: "Poor Daddy 

was looking up and down at the three of us. … My father said, ‘I think it's this one [credo ce' 

questa]' and he pointed at me. The lady asked me to stand up and she said, 'This is your father 

[quest'el tuo Papá]' and Daddy came over and kissed me, but you know, I wasn't too anxious to 

kiss him. I was kind of scared.” Thankfully, he chose the correct daughter, but he later confessed 

that it was more like an educated guess: “I had an idea it was you because you were dark and a 

little bitty skinny thing.”131 These stories highlight the difficulties of verifying relationships and 

identities in an era before standardized documentation and passports.132 Lacking such proof, 

immigration officials often relied on trust and instincts, but as the next chapter illustrates, this 

process frayed when certain “races” of immigrants were viewed by immigration officials as 

inherently untrustworthy. 

 
130 For more on Sunnyside Plantation, see Katherine Benton-Cohen, Inventing the Immigration Problem: The 
Dillingham Commission and Its Legacy (Harvard University Press, 2018), chapter 7. 
131 Gigia’s experiences demonstrate that a reunited nuclear family in the U.S. was not always the desired ideal for 
some: “When I got home it was terrible. I had three sisters, one older, nineteen years old, and two younger than I. 
They couldn't speak a word of Italian. I didn't understand them and they couldn't understand me. The only ones I 
could speak with were my parents. I cried. I didn't like it over here. I wanted to be back with my grandmother where 
I could sit at my window and listen to that blind man playing the accordion down below. I wanted to go back, but I 
couldn't cross that ocean again, never, never. After five years I got married.” Oral history published in Paul V. 
Canonici, The Delta Italians: Their Pursuit of "The Better Life" and Their Struggle Against Mosquitos, Floods, and 
Prejudice (self-pub., 2003). 
132 For more on this transitional moment in age documentation, see Susan J. Pearson, “’Age Ought to Be a Fact’: 
The Campaign against Child Labor and the Rise of the Birth Certificate,” Journal of American History 101, no 4 
(March 2015): 1144-1165. 
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Occasionally, children landed at the port without a clue as to their destination. In these 

fraught instances, the government apparatus sprang into action to find a way to dispose of these 

unexpected wards. Sometimes, it was merely a matter of finding a translator to guide the young 

person along, as was the case with 15-year-old Brid Coughrey from County Galway, Ireland. 

The New York Times reported that Ellis Island interpreters were dumbfounded by her “seeming 

gibberish” language, until the police detective standing guard “took a good look at the girl, 

without saying a word, and announced that she was of Gaelic extraction.” Conversing with her in 

the Celtic tongue, he discovered she was headed to an uncle in Pittsburgh. Other times, a child’s 

ignorance or confusion necessitated more intensive measures. In 1896, “three little motherless 

children passengers” landed in New York “without anyone but the stewardess of the Saale to 

look out for them.” The Radlarsky siblings—Wadislaw, 8 years old, Joseph, 5, and Theophile, 

4—lived in Posen, Poland, but upon the death of their mother, an aunt ticketed them to their 

father in Chicago. However, a mishap foiled the plan: “They have lost their father's address and 

have no money. Ellis Island is perplexed to know what to do with the little immigrants.” Stories 

detailing efforts to find their father appeared in Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, on the front 

pages of Chicago press, and even in a Swedish-language newspaper in Salt Lake City—but no 

word confirming if this publicity led to an eventual reunion.133  

During these fraught instances, where a child arrived with little clues as to their 

destination, the public and private enterprises that formed the infrastructures of care sprang into 

action to locate children’s family members. In 1904, a 10-year-old Hungarian girl named Maria 

Pavlek landed at Baltimore on the steamship Brandenburg in search of her mother but unsure of 

 
133 “Girl Voyager Spoke Gaelic,” New York Times, 15 Jun 1900, 14. "Little Travelers Without Money," New York 
World, 30 Sep 1896, 5; “Penniless Children Traveling,” Chicago Chronicle, 30 Sep 1896, 1; “I Villande Verld,” 
Utah-Korrespondenten (Salt Lake City), 16 Oct 1896, 2. 
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next steps; federal employees, aid workers, and the local press all assisted in her search. “My 

mother is in this country and I have come to find her,” she told the Baltimore Sun. “Five years 

ago she came here, leaving me with my grandparents, both of whom died a short time ago, and 

there was no one to look after me… I understood that my mother was living In Ashtabula, Ohio, 

and I made up my mind to come to this country to see her.” Maria detailed to the reporter the 

various ways that kind-hearted strangers offered her funds and assistance in her travels to the 

German port of Bremen and during her transatlantic voyage, and the Sun related to its readers 

that “The little girl spoke in a straightforward manner, and her general bearing stamped her as 

intellectually far above the average immigrant of more advanced years.” Because the Maryland 

port of entry did not maintain its own long-term detention quarters and instead contracted such 

services to a woman who ran a boarding house near the docks, Maria was entrusted to the care of 

Mrs. Koether, the matron of the Immigrant House at Locust Point, while the Baltimore 

Commissioner attempted to make good on his promise to locate Maria’s mother. A few days 

later, the Sun proclaimed success: “Commissioner Weis' efforts to find the little one's relatives 

were rewarded yesterday by a telegram conveying the information that the little girl's mother had 

been found.” The mother had married John Dubraucsak, who then swore an “affidavit before the 

authorities in Ashtabula that he is both able and willing to support the little daughter of his 

present wife,” meaning that Maria “was to be released as soon as the official papers arrived. On 

being told that her mother had been found she clapped her hands for joy, and was most profuse 

in showing her gratitude to the matron, in whose charge she has been kept since her arrival.” The 

newspaper was also happy to report that its coverage led to potential backup plans for Maria: 

“Commissioner Weis received a number of callers at his office yesterday who stated that they 

had read in The Sun of the little girl's dilemma, and several of them notified the Commissioner 
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that they would willingly take charge of the little girl in the event she could not find her mother.” 

While such a scheme would likely not be acceptable to the immigration authorities, this anecdote 

reveals the layers of sympathy for unaccompanied child immigrants displayed by both the public 

and the press. Maria benefited from a menagerie of assistance: Baltimore city’s top immigration 

official, the port’s only immigrant caretaker, its newspaper of record, and a handful of strangers 

all sought to aid this bold young girl.134 

Matrons were not only found in immigration stations at the ports of entry; women also 

found such employment at municipal institutions like police stations or public assistance 

organizations, and unaccompanied children found succor through these means as they traveled 

inland. In September 1903, the Baltimore Sun reported that a matron of the Central Police 

Station cared for “an interesting guest…a little traveler, who came all the way from Hertford, 

England, alone and without luggage.” Five-year-old Jack Edward Smith had journeyed by train 

from Hertford to the port of Southampton, then boarded a steamship to New York and reportedly 

“proved a good sailor” on the ocean crossing, as he boasted to the Sun reporter that he was not 

“sick a bit.” The boy then traveled on the Pennsylvania Railroad to Baltimore, where a police 

sergeant found Jack and brought him to the station. There, “the youngster immediately made 

friends with the matron, Mrs. Black, and the house officers, and soon added to the collection of 

pennies in his pocket.” Once alerted, the boy’s father “hastened to the station. The father had not 

seen his son since he was a baby in arms and did not recognize him, while the boy appeared at 

 
134 "Comes to Find Her Mother" Baltimore Sun, 22 May 1904, 16; "Child's Mother is Found" Baltimore Sun, 24 
May 1904, 6. The matron known as “Mother” Koether opened her boarding house in 1869, when the B&O Railroad 
paid her 75 cents a day for every immigrant she fed and sheltered while awaiting their outbound train. This short, 
blonde, German woman ran the establishment for 44 years, until a new Immigration Station was completed near Ft. 
McHenry in 1914. See Henry C. Raynor, “Immigrant Tide Here is Slowly Rising Again,” Baltimore Sun, 8 Mar 
1925, 84, and Dean R. Esslinger, “For 2 Million the First Glimpse was Baltimore,” Baltimore Sun, 3 July 1986, 
A15. 
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first to be rather shy of the strange man who chucked him under the chin so familiarly and called 

him Jack.”135  

Many of these women workers were immigrants themselves—a background that helped 

overcome language barriers that hindered the travels of unaccompanied children as the 

youngsters attempted to navigate unintelligible signs and directions. For two orphaned siblings 

trying to locate their grandfather in Buffalo during the summer of 1891, a series of intervening 

adults brought them to a fellow German speaker and their eventual safe deliverance to their new 

home. A police officer witnessed the “forlorn looking pair” emerging from the train station; he 

“noticed their apparent ignorance of their whereabouts and finding they could not talk English he 

sent them to the office of the Poor Master.” After futilely attempting to interview the brother and 

sister, “Overseer Stauch placed them in charge of Matron Coke of the Newsboys' Home,” a 

charitable boardinghouse maintained by the Buffalo Children’s Aid Society. Once again, a 

matron performed the caretaking duties of a temporary guardian for unaccompanied children, as 

the Buffalo Morning Express reported that she “found the little ones exceedingly weary and in a 

very dirty condition after their long journey. A warm supper and bath were given each, and then 

they looked like different children.” When the expecting aunt and grandfather appeared at the 

Newsboys’ Home to claim the siblings, 12-year-old Hedwig could not contain her gratefulness 

for the matron: “In the German language the little girl poured out a shower of thanks to Mrs. 

Coke … and then the child affectionately kissed the woman's hand and bade her good-bye.”136 

The kindness extended by these workers of public and private institutions transformed a potential 

tragedy into a heartwarming reunion. 

 
135 "Came alone from England" Baltimore Sun, 28 Sept 1903, 12. 
136 "Came Thousands of Miles," Buffalo Morning Express, 18 July 1891, 5; "Little German Orphans are Claimed by 
Their Relatives" Buffalo Morning Express, 19 July 1891, 11. 



 
 

85 

Government employees were not the only women assisting unaccompanied children as 

they navigated the admission procedures and entry into the nation, as missionaries from all faiths 

operated in and around the ports of entry. These private organizations sent public-facing workers 

to assist immigrants of their faith, but often assisted any one in need. As one Irish Catholic 

organization promised in booster literature, “Protestant girls from Ireland, England and Scotland 

have often been willing guests, and that there never has been nor ever will be the least 

discrimination shown or interference with their religious belief.” Many groups targeted young 

female travelers, such as the Methodist-affiliated Home for Immigrant Girls, the Mission of Our 

Lady of the Holy Rosary Society’s Home for Irish Immigrant Girls, and the Jewish-run Clara de 

Hirsch Home for Working Girls. Although most of these so-called “girls” were of an age that 

modern parlance would deem older teens and young women, around 16-23 years old, these 

organizations also aided younger girls, as well as the occasional boy in need. Alma Matthews, 

the missionary in charge of the Home for Immigrant Girls, told a New York Sun reporter that in 

addition to her work in running a charitable boarding house for “friendless immigrant girls,” she 

assisted any young migrant in crisis, such as preventing two Armenian boys from being swindled 

by an overpriced cab fare or helping a “little Englishman” find his daddy after no one appeared 

to claim him and the address the boy held proved incorrect. Finally locating the errant father 

after an all-day, citywide search, Mrs. Matthews claimed, “The meeting between them repaid me 

for all my trouble.” She must have summarized many missionaries’ belief in reflecting on her 

work with the young immigrants of Ellis Island: “There are hearts on both sides, you see. They 
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love us and often we become very fond of them. I have been in the work nearly nineteen years 

now, and each year increases my faith in humanity."137  

 Once released into the port city, unaccompanied children could find assistance from the 

social workers and progressive reformers active in immigrant communities, as documented in the 

records of Lillian Wald, founder of New York City’s Henry Street Settlement and pioneer of 

public health nursing. In an 1893 report to Jacob H. Schiff, the wealthy patron who helped 

finance her work, Wald wrote about “Elias Blumenthal living on the Street, only fifteen years 

old.” She informed Schiff that Elias, a Jewish boy she encountered during her rounds in the 

Lower East Side, “had come from Liverpool with a friend of his father's and been deserted by 

that friend almost immediately.” Despite his period of homelessness, Wald reported that the “boy 

was prepossessing through all his dirt” and she was able to secure for him “a bed and food at the 

Children's Aid Society, bath at the Baron de Hirsch rooms, clean clothes from our store room” 

and assisted him in formulating his next steps, perhaps a return trip to his parents. Reformers like 

Wald helped children navigate the labyrinth of charities and public services that would 

undoubtedly be intimating for any child.138 For unaccompanied immigrant children, the legions 

of women workers who peopled the infrastructures of care—government matrons, missionaries, 

nurses, and reformers—were lifelines throughout their treacherous travels. 

“The Slip Being Her Only Guide”: Tagging Children on Inland Railways 

 When children were destined further afield, immigration officials sought to ensure a child 

would be guided along on their journey inland through a system of tags. During Regina 

 
137 For more on the Clara de Hirsch charities, see the archives at 92nd Street Young Men’s and Young Women’s 
Hebrew Association, also known as 92Y, in New York City. “Helping Irish Girls at Ellis Island” Donahoe’s 
Magazine 56, no 6 (Dec 1906): 603; “Watch Over the Immigrants,” New York Sun, 3 March 1907, 22. 
138 Lillian Wald to Jacob H. Schiff, 29 August 1893, Reel 1, Box 1-2, Lillian Wald Papers, Manuscripts and 
Archives Division, The New York Public Library. See also, Lillian Wald, The House on Henry Street (New York: 
Henry Holt and Company, 1915); and Beatrice Siegel, Lillian Wald of Henry Street (New York: Macmillan, 1983). 
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Stucklen’s testimony about matrons’ duties before the Congressional committee, she explained 

how her colleagues dealt with unaccompanied children who were destined further afield: “They 

generally have a ticket on them with the name and address or destination of the child, and we 

give it into the hands of the railroad official, and he will see that the child is placed in the car 

properly in the charge of the conductor. We telegraph to the relatives at what time and on what 

train the child will leave this port and when it is due there.”139 This section details how the 

infrastructure of care for unaccompanied children was not limited to the federal employees of 

immigration stations and the aid workers at ports of entry, but sprang up at train depots, local 

charities, and in municipal institutions of the cities and towns that dotted the railroads.  

This system of tagging children evolved from prior means of ensuring that a child’s 

information would not be lost by a mishap, a language barrier, or the absentmindedness of youth. 

As noted in the previous chapter, unaccompanied children coming through Castle Garden often 

had name tags and destinations sewn onto their clothing or baggage by thoughtful relatives. But 

as the federal government took control of the immigration apparatus, this method became 

standardized. As early as 1894, the Bureau of Immigration employed a preprinted tag with space 

to record the child’s name and destination, as documented in an Indiana newspaper reportage on 

six German children who arrived in the city via train: “none of the youthful travelers were over 

ten years of age and each wore one of the regulation Emigration Bureau tabs, which gave their 

names as Haynes and their destination as Fairmount.” The Chicago Tribune illustration in figure 

2.2 below shows a sketch artist’s recreation of these tags from 1901.140  

 
139 Stucklen, Reports of the Industrial Commission on Immigration, 146. 
140 “Young Foreigners,” Richmond (IN) Item, 13 Sep 1894, 3. 
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Figure 2.2. A Bureau of Immigration’s Tag for Unaccompanied Children. Illustration from “Little 
Girl Tagged Through from Europe,” Chicago Tribune, 12 Sep 1901, 2. 

 Easily recognized across the various rail system, this system of tagging enabled the safe 

transportation of children despite any communication barrier. “This is the age of travel and 

especially juvenile travel,” proclaimed the Chicago Tribune in October 1900, noting that the rail 

managers of the city “report a large increase in child travel this year, and officials of the different 

lines say it is a common sight to see children traveling long distances unaccompanied by fond 

parents or watchful chaperons.” The Tribune detailed how tagging system streamlined juvenile 

travel: “Suspended from a buttonhole of his garment or some favorite pin which children delight 

in wearing swings a ticket much like an express check. On this tag or check is written the child's 

name, the starting point and destination, so there is nothing left for the authorities to do but to see 

that the child is properly transferred and placed safely aboard the train.” Hence, unaccompanied 

children could travel from the seaboard to the Midwest metropolis with ease. “They are put into 

the conductor's care and on arrival at Chicago are placed in the hands of the kindly station 

matrons and cared for with the tenderness and interest of an affectionate mother.” The article 

goes on to describe how Chicagoan railroad workers likewise facilitated travel for 

unaccompanied children traveling further West, such as “little Dora Wertz,” who, “having been 

located in a children's home in Middleburg, Germany, by her relatives at Bourbon, Wis., she was 

promptly sent for to share their wealth and affections.” But often, the children required more 
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than simple directional assistance as they embarked on a terrifying journey across oceans and 

continents. In addition to helping children procure a meal or find their connecting train, 

transportation employees might offer the comforts of a sympathetic and friendly face. “Last 

week little Edwin Cudgel, who claimed but 8 years, came all the way from Berne, Switzerland, 

alone. The death of his parents within a few weeks of each other left the little Swiss-German lad 

destitute of home and country, and, with fear and distrust of the new world before him, he 

entered upon the trip, timid, frightened, and homesick.” But the care Edwin received on his 

journey made him “supremely happy,” the youngster confided to the station agent chaperoning 

his transfer to another train, and “his big blue eyes brightened as he recalled with youthful 

enthusiasm the pleasures of his adventures. His tag gave his destination as Butte, Mont., where 

he said he would make his home with his uncle on a sheep ranch.”141 For unaccompanied 

immigrant children like Edwin who grappled with the layered traumas of losing one’s parents 

and uprooting one’s existence, receiving the kindness of a stranger could make these 

unimaginably difficult transitions feel bearable.  

 The transatlantic-transcontinental voyages of these tagged children required assistance 

from multiple institutions, illustrating how the infrastructures of care stretched far beyond the 

ports of entry. In 1898, the Boston Globe marveled at the safe transport of three unrelated 

unaccompanied children to Chicago who had “traveled thousands of miles across the ocean and 

many leagues over the land, unattended, with only a tag to tell who they were and whither they 

were bound.” These three youngsters had immigrated with eight other unaccompanied children, 

“who were also tagged and shipped to different parts of the country” after the party received care 

and prayers at a mission house for Scandinavian travelers. The trio must have been bewildered at 

 
141 "Lone Child Travelers," Chicago Tribune, 14 Oct 1900, 46. 
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their arrival in Chicago, “but the kind railroad men, after reading the tags on their shoulders, told 

them they were safe and would soon be in the hands of their relatives,” and indeed, “after 

waiting in the depot for some time, were called and taken away by friends, with the tags still 

dangling from their arms.” The Globe noted that “many wondered how they could have sailed 

across the great waters with no one to take care of them,” but their safe passage was due to these 

layered networks of succor—not to mention the children’s own grit. These synchronized systems 

of support facilitated the travels of seven-year-old Swede Elsie Engstrom, who arrived at the port 

of Galveston, Texas, on New Year’s Eve, 1905. Newspapers from New York to California 

chronicled this “last stage of her journey of 8454 miles to meet her uncle in San Francisco, with 

whom she will make her home.” Little Elsie was reportedly “a great favorite” on board the S.S. 

Breslau “and was much petted, even by those who could not talk her language.” After the North 

German Lloyd steamship company’s office in Galveston furnished her with travel expenses, 

Elsie “was placed aboard the Southern Pacific train for her overland trip to the Pacific Coast. A 

letter was given to the conductor containing instructions, and this will be passed from one 

conductor to the other at division points, and no trouble is anticipated in getting the unattended 

girl to her destination.”142 Thus, through community support and the interlocking functions of 

transportation networks, a young girl could travel halfway around the world all by herself. 

 In fact, the Southern Pacific Railroad advertised their ability to safely transport 

unaccompanied children, as did other rail lines at the turn of the century. One branch of the 

Southern Pacific proclaimed to be “The Favorite Route” for many travelers, including 

immigrants and children traveling alone, because their itineraries boasted of “no disagreeable 

changes” and “no waiting for connections at unpleasant places.” Another Sothern Pacific 

 
142 "Seven-Year-Old Travels Alone," San Francisco Call, 1 Jan 1906, 2; “Girl Travels 8,454 Miles Alone,” New 
York Tribune, 1 Jan 1906, 4; “Wee Tourists Tagged,” Boston Globe, 26 Oct 1898, 7. 
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advertisement touted “an experienced agent will be in charge” who could devote “special 

attention” to unaccompanied children. An advertisement in Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly from the 

Southern Railway promised that “children traveling alone under the care of our conductors are as 

safe from molestation or intrusion as when within the confines of their own home,” while the 

Kansas Pacific Railroad similarly vowed that unaccompanied children would be “free from all 

timidity, or reasons for it, as though seated at their own firesides.” These railroad companies 

sought to assure potential customers that they were attuned to the unique needs of children 

traveling by themselves, because their agents-as-guardians would provide protections while the 

young travelers were outside of parental control, surely assuaging some anxiety as the children 

ride the rails alone.143  

 Not everyone saw tagging as favorable procedure, however. A newspaper article from 

1901 noted that “railroad managers throughout the United States are striving to abolish the 

custom of ‘tagging’ children and allowing them to travel unaccompanied by parent or guardian.” 

While boasting that the method of tagging children was “the natural result of the perfect system 

of railroading brought about in this country,” the article claimed that this “dangerous custom…is 

proving bothersome to the railroad managers” who questioned “whether or not the railroad 

companies are responsible for any injuries that might befall the youthful travelers.” Even setting 

aside the potential liabilities, foisting the maintenance of unaccompanied children onto railroad 

employees was arguably an unpaid burden on an already overstretched workforce. “Under the 

present arrangement ‘tagged’ children depend entirely upon the trainmen for safety,” even 

 
143 “Southern Pacific,” The Official Guide of the Railways and Steam Navigation Lines of the United States 37, no 8 
(Jan 1905), 667; “G.H. & S.A. Railway System,” ABC Pathfinder Railway Guide (Boston: New England Railway 
Publishing Company, 1885), 51; “California Excursions—Improved Service,” Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, 18 Nov 
1899, 411; Stephen F. Smart, “The Golden Belt,” The Colorado Tourist and Illustrated Guide (Kansas City: 
Ramsey, Millett & Hudson, 1879), 48. 
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though the “duties of the trainmen require their undivided attention and consequently there is 

little time to be devoted to the charge.” And as the newspapers cited above claimed, this system 

of unaccompanied child travel reached new heights at the turn of the century, leading some 

managers to believe that the practice of tagging children was unsustainable. “The custom has 

grown to such a degree that the railroad companies fear it will eventually be necessary for them 

to establish a special force to care for the ‘tagged’ passengers.” Indeed, despite the rosy milieux 

portrayed in the heart-warming stories of kind conductors shepherding hopeful future citizens, 

the system of tagging children could falter, especially when the child in question did not speak 

English or they were too young to communicate.144 

The misadventures of 5-year-old Rosa Reber chronicled in several newspapers illustrate 

the pitfalls of this tagging system. In September 1901, the Chicago Tribune printed sketches of 

little Rosa, along with the preprinted immigration tag from Ellis Island, “giving all the 

information about her identity that is known. According to this tag Rosa is ‘billed through’ to 

Darlington. Wis., to Gottlieb Reber.” The Tribune noted that the Chicago police officers caring 

for Rosa struggled to get additional information, as “the little immigrant does not understand any 

of the languages that have been tried in the attempt to communicate with her.” News of the little 

girl lost spread across Midwest newspapers. An editorial in William Jennings Bryan’s 

newspaper, The Commoner, praised the “Milk of Human Kindness” shown to Rosa by 

transportation workers: “The fact that little children, unattended, travel long distances speaks 

well for the kindness and generosity of railroad and steamship employees.” Thanks to these 

attentive and kind folks, “this little girl will doubtless reach her destination safely, and yet it is 

not hardly wise to start a child on a long journey alone.”145  

 
144 Altoona Tribune, 3 Oct 1901, 6. 
145 Clearly, worker solidarity does not necessitate understanding all the constraints that poverty places on families. 
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Figure 2.3. “Little Girl Tagged Through from Europe.” From Chicago Tribune, 12 Sep 1901, 2. 

The next month, a local paper in Darlington announced Rosa’s safe deliverance, and 

clarified the “garbled account of the child and her family” printed in “all the Chicago and 

Milwaukee papers.” Rosa’s father Gottlieb left his family in Switzerland as he pursued a 

cheesemaking job in Wisconsin, and after a few months of employment, he received an advance 

on his summer wages to purchase Rosa’s ticket. Rosa spent time in the Ellis Island quarantine 

hospital to recover from scarlet fever (note her cropped hair in the Tribune illustration), and upon 

her discharge, authorities telegraphed Gottlieb to meet the girl in Chicago. However, “the father 

had not the means with which to go to her, being already deeply in debt to people who had 
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befriended him in his trouble,” and therefore he requested Rosa be tagged through to Wisconsin 

under the train conductor’s care. But an apparent miscommunication foiled these plans; when 

police officers found Rosa wandering around the Chicago train station, she became a ward of 

state, and Illinois law forbade any further unaccompanied travel. The Chicago police officers 

sought to relieve themselves of their unexpected charge, and as the Darlington paper explained, 

“Rosa was turned over to the Polish authorities, who refused to keep her as she was not of their 

nationality,” but thankfully, a Catholic charity called the Visitation and Aid Society welcomed 

the girl into their lodgings for two weeks. Meanwhile, friends of the Reber family sought to 

assist their new neighbors and devise a means to have Rosa “restored to her parents, who were 

positively unable to go to Chicago to claim their child and suffered keenly from the separation.” 

These good Samaritans of Darlington, Wisconsin expended much time and energy sending 

frenzied telegrams. “As soon as the case was fully understood and the distress and poverty of the 

parents became known, the Visitation and Aid Society detailed an officer, Mr. J. Short of their 

office to bring the child to Darlington. He was met here at the depot and little Rosa was given 

over… to her rejoicing parents, apparently well cared for by stranger hands and none the worse 

for her many and varied experiences.” While the historical record does not provide any certainty 

that Rosa was “none the worse” after these tribulations, Wisconsin state census records confirm 

that Rosa did indeed reach her family and they maintained their homestead in Lafayette County 

years after the reunion. Rosa’s story illustrates the many layers of support necessary to unite 

unaccompanied children with their loved ones—from the federal officials at ports of entry, to the 

transportation employees, to the charity workers, to community members lending a hand. The 
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families of these vulnerable children relied on these various layers of care to protect their young 

travelers while they were unable to provide such guidance.146  

As the tribulations of Rosa Reber demonstrate, the final leg of an unaccompanied child’s 

long journey could be the most treacherous. The infrastructure of care that guided these children 

through the ports of entry and major cities became threadbare in the smaller towns and 

hinterlands of the nation. But even then, unaccompanied children found community support 

through aid societies, police officers, railroad agents and newspaper reporters. While the federal 

immigration officials relied on these networks to transport unaccompanied children, the 

government alone did not maintain the systems—the synchronic functioning depended on an 

army of women caretakers, attentive transportation workers, watchful municipal officers, and the 

sympathetic deeds of Good Samaritans. As unaccompanied children embarked on their 

harrowing journeys, their families must have feverously prayed that these imperfect systems of 

support would hold fast long enough to carry the young travelers across the wide unknown.  

The Yellow Press Chronicles Unaccompanied Children from Asia 

As the above anecdotes gleaned from newspapers reveal, heartwarming stories of 

unaccompanied children reunited with families or rescued by diligent civil servants produced 

riveting stories. Local newspapers chronicled the arrival of these children and the ensuing happy 

reunions of families, and journalists proclaimed that these children would invigorate the 

receiving communities. For instance, the St. Paul Globe heralded Russian children arriving in 

their town as “just out of the foreign chrysalis” but destined for greatness after inhaling “the air 

of American freedom.” Other stories tended towards melodrama, such as the coverage of a 12-

 
146 "Little Girl Tagged Through From Europe," Chicago Tribune, 12 Sept 1901, 2; "The Milk of Human Kindness," 
The Commoner (Lincoln, Nebraska), 27 Sept 1901, 7; "Child Travels Far Alone," News-Palladium (Benton Harbor, 
MI), 4 Oct 1901, 8; "Returned to Her Parents," Republican-Journal (Darlington, WI), 4 Oct 1901, 4. “Rosa Rieber,” 
1905 Wisconsin State Census, Lafayette, Lamont, page 5, line 88, Ancestry.com. 
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year-old Russian boy’s demise, who was to be reunited with his parents in New York after two 

years apart. According to news reports, the boy spotted his parents waiting for him at the pier, 

but he immediately fell to the deck as bystanders heard his whispered last word: “Mother.” The 

ship’s physician told reporters that, “there was no doubt but that the boy had a weak heart and 

that the excitement of seeing his parents killed him.”147 Such coverage displays a hallmark of this 

era’s yellow journalism: a reliance on sensational and titillating details in narrating stories that 

appeal to readers’ emotions. But the yellow press that helped spur the Spanish-American War 

would turn its attention to unaccompanied children from Asia. The portrayals of these children 

present starkly different images than the vulnerable young European migrants chronicled above, 

and reveal the disparate treatment unaccompanied Asian children faced on their arrival.148 

Filipino boys who served as “mascots” for U.S. armed forces during the Spanish-

American War and returned with the soldiers as troopship stowaways received an inordinate 

amount of media attention.149 The media coverage of these unusual immigrants revealed little to 

no interventions by immigration authorities,150 and the returning soldiers appeared to have free 

reign about what they could do with their mascot boys, or as one newspaper called them, “queer 

trophies from Manila.” In contrast to the layers of support bestowed on unaccompanied 

European children chronicled in the press, these human “curios” brought back by officers 

received little concern from the community at large. As the Spokane Chronicle correctly 

predicted, “Some will be sent to school, others will be used as servants, and others, probably, 

 
147 "Our Fresh Arrivals" St. Paul Globe, 16 Oct 1892, 12; “Saw Parents, Died of Joy,” Baltimore Sun, 17 Feb 1903, 
8 
148 David R. Spencer, The Yellow Journalism: The Press and American’s Emergence as a World Power (Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 2007); W. Joseph Campbell, Yellow Journalism: Puncturing the Myths, Defining 
the Legacies (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2001). 
149 See Chapter 5 for more explanation about the boy mascot phenomenon and the dozens of boys who stowed away 
on World War I troopships. Returning troops from the Spanish American War also brought back Cuban and Puerto 
Rican children, but Filipinos received far and away the most media coverage. 
150 San Francisco’s Angel Island Immigration Station, the “Ellis Island of the West,” was not in operation until 1910.  
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will be turned loose to rustle for themselves.”151 The experiences of these Filipino mascot boys 

demonstrate how the infrastructures of care rarely supported Asian youths, even as the yellow 

press churned out sensational stories about their exploits in a strange new world.152 

When the demobilized Second Oregon Regiment paraded through the streets of San 

Francisco on July 14, 1899, Company A’s Filipino mascot Manuel Robles “tramped along in 

conscious pride, wondering at the great 

concourse of white people, the tall 

buildings, the thousands of waving 

banners and the roar of Occidental 

civilization,” according to the San 

Francisco Examiner. William Randolph 

Hearst’s paper proclaimed the fourteen-

year-old boy was “as wild as a hare, but 

with an admiration for the Americans 

which is boundless.” When the 

Oregonians met Manuel in Manila, “The 

lad was homeless, footsore and weary; he 

said he was treated cruelly by the natives 

and he begged to be taken under 

American protection.” So, the troops “annexed him at once.” The Examiner’s rival paper, the 

San Francisco Chronicle, described Manuel in racialized language: “the ugliest little Tagal ever 

 
151 “Mascot of Company A,” Spokane Chronicle, 12 Oct 1899, 6. 
152 For more on the American paternalist quest in transforming Filipinos, see Kristin L. Hoganson, Fighting for 
American Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 

Figure 2.4. Manuel Robles in School Uniform and 
Campaign Hat. From “The Salem Indian Training 
School,” Statesman Journal (Salem, OR), 1 Jan 1900, 10. 



 
 

98 

seen—flat nosed, pouting lipped, pockmarked, but a cheerful grinning lad, none the less, good 

natured to a fault and willing to the last degree.” The Army captain who snuck the boy onboard 

the returning troopship informed the press that Manuel was to go to school in Oregon “to learn 

the ways of the Occident and to forget the palms and pino of his native land.” But “the famous 

Filipino boy, Manuel,” feted by local newspapers upon his arrival in the state, would not be 

educated alongside white American children in the coming school year. Instead, he boarded at 

the Salem Indian Training School, now known as the Chemawa Indian School. The youngster 

proved to be a favorite of his teachers and classmates, with one local paper claiming that his 

manners lent “credit to the ‘half savage half child’ parents who nurtured him in Luzon. There is 

many a boy of 14 with white skin, right here in the most highly civilized surroundings, right here 

in Salem, who could profitably take lessons in politeness from him.” A feature story on the 

Salem Indian Training School printed a photograph of Manuel (figure 2.4), proudly cradling his 

Mauser rifle and donning a campaign hat, with a rosy retelling of his presence in Oregon. “This 

little fellow is pleased to be in this country, and he is trying to make of himself a good American 

citizen. And who knows but this martial waif, this piece of flotsam on war’s wild waves, may not 

become such a citizen?” Decades would pass before Filipinos could hope to legally claim full 

citizenship status instead of “U.S. national” status. But Manuel perhaps never saw that day—in 

1901, Salem newspapers reported that Manuel had “disappeared from the school,” with some 

claiming he had runaway to Vancouver to be with his soldier friends.153 

 
153 “No Chance for Small Americans in this General Joy and Hearty Cheering,” San Francisco Examiner, 13 July 
1899, 2; Edward H. Hamilton, “Cheers, Flowers and Tears for War-Worn Soldiers,” San Francisco Examiner, 15 
July 1899, 1; “To Muster Out Here” San Francisco Chronicle, 14 July 1899, 12; "At Home," Albany (OR) 
Democrat, 18 Aug 1899, 5; “The Salem Indian Training School,” Statesman Journal (Salem, OR), 1 Jan 1900, 10. 
“Chemawa Filipino Leaves,” Capital Journal (Salem, OR), 22 Jul 1901, 3. For more on Filipino migration to the 
United States as “nationals,” see Ngai, Impossible Subjects, chapter 3. These boys presaged the human zoo of the 
1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, where organizers showcased 1,200 Filipinos in the “Philippines Reservation” as the 
new “savages” whom Americans saw as their imperial mission to civilize. See Shari M. Huhndorf, Going Native: 
Indians in the American Cultural Imagination (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 63. 
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As the American government sought to “civilize” and raise up their new territorial 

possessions, the American press projected this crusading mission onto the mascots, with the 

paternalistic Army officers vowing to “uplift” these boys into U.S. citizens or apostles of 

democracy for the Philippines. Like Manuel, nine-year-old Juan Guareado traveled with 

returning troops, and as newspapers chronicled their journey back to Kansas, Juan’s guardians 

repeatedly promised to bestow their ward with an American education. In the San Francisco 

Examiner’s coverage on the landing of the Twentieth Kansas Regiment, the paper noted that the 

“soldiers take great pride in their mascot, a Filipino boy who is now the protégé” of a Kansan 

officer. One sergeant told the Examiner that Juan was “a good square chap… and before General 

Otis has the war ended he'll be a good American citizen and a voter in Kansas." The El Paso 

Herald printed dispatches of the mascot riding on the soldier transport train across the western 

states and praised the guardian-officer Lieutenant C.H. Ball’s promise that “he will take him 

home and educate him in American ways and give him the best of attention.” Another paper 

noted that Juan “attracted a great deal of attention both in San Francisco, and all along the route 

to Topeka. At every station where the train stopped, as soon as it was known that the Filipino 

was on board, the crowd would call for him, and he would be trotted out for inspection.” The 

Topeka State Journal heralded the boy’s arrival to the Jayhawker state, as well as Lt. Ball’s vow 

to secure the best schooling for Juan, despite the fact that other than swear words, “the boy 

cannot speak nor understand much English.” Another local paper hailed the officer’s mission “to 

make a man of” the boy mascot: “It is his hope that Juan will become a well-educated man, able 

to comprehend the system of a republican form of government and return to his people to 

become a leader among them.” But just over a year later, Lt. Ball seemingly failed in his 

civilizing crusade, as “Juan had too much of a native disregard for law and discipline.” The 
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young boy reportedly chose to walk back to San Francisco to hitch a ship ride back home, 

because “this country was too cold.” Newspapers across the country reprinted the cutesy 

conclusion to Juan’s days in Kansas, with the dispatch appearing on front pages as diverse as the 

Brooklyn Daily Eagle and the Daily Pioneer Times in Deadwood, South Dakota. Despite the 

lofty promises of an American upbringing, Juan faced abandonment and uncertainty in the 

American heartland.154  

The experiences of another mascot brought to Kansas demonstrate the liminal status of 

these boys as American imperialism subsumed the Philippine Islands. Thomas Sonega, initially 

brought to Fort Leavenworth by Sixth U.S. Infantry Captain Omar Bundy before the boy found 

work as a waiter and hotel porter elsewhere in Kansas, shocked the town of Belleview in June 

1905 when he attempted to crack open the town bank’s vault with a hammer and chisel, violently 

threatened cashiers, and according to a local newspaper, broke into a fellow porter’s bedroom 

and “chased him out of bed and about town with a hatchet. The fellow is said to be a government 

ward and as far as Belleville citizens are concerned, Uncle Sam will be welcomed to come and 

get him.” The county probate court ruled Thomas insane155 and in need of institutionalization. 

However, the state asylum refused to admit Thomas “on the grounds that he was an alien and 

ineligible under the state law,” leading some lawmakers to huddle with the U.S. District Attorney 

and inquire to the chief immigrant inspector in Chicago about the possibility of deportation. But 

the probate judge who ordered Thomas committed did not approve of this bureaucratic 

 
154 "Funston and His Fighting Kansans Home from the War," San Francisco Examiner, 11 Oct 1899, 1; "Special 
Correspondence" El Paso Herald, 7 Nov 1899, 11; "Filipino in Town" Fort Scott (KS) Daily Tribune, 6 Nov 1899, 
4; "JUAN WAS A SCRAPPER," Coffeyville (KS) Weekly Journal, 1 Feb 1901, 4; “Missing Filipino Boy,” Brooklyn 
Daily Eagle, 7 Dec 1899, 1; “Too Cold for Filipinos,” Daily Pioneer-Times (Deadwood, SD), 10 Jan 1901, 1. 
155 Thomas was not the only Filipino boy to suffer from a mental health crisis in the U.S. Twelve-year-old Philemon 
Shields, mascot of the 51st Iowa Regiment, apparently attempted suicide by swallowing bichloride mercury tablets. 
He survived, but media reports wondered if it was a purposeful act or if he was “merely nosing around the car, and 
finding the poison, he determined, like any out and out savage would do, to see if it was good. This is probably the 
case.” See “Grief for His Home,” Waterloo (IA) Courier, 15 Jan 1900, 1. 
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wrangling, as the Kansas City Star wrote, because “Sonega is a minor… the question of caring 

for the boy is one which should be decided at once.” Judge E.W. Wagener declared, “if the flag 

means anything to the Filipino there is an implied obligation on the part of some one to care for 

this boy.” After all, the judge maintained, residents of the newly acquired colonies “owe 

allegiance” to the U.S. government. What should be done with this unfortunate boy—neither 

citizen nor alien—in desperate need of assistance but so far from his native home?156  

This case generated nationwide press, appearing on the pages of the San Francisco 

Examiner, the Los Angeles Times, and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, with the Chattanooga Daily 

Times running the headline, “No Refuge for Alien Lunatic.” The Topeka Daily Herald predicted 

that if Thomas’s “case is investigated thoroughly and carried to the Supreme Court, the whole 

question of the status of the Filipinos and the ‘constitution-follows-the-flag’ controversy may be 

settled once and for all time,” in reference to the questions of citizenship rights raised by the 

Insular Cases.157 One Nebraska paper editorialized that Thomas “has most inconsiderately gone 

mad and thereby threatens greatly to embarrass the government of the United States” with this 

Gordian Knot of a case. “He cannot he allowed to run at large; he cannot be incarcerated in an 

asylum; he cannot be sent back home. What shall be done with him? Shall he be confined in the 

penitentiary—though having committed no crime except to be born a Filipino—or shall he be 

batted on the head with an ax for causing all this perplexity?” But before any lawsuits could be 

filed, the Kansas State Asylum relented and admitted Thomas. Federal Census records note that 

Thomas spent the remainder of his days in this hospital.158  

 
156 “Crazy Filipino Boy,” Clay Center (KS) Dispatch, 6 July 1905, 10; "Is this Filipino a Kansan?" Kansas City 
(MO) Star, 15 July 1905, 6. 
157 Stuart Creighton Miller, Benevolent Assimilation: The American Conquest of the Philippines, 1899-1903 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1982); Eric Love, Race Over Empire: Racism & U.S. Imperialism, 1864-1900 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
158 "Crazy Boy Causes Legal Clash" Los Angeles Times, 29 Jul 1905, 3; "Insane Filipino Boy Puzzles Kansas 
Board," San Francisco Examiner, 29 Jul 1905, 5; "Will Admit Sonega" Topeka Daily Herald, 28 Jul 1905, 6; 
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The nation’s press strove to inscribe the ideals of American imperialism onto these boys, 

transmitting tales of how American troops rescued savages to mold into future citizens or 

champions of democracy, but the realities of racism in American culture prevented any easy 

assimilation. Some Filipino boys were denied admission to public schools, as was the case for a 

young mascot in Union Springs, Alabama. As one local paper recounted: “When the white 

people got to thinking about the matter, they could see no difference between the Filipino and 

any other negro going to school with their children.” But the townsfolk “very properly sat down 

on the whole business” and barred the boy from attending class, especially since “The negroes 

had already begun to ask the white people for the same privilege accorded the Filipino boy--

attend their school. … Mixed schools will not be tolerated in the South.” The community support 

and acceptance that welcomed so many other unaccompanied children did not extend to these 

boys from southeast Asia. And as illustrated in the three mascots profiled above, the liminal 

status of U.S. nationals offered only limited protections to these vulnerable children. While these 

mascots experienced the “open-door” immigration practices that was the hallmark of 

unaccompanied child migration at this time, endemic racism prevented many Filipino boys from 

finding a life worth living in the United States.159 

While most children in this era theoretically had the right to land and strive for 

citizenship, Chinese children faced barriers that explicitly tied to their race. The tribulations of 

one Chinese toddler provided riveting copy. “Uncle Sam has a baby prisoner on his hands,” the 

San Francisco Examiner announced in a Sunday magazine, describing the Chinese girl Wong 

Yut Ho as “the dearest, prettiest morsel of pagan humanity imaginable; a mere scrap of barbaric 

 
"Thomas Sonega" The Banner-Press (David City, NE), 23 Aug 1905, 1. 1920-1940 Federal Census via 
ancestry.com.  
159 “Will Not Admit Filipino Boy,” The Birmingham Times, 9 Oct 1903, 4; Marion (AL) County News, 4 May 1905, 
4. Princeton, Indiana also demanded segregation of Filipino mascots brought to their community. 
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baby, no more than eighteen months old.” According to this article, the girl arrived six months 

prior in the arms of Si Lin, the wife of a Chinese merchant living in Virginia City, a mining 

boom town in Nevada. The aunt explained to the customs official that the Wong Yut Ho’s 

“parents were dead, and their bones rested in China,” so she was the only relative who could care 

for the child. “Which was a very pretty and touching tale, but the officials did not believe it. 

There are many ‘aunts’ who bring Chinese 

‘nieces’ to this country for no other purpose in 

the world than to find a market for them as 

soon as they reach a marketable age,” implying 

that the girl would be sold into sex work, a 

common trope used against female Chinese 

immigrants. But the San Francisco immigration 

authorities, unprepared for such “kindergarten 

emergencies,” did not know how to dispose of 

this “Chinese puzzle.” As the Examiner 

continued, “Clearly, it was nothing short of 

cruel to send a helpless infant adrift without 

proper protection. Suppose that Wong Yut Ho 

should die on the way to China die for lack of 

care? No man, not even a hard-hearted 

Government official, wants to be haunted by a 

Chinese baby's ghost.” However, the immigration bureau “doesn't provide nurseries for infantile 

prisoners,” and after all, the “dingy old brick Administration building… is the last place one 

Figure 2.5. “The Chinese Baby That Has Caused 
Uncle Sam So Much Trouble.” From "Little Wong 
Yut Ho Not Wanted in America," St. Louis Republic, 
2 Sept 1900, 30. 
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would ever select in which to establish a nursery for babies labeled ‘Not Wanted.’” So, the 

Commissioner decided that, for now, “Uncle Sam will have to keep his little charge wrapped up 

in red tape,” and he sent Wong Yut Ho into the care of Donaldina Cameron, the head matron of 

the Presbyterian Chinese Mission.  This journalist did not see this girl’s story as a child torn 

away from the only family she has left, but a cautionary tale about “the extremes that the Chinese 

will resort to in order to illegally land in this country future subjects of traffic to be sold into 

slavery, for no one has any doubt that such was the fate intended for Wong Yut Ho.” In this 

curious mix of concern for the unaccompanied child, fetishizing of “her tiny brown feet” and 

“black shoe-button eyes,” and racialized disbelief in familial relations, this article demonstrates 

the insurmountable odds faced by some children traveling without their parents, solely on 

account of their race.160 For these unaccompanied Asian children, racialized perceptions and 

racist laws led to disparate treatment at American borders and within American communities. 

“The Proper Place for Him Is with His Parents in Europe”: Unaccompanied Children Appeals 

For most Chinese children like Wong Yut Ho, their ethnicity was the determining factor 

in their immigration status and immigration officials excluded them with little question. But for 

many other unaccompanied children, their cases were not as clear cut. If the Board of Special 

Inquiry ruled to exclude, immigrants had one last option to gain admittance to the country: they 

could file an appeal to the Bureau of Immigration to have the superiors in Washington review the 

case. These appeals files, stored in the National Archives and Records Administration, provide 

priceless insights into the lives of unaccompanied immigrant children and into the deliberations 

 
160 Lillian Ferguson, "The Red Tape That Has Been Wound Around Wong Yut Ho" San Francisco Examiner 
Sunday Magazine, 19 August 1900, 32; "Little Wong Yut Ho Not Wanted in America" St. Louis Republic, 2 Sept 
1900, 30; Boston Globe, "Good Stories for All--Chinese Baby Puzzles San Francisco Officials," 12 Sept 1900, 8. 
For more on Donaldina Cameron, see Mildred Crowl Martin, Chinatown’s Angry Angel (Palo Alto, CA: Pacific 
Books, 1977). The Page Act of 1875 expressly targeted Chinese women as “prostitutes.” 
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of government officials deciding these children’s fates, often demonstrating the biases of 

bureaucrats empowered to negate family decisions and debar children they deem to be 

detrimental to the future of the United States. These records provide a counternarrative to the 

heartwarming family reunification stories publicized in the press that portray rosy-faced German 

and British children happily ferried along to awaiting parents or near relatives; instead, these 

casefiles contain stories of misery and poverty, and government men unmoved by the suffering 

of vulnerable children. 

The appeals process ensured that an immigrant’s claim passed through multiple hands. 

After the immigrant signaled that they wished to file an appeal of their deportation ruling, the 

Commissioner of that port would review the transcripts from the Board of Special Inquiry, and 

sometimes conduct a personal interview with the immigrant in question, before compiling a 

summary of the case and offering his own observations along with a recommendation as to 

whether the appeal should be sustained or denied. Additionally, an appeal file often included 

affidavits from people offering support to the immigrant, or from other community members 

attesting to the proposed guardian’s financial stability and the fitness of their homelife. This 

package was then sent to Washington, where the U.S. Commissioner General of Immigration 

again reviewed all the documents and compiled a short memo for his superior, the Secretary of 

Commerce and Labor, detailing the reasons behind sustaining or denying the appeal. Finally, the 

Secretary would sign off on the order to land or deport the immigrant, usually in accordance with 

the Commissioner General’s recommendations. Whether the Secretary scrawled an “L” or “D” 

on the memo sealed an unaccompanied child’s fate. 161 

 
161 As in, “land” or “deport.” Barry Moreno, Encyclopedia of Ellis Island (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2004); 
Bayor, Encountering Ellis Island. 
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Theoretically, all immigrants had access to the appeal process; but in reality, not 

everyone was aware of their right to an appeal, nor could everyone afford this lifeline. An appeal 

was usually filed by an attorney, who were legally prohibited from charging more than $10 to 

file, but there is evidence that lawyers would tack on additional charges. Benevolent associations 

like the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society and the German Aid Society would often fund these 

appeals and support the migrant in gathering affidavits. But on occasion, a child was unaware of 

their right to appeal or how to properly pursue that route. For instance, an Italian boy named 

Cristoforo De Toro did not file an appeal through the appropriate channels, and instead wrote 

directly to President Theodore Roosevelt. A translation of the letter, addressed to “His Highness 

Baron Roosevelt,” illustrates the desperation of this boy; he wrote to the President that he was 

“prostrating myself at your feet,” begging “to be allowed to go at liberty in this state, and thus be 

able to embrace my cousin whom I have been deprived of seeing for four years. May your 

Excellency grant this grace to a young man, who has torn himself from the arms of his dear 

parents to go to New Haven, Conn., just to save them from hunger." Commissioner General 

Frank Sargent forwarded the letter to Ellis Island, noting that the boy “would probably wish to 

appeal to the Department if given to understand what his rights are in that respect," but by that 

time, officials ordered Cristoforo to be deported. Another casefile documents a family who sent 

telegrams to Ellis Island questioning when a child would continue his journey to them, only to 

receive word back from the Commissioner that because no appeal was filed, he was already on a 

return ship to Europe.162 

Even though the appeals process ensured that multiple people reviewed the immigrant’s 

casefile, the subjectiveness of the rulings meant that individual authorities possessed immense 

 
162 Casefile of Cristoforo De Toro, 51567/126, RG 85; Casefile of Michel Iatros, 51416/3, RG 85. 
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sway over every case. Oscar Straus, the Secretary of Commerce and Labor under President 

Theodore Roosevelt (and the first Jewish Cabinet Secretary), wrote about this concern in his 

memoirs. Straus noted that Boards of Special Inquiry “often made hurried and ill-considered 

decisions, especially when the immigration was large…. Under the provision ‘Likely to become 

a public charge’ there was room for the personal attitude members of the board, and the fate of 

the immigrant depended on whether or not these men were restrictionist.” Instead of blithely 

signing off on whatever the Assistant Secretary recommended, Straus thoroughly examined and 

pondered over the appeals cases that came across his desk. He wrote, “I felt that there was a 

domestic tragedy involved in every one of these cases, and as the law placed the ultimate 

decision upon the Secretary, I decided this responsibility was one that should not be delegated; 

so day by day I took up these decisions by myself, frequently taking the papers home with me 

and carefully reviewing them before retiring.” Oscar Straus demonstrated a level of compassion 

not seen in other immigration bureaucrats, as he often chose to overrule the recommendations of 

his subordinates, ordering an immigrant’s appeal to be sustained and the child admitted.163 

Conversely, Oscar Straus’ predecessor Secretary Victor H. Metcalf displayed a 

willingness to deny appeals even when the port Commissioner and the Commissioner General 

both recommended the landing of an unaccompanied child. One such case was 13-year-old 

Hungarian Jew Ettel Liebowitz, who was destined to her uncle in New York City. Ellis Island 

Commissioner Robert Watchorn wrote that he “found her to be a very bright girl… [who] should 

in my judgement be permitted to land,” an assessment seconded by the Commissioner General. 

But with no explanation, Metcalf signed a D on the memo, denying Ettel entry into the United 

 
163 Oscar S. Straus, Under Four Administrations: From Cleveland to Taft (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1922), 216-
217. For instance, Straus intervened for 15-year-old Austrian Hebrew Srul Lande, 51497/165, despite the boy’s 
“unusually poor physical appearance.”  
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States. In another instance, two Italian brothers aged 15 and 11 left their father’s home to join 

their uncles, who were naturalized citizens. One Ellis Island official noted that while he usually 

agreed that unaccompanied children should not be separated from their parents, “I do not think 

that any hard-and-fast rule can be maintained regarding such cases. In this one the boys have two 

uncles living here, both of whom are in fair circumstances… I have no hesitancy in 

recommending that the appeal be sustained.” The uncles’ Congressman even submitted a letter in 

support of the boys and their childless uncle who hoped to adopt them, writing that this “well-to-

do Italian” is “perfectly able to take care of them. He assures me that he will do so and send them 

to school and look after them just as carefully as if they were his own children. The mother of the 

boys is dead and the father is very poor, and the uncle… is really the only person able to support 

them and take care of them.” Unmoved, Secretary Metcalf denied their appeal and ordered them 

deported. These cases illustrate the consequences of enshrining the final say to a political 

appointee and not the career immigration officials.164 

Table 3. Results of Appeals from Unaccompanied Immigrant  
Children Casefiles, 1906-1907 

Ethnicity of child       Admitted    Excluded 
Albania 0 1 
Austrian 0 1 
British 3 1 
Bulgarian 0 1 
Greek 7 (1 on bond) 19 
Hungarian 1 4 
Irish 0 1 
Italian 5 (1 on bond)  21 
Russian 1 (1 on bond) 2 
Russian Hebrew 12 (4 on bond) 10 
Spanish 0 1 
Syrian 0 4 

 
164 Casefile of Ettel Liebowitz, 51448/253 RG 85; Casefile of Annabael and Raffaele Sicignano, 51380/17, RG 85. 
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 Immigration officials acted as the arbiters of family making, refuting parents’ decisions 

to send their child abroad to live with other close relatives. The denied appeal of an 11-year-old 

Syrian boy named Hannah Snahe demonstrate how immigration officials denied such quests of 

family reconstruction. According to his attorney’s filing, the boy’s brother was “a strong, able 

and frugal man with a Bank account and has brought this boy here to educate him in the school 

of his adopted country and to protect and support him.… Thus he becomes the boys natural 

guardian and protector, his father having died and his mother in Syria not being so well 

circumstances to perform these duties.” Nevertheless, officials decided that “the proper place for 

him being with his parents” and ordered him returned to Syria.165 As if the family did not 

deliberate and decide for themselves the torturous choices of family separation or staying 

together in unsatisfactory conditions, immigration officials hewed to the idea that a child must 

stay with its mother above all else. 

In contrast to the idealized representations of unaccompanied children in the media, of 

happy family reunifications, legible family formations of heteronormative patriarchy, these 

appeals demonstrate a darker realities of unaccompanied child migration—this type was travel 

was often due to poverty, death, and violence. While some immigration officials like Secretary 

Straus reviewed the appeals with a sympathetic slant, others were guided by ethnic and class 

stereotypes, denying the carefully laid plans of families who had hoped to send their children to 

pursue opportunities without them in the United States. The experiences of unaccompanied 

immigrant children revealed through these case files elucidate uncomfortable realities that 

frequently elided public recognition.  

 

 
165 Casefile of Hannah Snahe, 51311/3, RG 85. 
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Conclusion 

As the federal government took control of immigration processing, the bureaucratic 

apparatus drew from lessons gleaned from state level control to develop layered systems of 

support for unaccompanied children. This infrastructure of care was a combination of public and 

private realms, sprawling out from the ports of entry and surrounding cities into the hamlets and 

hinterland towns where receiving adults awaited the arrival of unaccompanied children. 

American newspapers capitalized on these heartwarming stories of reunion in the Promised 

Land, and printed touching tales of unaccompanied children from Ireland, Germany, and Great 

Britain aided by strangers, those good Samaritans who perhaps saw their own child’s face 

reflected in the lonely young sojourner from Europe. But this optimistic portrayal of community 

kindness and American charity is complicated by the evidence of Asian children denied such 

supports, and the scores of unaccompanied children refused entry due to their family’s 

impoverishment or perceived racial unfitness. As the next chapter demonstrates, when the “rising 

tide” of migrants from Southern European led to an increase in unaccompanied children from 

Greece, the Bureau of Immigration sought to limit this form of migration, leading to the first age-

based federal immigration law. 
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Chapter 3 “Slaves of the Shine”: The Greek Padrone Crisis and the Creation of Federal 
Limits to Unaccompanied Child Migration, 1903-1907 

 
On October 3, 1906, Georgis Tropoliz stood alone in front of three immigrant inspectors 

arrayed before him at the Port of Boston. Through an interpreter, this Greek youngster told the 

Board of Special Inquiry that he was 16 years old, he could read and write, he had never worked 

before, and he had in his possession $30 and a train ticket to Salt Lake City, where his only 

brother had resided for two years prior. “I am an orphan. I have neither father nor mother and my 

brother wanted me to come here,” Georgis explained. In the two months since his mother’s 

passing, the boy lived with one of his two married sisters in Greece, but that situation was 

untenable: “They are very poor and I could not live with them.” Georgis appeared to be a 

promising candidate for admission into the United States; he was literate, he was a student not 

yet engaged in labor, and he was destined to his closest living relative in a Western state with a 

definite address and prepaid transportation. Yet, the Board was unmoved. The brother, 22-year-

old Andreas Tropoliz, was unmarried, and gender norms of that time dictated that a woman must 

be present to properly maintain a household occupied by children. And even though a medical 

exam revealed no issue with Georgis, the Board noted that he measured 4’9½” tall, a height 

“being that of an average school boy of Boston, 13 years old,” and therefore, they doubted his 

professed age. The men voted unanimously to exclude Georgis.166 

The teenager appealed the ruling in the hopes that Washington bureaucrats would 

adjudicate his case with a bit more sympathy. However, Georgis was contending with an 

unwritten law against unaccompanied Greek boys arriving in Boston, derived from a years-long 

scandal alleging that a new padrone system was importing white slaves from Greece and around 

the Mediterranean to work as shoeshiners in American cities. These “Slaves of the Shine,” as one 

 
166 All information derived from the casefile of Georgis Tropoliz, 51380/114, RG 85. 
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newspaper dubbed the boys, were thought to be coached by their padrone to lie about their age, 

their relations, and their reasons for migrating. Immigration officials believed that the men 

arriving to claim the boys from the immigration station were “pseudo-fathers” and fake uncles, 

only distantly related or perhaps even strangers to the young immigrants. And once the boys 

were admitted based on these supposed falsehoods, they would be doomed to years of 

bootblacking, street hawking, or factory drudgery as the cruel padrone pocketed their wages.167  

Documents in Georgis’s appeals casefile demonstrate attempts to preemptively disprove 

these negative stereotypes. In a notarized affidavit, Andreas Tropoliz attested that his brother 

Georgis “has no relatives to care for him save myself.” The elder Tropoliz owned a restaurant 

and shoe-shining parlor in Salt Lake City, profiting him over $250 per month. “I am now in such 

circumstances, financially, that I am able to support him while he is going to school, and it is my 

bona fide intention of putting him in school as soon as he comes here. I do not desire him to go 

to work until he is older. I can give this boy a good and comfortable home, and will do so.” The 

attorney filing Georgis’s appeal concurred: “It seems to me that this case is a most worthy one.” 

After all, his “older brother and natural guardian… certainly has made his way, and is in a 

position to give the immigrant a good home. He is going to a good healthy part of the country, 

and undoubtedly will be much better off than living in Greece.” The attorney refuted the claim 

that Georgis was thirteen and lobbied the Bureau to concede that even though the older brother 

was single, “this fact would not change the argument that he is entitled to have his brother here 

in this country with him,” and therefore, the boy should be allowed to land.168  

 
167 “Boys are Imported for Shoe Shining," Minneapolis Tribune, 5 June 1904, 7; A.A. Seraphic, “The Greek Padrone 
System in the United States,” Reports of the Immigration Commission, Volume 2: Abstracts of Reports of the 
Immigration Commission (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1911), 387-408. 
168 Casefile of Georgis Tropoliz, 51380/114, RG 85. 
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These pleas once again failed to soften the hearts of immigration officials. Boston’s 

Commissioner of Immigration, George Billings, communicated his doubts to his superiors in 

Washington with his summary of the case. “Although this applicant claims to be aged 16,” 

Billings surmised that because of his height, “his weak appearance,” and the fact that “he wears 

short pants,” Georgis was probably “13 or 14 years old.” But what Billings found most damning 

was the fact that the brother “acknowledges he runs a shoe-shining establishment.” Owning such 

a business was not seen as proof of an immigrant’s business acumen or an achievement of the 

American Dream, but as evidence of criminality and inevitable child abuse. Billings wrote, “it is 

well known that the character of the Greeks does not support his claim that he will pay the boy's 

expenses at school until he is of age and he will not have occasion to work. He will naturally be 

placed at work shining shoes in the brother's shop. I recommend deportation.” The Acting 

Commissioner General echoed these prejudiced remarks about the shoe-shining establishment in 

his memo to the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, adding “It is therefore quite obvious for 

what purpose this child is being brought to this country. In view of the well-established practice 

of the Department, and also the opinion of the Bureau, I recommend that the appeal be 

dismissed.” The Secretary’s cursive “D” above his initials on the Commissioner General’s memo 

denoted that he sanctioned the deportation. In the predawn hours of October 27, Georgis boarded 

the S.S. Romanic in a foggy Boston Harbor for his return journey to Greece—just one more 

turned-away youth out of an untold number of unaccompanied children denied entry to the 

United States in the first decade of the twentieth century, as the nation began to enact its first 

restrictions on this form of migration.169 

 
169 Casefile of Georgis Tropoliz, 51380/114, RG 85; “Italians Go Home,” Boston Globe, 27 Oct 1906, 10. 
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This chapter explores how the “well-established practice” of excluding unaccompanied 

children arose at the turn of the century, culminating in a reversal of the centuries-long custom of 

largely unhindered migration by unaccompanied children, as federal legislators codified this 

restriction in the Immigration Act of 1907. Germinated in the prejudice of one port’s 

immigration commissioner and cultivated through the sensational reporting of numerous 

newspapers, the rekindled fears of padrones importing children from Southern Europe spurred 

lawmakers to craft the first federal aged-based immigration restriction. The curtailment of 

unaccompanied child migration to the United States is one facet within the nation’s history of 

drafting immigration restrictions predicated on racism, half-truths, and outright lies.170  

The roots of this restriction began in Boston, as Commissioner George B. Billings 

believed that an apparent influx in unaccompanied children arriving at his port was not a typical 

ebb and flow of migration, but an “unnatural” increase tied to padrones trafficking in child labor, 

reminiscent of New York’s padrone scandals regarding Italian street musicians discussed in 

Chapter 1. Billings, like many other influential Americans, feared that a “rising tide” of so-called 

new immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europeans would overwhelm Americans, and this 

xenophobia clouded his dealings with certain arrivals, including unaccompanied children. As 

casefiles originating from his port demonstrate, Billings’ rulings reveal an automatic disbelief in 

these immigrants’ testimonies and an unflinching certainty that unaccompanied children from 

Mediterranean regions were white slaves caught in a padrone’s conspiracy. Billings frequently 

publicized his suspicions and boasted of his port’s high deportation rates, and news wire services 

 
170 This historiography continues to grow as the field’s “racial turn” demands reexaminations of policymaking and 
legislative consequences. For instance, see Aristide R. Zolberg, A Nation by Design: Immigration Policy in the 
Fashioning of America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens 
and the Making of Modern America (Princeton University Press, 2004); Anna O. Law. For more on the history of 
padrones, see Gunter Peck, Reinventing Free Labor: Padrones and Immigrant Workers in the North American West, 
1880-1930 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000).  
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spread lurid tales emanating out of Boston to newspapers nationwide. From 1903 and through 

the passage of the 1907 law, government and media investigations prodded Greek communities 

in search of evidence that unaccompanied migrant children were not coming to join relatives or 

pursue an education, as they attested upon arrival, but were in fact enslaved victims forced to 

parrot a padrone’s deceptions. And yet, despite the prevalence of this assumption among 

government officials and newspaper editors, inquiries pointed to a more nuanced reality. 

Investigations by immigration inspectors and journalists revealed some children did lie about 

their age and stretched the truth about relations in order to gain admittance; however, these 

discrepancies were conscious choices made by the children and their families, not coerced 

obfuscations foisted upon them by villainous strangers. Like earlier (and ensuing) waves of 

unaccompanied child migration, this migratory pattern was largely driven by poverty—a last 

resort for desperate people willing to do anything to get their children into the United States, or a 

bold gamble by disadvantaged young people left with little else aside from dreams of a different 

future. And even though officials admitted a lack of evidence proving the vast conspiracy of a 

foreign syndicate importing enslaved children, legislators and lobbyists used this false narrative 

to push for a new form of immigration control targeting these most vulnerable of migrants.171 

The intersection of two mass movements of the Progressive Era—child labor reform and 

the push for immigration restriction—alongside the rise of eugenic ideas contributed to the 

viability of this effort to curb unaccompanied child migration. Concurrent concerns over the 

exploitation of young workers, an increase in immigration, and the specter of “race suicide” 

created a context where restrictions on the migration of children from Southern Europe appealed 

 
171 The tactics used by Greek children are similar to the Chinese “Paper Sons” who crafted fictive kinships to gain 
entry under exclusionary policies. See Estelle T. Lau, Paper Families: Identity, Immigration Administration, and 
Chinese Exclusion (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006). 
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to a wide swath of Americans. And while unaccompanied Greek boys were the targeted 

population under this provision, they were not the only young people negatively impacted by this 

new exclusionary policy, as unaccompanied children from Syria, Italy, Russia, and other 

Southern and Eastern European nations faced rejection at various ports of entry, and the adults 

who helped facilitate these travels faced punishment and imprisonment. Thus, legislation that 

was ostensibly about preventing the importation of easily exploitable young workers became a 

cudgel used to keep out all unaccompanied children deemed suspect by immigration officials. 

The burden disproportionately fell on those children and adults hailing from “races” thought to 

be unassimilable to the American populace. Barring unaccompanied child migration was an 

uncontroversial inroad for immigration officials to implement nascent ideas of immigration 

control and to keep out races they deemed undesirable, all under the cloak of child protection.172 

This episode also illustrates the maturation of a symbiotic relationship between American 

media outlets and immigration officials. Authorities like George Billings became minor media 

personas, gladly sitting for interviews and providing reporters with juicy copy about the goings-

on of his port. This line of communication with the broader public ensured that people working 

within the immigration apparatus could trumpet themselves as the protectors of American shores, 

and therefore by extension, the American way of life.  Briefings from the local immigration 

authorities and the Bureau of Immigration dictated media narratives as newspapers published 

their perspectives without question, and the extension of wire services transformed local or 

regional news into national sensations. While this technology shrunk the limits of time and 

space, the coverage of Greek padrone scandal demonstrates that newswires quickly spread half-

truths and falsehoods which created the feeling of a nationwide crisis. One story containing a 

 
172 On child labor, see Wood, Altar of Work, and Hindman, Child Labor. On immigration and eugenics, see Dyer, 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Idea of Race; Spiro, Defending the Master Race; and Okrent, The Guarded Gate. 
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kernel of truth morphed as it spread through telegraph wires to be printed and reprinted in papers 

across the nation, until suddenly a handful of stories became an accepted “common sense” truth 

that would impact the experience of unaccompanied child immigrants for decades to come. 

Greek Child Migration at the Turn of the Century 

 A number of cultural, political, and economic factors led to the increase of Greek boy 

migration at the turn of the twentieth century. Greek migration in general expanded rapidly 

during the decade; in 1900, Greek migration averaged less than one hundred annual arrivals to 

the United States, and by 1910, the average was over 10,000 per year. But unique circumstances 

contributed to the extreme gender imbalance of unaccompanied Greek child migrants. A collapse 

in the price of currants, the nation’s principal export crop, followed by a series of natural 

disasters, led to an economic downturn and diminished prospects for young workers. Political 

tensions between Greeks, Macedonians, and other ethnic groups led to periodic outbursts of 

violence in border areas. And for those still living in Ottoman-controlled lands, the threat of 

being drafted for military service stalked adolescent boys. But most influential for these 

migrations was the cultural pressure on families to provide doweries for a daughter’s marriage. 

As historian Theodore Saloutos notes, the “dowry system, the curse of many a Greek family” 

drove many boys and young men “to emigrate, in the hope of meeting this domestic obligation. 

… A duty-bound brother seldom marries until after his sisters had obtained husbands.”173 For 

some Greek families, sending a son to the United States meant not only one less mouth to feed, 

but also an added income to the family coffers that was largely unavailable at home. 

 
173 Theodore Saloutos, The Greeks in the United States (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964), 29-31. 
Peter C. Moskos and Charles C. Moskos, Greek Americans: Struggle and Success, 3rd ed. (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Publishers, 2014), 13. Alice Scourby, The Greek Americans (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1984). 
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Most boys worked as bootblacks, but still others labored as paperboys, street hawkers, 

fruit vendors, and clerks in candy stores—all fields in which adult Greeks had previously gained 

a foothold and could secure employment for their young charges. Chain migration fostered these 

working relationships, as boys joined relatives and family friends already established and worked 

alongside them, relocating to ethnic enclaves that sprouted up wherever Greek men labored: mill 

towns of New England, midwestern industrial centers, and clusters of Western outposts along 

railroad depots. Even Tarpon Springs, Florida, gained a sizeable enclave that included 

unaccompanied boys, as young Greeks raised in the ancient art of sponge diving developed an 

industry that attracted both tourism and sales to the Gulf Coast town. In addition to the familial 

and community ties, adult Greek immigrants saw specific reasons to hire boys. As one 

investigator noted, produce vendors “frankly admit…the employment of boys is desirable,” 

because “women do not take offense at boys coming to their flats and order more readily from 

them than from the [peddlers], who, being adults and rough in appearance, inspire the women 

with fear.” And of course, boys were cheaper to maintain than adult laborers—they ate less, 

earned less, and agitated less.174  

Contemporary newspaper accounts reveal that these children quickly became a 

commonplace sight in city streets and were not immediately recognized as a threat or foreign 

menace, as numerous papers ran lighthearted stories of their sudden appearance and their minor 

scuffles with police. In July 1902, the Boston Post humorously portrayed a police raid on child 

peddlers as a pitched battle. Headquarters received a “startling message” that "The enemy, 

hundreds strong (mostly boys), have surrounded Faneuil Hall, and the market streets. They are 

selling lemons and fruit without a license… capture the enemy at all hazards.” When Patrolman 

 
174 Alcibidies Seraphic, “Greek Padrones,” 393-394. Tarpon Springs still has the highest percentage of Greek 
Americans per capita than any other city; see tarponspringsareahistoricalsociety.org. 
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Byrne and his force arrived, they met ranks of “hundreds of Italian and Greek boys, behind 

baskets larger than themselves, selling fruit. None of the boys were over 10 years of age.” The 

tongue-in-cheek account noted the officers “made a gallant attack. They stumbled over baskets 

loaded with lemons and finally brought 20 prisoners in bunches to headquarters… The police 

force suffered but slight damage, but the enemy was badly scared and the loss of lemons and 

fruit thrown into the street will affect the boys.” In another instance, the Dayton Herald ran a 

story with a subheading “Little Bootblacks have Merry Time Evading Truant Officer,” which 

detailed “several amusing experiences with the little Greek boys.” Just a year later in the midst of 

the padrone crisis, the very same paper would portray these boys using racist, animalistic 

language, but in this article, the boys were described as “bright, lively, industrious and diligent, 

and often one can find them worrying and studying over the pages of the American newspapers. 

Little by little they acquire the new tongue and new ways of living, and the ins and outs of the 

mother tongue are forgotten in the street slang of America.”175 However, the media would soon 

recast these promising young workers as pitiful white slaves who must be kept out of the nation. 

Not all early coverage was positive, however, as some stories hinted at developing 

community tensions.  These Greek newcomers rapidly displaced urban centers’ traditional shoe 

shiners, whether native-born white and African American youth or Irish and Italian immigrant 

predecessors. These other bootblacks were happy to voice disgust at the Greeks who charged 

five cents for a shine instead of the standard ten cents. And in contrast to the independent 

shoeshiner personified in Ragged Dick, a scrappy Horatio Alger character carrying his very own 

box and kit, Greek boys worked within a parlor, or as one paper called it, a “polishorium,” 

laboring for wages and pooled tips (see figure 3.1). Papers noted some discomfort that the 

 
175 “Greek Boys Play Hookey” Dayton Herald, 5 Feb 1903, 5; “Boy Peddlers Routed,” Boston Post, 20 Jul 1902, 12. 
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romanticized ideal of a young upstart making his way on the streets was supplanted by a 

centralized system profiting a business owner. 176 

 Another concern expressed about these Greek boys 

was a common complaint against child labor: time spent 

working meant time not in school. In Washington State, the 

Spokane Chronicle observed, “During the snow and the 

storms, early and late, the little Greek boys can be seen on 

the street corners vending their wares. These boys will be 

men some day, and will be entitled to a vote the same as 

other citizens.” Because it is not a question of if, but how, the 

boys will become citizens—whether ignorant or informed—

society must be “interested in seeing that the children have 

an education so that it may protect itself against their 

ignorance.”177 These media portrayals hint that Greek 

youngsters possessed at least a modicum of acceptance 

within their new communities. Their ilk began the new century as just another shade of street 

urchins and young toilers—joining the tens of thousands of children, both immigrant and native 

born, who spent their childhoods laboring. But by the end of the decade, Greek boys would 

become the face of all that was deleterious about unaccompanied child migration in the eyes of 

American governance, a misrepresentation that would spur the first federal immigration law 

specifically restricting child migration. 

 
176 “The Venders of Fruit,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, 3 Aug 1902, 25; “Have a Shine, Sir?” Birmingham News, 17 Jan 
1903, 4; "Greek Boys Enriching Their Boss," Harrisburg Telegraph, 25 May 1904, 4. 
177 4 Mar 1904, Spokane (WA) Chronicle, 4. 

Figure 3.1. Greek Boys Shine 
Shoes in a Polishorium. From 
"Greek Boys as Shiners," Kansas 
City Star, 10 Jun 1906, 29. 
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A New Padrone Crisis Arises in Boston 

 The first public inklings of concern from immigration authorities appeared in the spring 

of 1903, when Boston’s immigration commissioner George Billings detained eight Greek boys, 

aged 10 to 12 years old, whom he suspected of being trafficked to be “used by certain men in 

bootblack establishments at low wages.” According to the Boston Post, Commissioner Billings 

became suspicious of the group’s “extreme youth” and that every boy claimed to be destined to 

an uncle, “but there were too many uncles in the case to permit of the commissioner putting any 

credence in their stories.” When five men appeared at the immigration station to claim the boys, 

“They all claimed to be uncles and seemed very anxious to take the boys away. The actions of 

the men confirmed the suspicions of the commissioner and the boys were not allowed to land. 

The men, very much wrought up over the occurrence, have taken steps to have the boys 

released” by filing appeals to Washington. “The appeals, according to Colonel Billings, will 

avail them nothing, for he will recommend that the boys be sent back.” If these men were indeed 

engaging in illegal activity, it would seem counterintuitive that they would ask for more 

governmental authorities to examine their cases with greater scrutiny. Perhaps the anxiousness 

seen by Billings as evidence of wrongdoing was in actuality due to the fact that young children 

were being detained by strangers in a strange land. Nevertheless, the Post concluded that “this 

plan for securing cheap labor” exposed by Billings was “in keeping with the fact that the 

bootblacking establishments of the city are filled with boys who cannot read or write the English 

language.” In other words, all unaccompanied Greek boys were deemed suspect because of the 

linguistic limitations of some bootblacks. Such presuppositions were repeated in the city’s 

newspapers, such as when the Boston Globe reported on the deportation of “about 15 or 16 little, 

swarthy-faced Greek lads, all of them under 15 years of age” ordered by Commissioner Billings, 
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“as he feels they have been sold by their parents to padrones in this country, who will use them 

as bootblacks, etc.” The assumptions of George Billings would prove to be an insurmountable 

barrier for hundreds of unaccompanied child migrants.178 

The Boston commissioner’s crusade against 

unaccompanied children from the Mediterranean 

continued to generate press the following year, and 

Colonel Billings, as he was often called due to his 

service in the Massachusetts National Guard, 

reveled in the publicity.179 In April 1904, the Boston 

Post declared that “Italians and Greeks are addicted 

to the padrone system”—linking the old and the 

new stereotypical padrone victims—and praised 

Billings for refusing admission to “a number of 

Italian boys of tender age” destined to “suppositious 

relatives” who would undoubtedly put the boys “to 

work in bootblack stands and factories at very small 

wages.” The reporter who interviewed Billings for 

the article noted that a “little collection of daggers and other dangerous looking knives is one of 

the ornaments of the commissioner's room,” a fitting backdrop as the two men discussed a recent 

fight between two Greek boys detained at the immigration station on Boston’s Long Wharf. 

While the commissioner explained that “quarrels, fights and stabbing affairs are comparatively 

 
178 "'Padrone System' for Greek Boy Bootblacks," Boston Post, 3 May 1903, 9; “Band May Stay,” Boston Globe, 8 
Oct 1903, 7. 
179 Billings was appointed to serve as Assistant Quartermaster General of the state militia. Annual Report of the 
Adjutant General of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts (Boston: Wright & Potter Printing Co., 1895), 428. 

Figure 3.2. Commissioner George Billings. 
Always “on the alert for suspicious 
appearing foreigners,” the Boston chief 
seemed to enjoy his media celebrity. From 
“Police Will Watch the Local Reds,” Boston 
Record, 4 Mar 1908; scrapbook from the 
Oscar S. Straus Papers, Box 33, LOC. 
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rare” considering the “hodgepodge of nationalities that come over on each steamer,” he feared 

that the changing face of immigration bodes for more criminal elements in the newcomers to 

Boston Harbor. “The center of immigration is changing ever eastward, said the commissioner. It 

is always approaching Asia, and the percentage of the detained is growing more and more.”180 

The commissioner’s message was unmistakable: these boys are a specter of a criminality, and 

their immigration threatens the peace and stability of both Boston and the country at large. 

George Billings had previously divulged his distaste for Mediterranean immigration in 

prior conversations with the Boston press. In 1901, as many Americans called for stricter 

immigration laws in response to President McKinley’s assassination by the native-born but 

foreign-sounding anarchist Leon Czolgosz, Commissioner Billings told the Boston Globe that 

“Very few of that class of persons who are anarchistic in their beliefs enter at the port of Boston. 

They arrive mostly at New York, and leave from Mediterranean ports.” This supposed biological 

determinism meant that Bostonians were not immediately threatened, the commissioner 

explained, since at “the port of Boston the immigrants are mostly of English, Irish, Canadian and 

other races, which do not develop anarchists, and the immigrants of the Latin and Slav races, 

from which anarchists are mostly drawn, land elsewhere.” But when a steamship company 

launched a new route to Boston leaving from Naples, Italy, Billings lamented about the 

impending loss of “a better class of immigrants coming to Boston than any other port in the 

country.” As he told the Boston Post, “The establishment of a new Dominion line direct to the 

Mediterranean is likely to make considerable difference. During past years, immigrants from the 

south of Europe arriving in Boston have not averaged 50. Direct steamers mean increases by the 

hundreds." In 1903, Commissioner Billings contributed to a printed roundtable discussion on 

 
180 "Says Padrones are Importing Boys," Boston Post, 9 Apr 1904, 7. 
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immigration restriction published in the Boston Globe. Although not as harsh as Prescott F. Hall, 

co-founder of the Immigration Restriction League who wrote that current immigration law 

imports “vast numbers of dirty, diseased, ignorant and backward people,” Commissioner Billings 

argued that the immigrants hailing from southern and eastern Europe, and “from the borders of 

Asia… must be regarded as a less desirable addition to our population.” These prejudiced 

notions penned by Billings demonstrate that he was primed to believe a massive conspiracy was 

driving unaccompanied child migration from Mediterranean countries and help explain his 

predisposition to be suspicious of southern Europeans testifying before him.181  

The supposed surge of unaccompanied children to Boston spurred federal authorities to 

investigate. When Commissioner General of Immigration Frank Sargent toured the Boston depot 

in May 1904, he observed over eighty boys detained at the immigration building. "This is the 

most shocking sight I have seen in my life. I have never seen so many boys coming into this 

country, leaving their fathers and mothers,” Sargent told the gaggle of journalists covering his 

visit. “There is no doubt that there is something wrong somewhere and I intend to ferret it out.” 

The Boston Globe reported that Sargent “felt certain” that “there is some syndicate of padrones 

working on the other side of the Mediterranean with a gang in this country,” and he prescribed a 

blanket ban on any unaccompanied child migration. “The only way to stop it is to deport these 

boys and every boy who comes here whose parents are on the other side.” Sargent ordered the 

children to be photographed, so the images could galvanize his superiors in Washington.182 

 
181 "How Can Anarchy and Assassination be Extirpated?" Boston Globe, 8 Sept 1901, 30; "Billings Favors New 
Law," Boston Post, 5 Dec 1901, 4; "Is the United States Getting More Immigrants Than It Needs?" Boston Sunday 
Globe, 9 Aug 1903, 34. Later that same year, Commissioner Billings bragged to newspapers about his role in a 
Chinatown raid that led to the deportation of undocumented Chinese and the detention of naturalized citizens. See K. 
Scott Wong, “’The Eagle Seeks a Helpless Quarry’: Chinatown, the Police, and the Press, The 1903 Boston 
Chinatown Raid Revisited,” Amerasia Journal 22, no. 3 (1996): 81-103. 
182 "Suspicion Aroused" Boston Globe, 13 May 1904, 5; "The Importation of Boy Slaves" Fall River Daily Evening 
News, 14 May 1904, 4. For more on the use of photography in immigration regulation and restriction, see Anna 
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Less than a week after Commissioner General Sargent’s visit, news out of Pittsburgh 

seemed to confirm the allegations emanating out of Boston. “Serfdom exists in the Greek 

colony,” the Pittsburgh Daily Post declared, as it detailed the police report provided by 16-year-

old George Ceacopos, a bootblack hospitalized after a severe beating from his employer. George 

told the authorities that his boss, along with other Greek padrones, enjoyed “unlimited 

transportation” of young workers and withheld their wages. The story spread across the nation’s 

newspapers; the Cedar Rapids Gazette noted that “The government has been seeking evidence 

against this system for several years” and New York Sun reported that immigration inspectors 

gained “enough evidence from the lad to prosecute Greeks in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago 

and other cities.” The front page of the Washington Times declared that “there are twenty of 

these boys in the Smoky City alone. How many have gone to other big cities the immigration 

authorities do not know yet. All are being searched. In the meantime the boys are being held up 

at all ports.” Armed with this information and perhaps emboldened by the nationwide press, the 

commissioners seized this mandate to investigate further.183 

Local leaders across the country began inquiries into resident Greek boys and their 

employers to determine if the padrone menace stalked their city’s streets. Over the next three 

years, municipal governments, federal immigration inspectors, and aid workers opened 

investigations in over a dozen urban areas. Newspapers documented probes in Norfolk, Virginia 

and Dayton, Ohio, in Southern cities like New Orleans and Atlanta, and in the western 

metropolises of Chicago and Minneapolis. Upstate New York hosted investigators in Rochester 
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and Buffalo, as did the Nebraskan cities of Lincoln and Omaha and the Pennsylvanian cities of 

Harrisburg and Altoona. Records from the Bureau of Immigration confirm the newspaper reports 

that Greek boys were systematically held for extra screening, as an internal memo ordered all 

Atlantic seaports to take “strict inspection of young Greek and Italian boys arriving 

unaccompanied.”184 Thus, Greek communities throughout the nation faced two-pronged policing 

from government agents and a watchful press. 

Media Investigations into “the Slaves of the Shine” 

Examining the newspaper coverage of these investigations illuminates how journalists 

and immigration officials alike trafficked in racialized stereotypes, as both realms enjoyed a 

symbiotic relationship of sourcing stories and manufacturing consent for an immigration 

crackdown on children.185 But newspapers also document the voices of Greek boys and their 

communities, providing new perspectives that challenge the narrative disseminated by 

immigration officials and the unquestioning reprints of their claims. Particularly in smaller local 

papers, we can see how urban communities made sense of this budding scandal, reckoned with 

their own Greek population, and grappled with the effects of increasing restrictions on 

unaccompanied child migration. Balancing nationally syndicated stories and local investigative 

journalism reveals a more complicated reality than the assumptions of George Billings and Frank 

Sargent. 

 
184 Associated Press, “Capt. Hickman Secures Bail—Greek Boys Cruelly Used,” Times-Dispatch (Richmond, VA), 
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They are Slaves to Employers" New Orleans Times-Democrat, 27 May 1904, 3; “Secret Agent Can’t Be Found” 
Atlanta Constitution, 17 Apr 1903, 1; "Says Boys are Held as Slaves" Chicago Tribune, 9 June 1904, 9; "Greek Boy 
Slaves" Minneapolis Journal, 12 Sep 1905, 8; 25 May "Greek Boys in Slavery" Democrat and Chronicle 
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One article published in July 1904 illustrates how the immigration concerns of one 

locality could be reproduced and packaged into a neat morality play of villainous foreigners 

versus courageous American officials rescuing helpless children. Though originating in the 

Boston Herald, this piece detailing the “effective and deep-rooted padrone system in operation… 

to import ship loads of diminutive Greek boys and youths for the purpose of working them 

indefinitely without wage” appeared in major dailies like the Salt Lake Tribune and the St. Louis 

Globe-Democrat, as well as in smaller productions like Davenport, Iowa’s Quad City Times and 

the Labor Champion out of Topeka, Kansas. The article sets the scene with an observation: “The 

influx of these little chubby faced, black-eyed, coarse-haired Greeks into the larger cities of the 

United States in the past few years has been very noticeable,” and claims that when immigration 

officials like George Billings became suspicious, “the wily Greek bethought him of a subterfuge. 

He was bringing the boys over to educate them. That was the reason assigned in nearly every 

case on the Boston ship.” The article builds upon this theme of obstructive immigrants: “False 

names and addresses, both of the boy and the conniving elders, are hard to trace when they are 

once submerged in the alien colonies of a great city, where every man regards the immigration 

officer as his natural enemy, to be outwitted, on every possible occasion.” In concluding, the 

writer conveys his pleasure that the burden of proof onus has been placed squarely on the young 

immigrants, since “all inspectors have been instructed to let no Greek boys land unless it can be 

shown that they are not under contract to driving masters.”186 Such stories spread stereotypical 

imagery of conniving Mediterranean men, heartless parents, dedicated immigration authorities 

bravely guarding the gates, and scandalous intrigue to media outlets across the nation. 

 
186 "Greek Padrone System," Salt Lake Tribune, 23 July 1904, 1; “Slaves Made of Young Greek Immigrant Boys," 
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Newspaper coverage of the Greek padrone investigations deployed familiar rhetoric of 

“white slavery” and repeated motifs of pitiful and neglected children, cruel parents, and the 

miserly Greek business owners behind the whole scheme. The Pittsburgh Gazette reported that 

federal inspectors were in the city to “chastise Greek Simon Legrees” in reference to the 

villainous slaveholder in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. “White slavery is being practiced in Kalamazoo 

and other Michigan cities,” the front page of San Francisco Chronicle proclaimed. “Every year 

boys are being picked up on 

the streets of Greek cities and 

sold into slavery in this 

country. The purchasers are 

Greeks, who pay from $50 to 

$75 for a six-year-old boy.” 

The Buffalo Times wrote that a 

local immigration inspector 

“has made the startling 

discovery that little Greek 

boys are being brought to this 

country by a well-formed 

syndicate of scoundrels, of 

their own nationality, and are 

being sold out to bootblacks, 

fruit peddlers, candy makers 

and merchants, like chattels, to 
Figure 3.3. “Hundreds of Boys Held in Slavery.” From Pittsburgh 
Press Illustrated Sunday Magazine, 3 Jun 1906, 47. 
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work and slave for no other recompense other than their bed and board.” The article warned 

readers that the “little dark-skinned fellow” who shined their shoes is likely a slave to these 

“human vultures, who in this enlightened day are dealing in…the dastardly trade.”187 These press 

reports frequently deployed animalistic language, describing how the wretched-smelling boys 

“sleep like cattle” after they “are fed the coarsest of food and all eat at the same time out of a 

large round dish.” One Ohio paper reported that when the town police visited the “hovel-like 

rooms” of Greek bootblacks, the officers “were nearly sickened by the abominable stench which 

arose from the filthy surroundings.” These sensational characterizations undoubtedly titillated 

readers, but it also dehumanized the subjects.188  

Such press retellings rarely, if ever, described a consensual apprenticeship or any 

extended family involvement from siblings, uncles, or cousins, and instead highlighted the 

“inhuman parents.” The Chicago Tribune argued that the reason why Greek boys, “after their 

arrival in the ‘land of the free’ are bought and sold with just about as much regard for their 

feelings or wishes as if they were dogs or cats” was due to the fact that “children are plentiful 

over there, and the poverty-stricken parents are not unwilling to allow their young sons to go to 

America” despite the fact that “the board and accommodations furnished to the unfortunate little 

slaves are extremely wretched.” One Mississippi paper claimed that "Greek parents do not care 

anything about their children and are glad to have them come to this country just to learn 

English." These articles seeded the widespread assumption that all Greek boys were trapped in 

an exploitative system, and vilified Greek parents as heartless, proprietors as exploitative, and 

children as powerless. And like coverage of Italian child musicians from decades prior, such 
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portrayals stigmatized this form of travel—unaccompanied child migration was not an 

unfortunate symptom of poverty that might befall on any family, but a pathology found in the 

“degraded” races flooding into American ports.189 

While much of the vitriol from the media targeted Greek business owners and parents, 

these articles also criminalized Greek boys. The New York Times quoted a Chicago investigator 

who alleged the boys earn only fifteen dollars a year: “Do you wonder that they turn out 

thieves?” Countless other newspapers picked up the story from newswires and reprinted that 

ominous prognosis. One Ohio paper predicted bleak futures for the young immigrants. “These 

children are not sent to the schools, they are not brought up in an atmosphere of morality, but are 

fed physically and intellectually on the commonest and coarsest product, which does not make 

for good citizenship when they grow to manhood.” These Greek youths paled in comparison to 

hearty and independent American boys, as “they are apparently willing slaves to their masters.”  

The Wilkes-Barre Times also connected impoverished living conditions to nascent criminality: 

“The boys are kept under the most degrading conditions, huddling together like wild animals, 

with the very worst association of the slums, poor food and cruelty thrown in, and no moral 

influence to be found. We can fancy the race of thugs, robbers, and what not, that is being raised 

under such evil conditions.” Such racialized criminalization reached a level of absurdity in a wire 

story printed in the Washington Times, among other papers. When a Chicago police officer 

attempted to halt a peddler’s wagon driven by a three-year-old Greek boy, “the infant driver, 

resenting the interruption, or impelled by fear, drew… a blade ten inches long” and tried to “bury 

the murderous weapon in the breast of his antagonist.” The child made several “frantic lunges” at 

the officer, “his big eyes flashing with a deadly hatred and his dusky cheeks enflamed with 

 
189“Labor Notes,” Mount Carmel (PA) Daily News, 8 Jun 1904, 3; "Children Bought and Sold," Chicago Sunday 
Tribune, 31 July 1904, 52; “White Slaves in Michigan,” Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, MS), 9 Sep 1903, 1.  
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wrath,” before Officer Sheridan clubbed the dagger out of “the little hand of the infant.”190 Due 

to the rapid sharing of stories over newswires, American readers who have never seen a Greek 

child could nevertheless develop a schema of Mediterranean youths’ pathetic broken families 

and inherent violent tendencies.  

Editorialists deployed these scandalous stories as fodder in their screeds against Greek 

migration. For instance, the opinions page of the Dayton Daily News expressed a hope in 1904 

that the once the Bureau of Immigration probed the padrone network, “Congress will consider 

the matter and make laws that will deliver these children from a condition of slavery—a 

condition that is more detrimental and more dangerous to the country's future than the admission 

of the Chinese.” One editorial in the Boston Globe from 1905 highlighted the connection to child 

labor, “The present influx of a new class of immigration to the eastern states … suggests the 

wisdom and humanity of the new movement that has taken such deep root in society to abolish 

the slavery of children, which is so alarmingly prevalent almost in our very midst.” The Globe’s 

editorial board extended concern beyond the unaccompanied children attached to padrones and 

spread blame to parents. “It is a somewhat notorious fact that many of the new immigrants from 

Southern Europe, who are flocking here in such numbers, are accustomed to make merchandise 

of their children, whom they cause to toil incessantly and whose labor they regard just as they do 

their cattle and sheep. … By thus living on the sweat and toil of their little ones, the new 

immigrants are able to make” a living in New England. According to this fanciful reimagining, 

whereas prior immigrant groups survived the unfamiliar and rugged climate by the sweat of their 

own brow, these recent newcomers are gaming the system by exploiting their children. One 

 
190 "Boys' Wages $15 a Year," New York Times, 9 June 1904, 9. The story also appeared in the Chicago Tribune, the 
Washington Times, and the San Francisco Chronicle. "Greek Boys," Dayton Daily News, 26 July 1904, 4; 
"Peonage," Wilkes-Barre (PA) Times, 27 May 1904, 4; “Babe of Three Years Tries to Kill Policeman,” The 
Washington Times, 13 May 1906. 
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Pennsylvanian paper advocated a hardline approach. “Nothing will be found so efficacious in 

checking the horrible practice as the sending of a few padrones to the penitentiary, and if that 

course should be followed by a much-needed revision of immigration laws, with adequate forces 

of inspection, there would be none to complain except the cold-blooded scoundrels who traffic in 

the bodies of their youthful Greek countrymen. The Greek is looked upon as the pirate of the 

Levant and there is nothing that some of them would hesitate to stoop to.” Given the sensational 

language found in the daily press, perhaps it is not a coincidence that riotous violence against 

Greek storefronts erupted in at least two cities hosting immigration inspectors.191 

One syndicated column from the summer of 1904 reveals why these boys from the 

Mediterranean generated such intense interest. The writer observed that the “lifelong efforts of 

Senator Lodge of Massachusetts to restrict immigration are beginning apparently to make some 

impression,” recalling how his old friend “Lodge and I had several talks on the menace to our 

institutions from such a continuous influx or uneducated and uneducatable foreigners.” In 

contrast to prior administrations, where “a somewhat loose and haphazard system has prevailed 

in practice as to who should be let in at the various ports where immigrants most do swarm. 

Common sense, instead of a strict code, has been presumed to govern the action of the 

commissioners” in years prior. But now, a new breed of disciplined restrictionists took charge 

under Commissioner General Frank Sargent and Ellis Island Commissioner William Williams, 

appointees of Theodore Roosevelt. The columnist was especially heartened by Sargent’s 

“strenuous efforts” to defeat the padrone system “by which whole shiploads of mere children are 

farmed out to be bootblacks, farmhands, etc. It was clear to him the abominable traffic in child-

 
191 "Greek Boys," Dayton Daily News, 26 July 1904, 4. “Our Child Slaves,” Boston Globe, 28 Jan 1905, 6; 
"Peonage," Wilkes-Barre (PA) Times, 27 May 1904, 4; “Attacked in Lynn Store,” Boston Globe, 13 June 1905, 5; 
"Greeks are Attacked by Virginians," Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 15 July 1907, 5. 
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slaves was still flourishing in some places. In time, the immigration officials are waking up and 

‘lining up’ in anticipation” of Theodore Roosevelt’s re-election, and the columnist predicted that 

the coming years would see greater restriction, as the Greek padrone scandal piqued concerns 

over child labor practices and “white slavery.” As this column illustrates, immigration 

restrictionists were ready to harness the power of moral panics around children as a means to 

further restriction. Whereas proposed limits to certain immigrant groups could lead to opposition 

from business communities and powerful ethnic organizations or create diplomatic disputes, as 

Roosevelt would soon experience in dealing with Japanese immigration, public opinion appeared 

easier to galvanize when children were in question. Thus, regulating the immigration of 

unaccompanied children offered an uncontroversial inroad to broader forms of immigration 

control.192 

As the news wire disseminated reports of villainous padrones, astute immigration 

authorities, and pitiful child slaves, and editorials demanded that legislation halt Greek and other 

“new” immigrants and the inevitable child labor abuses these populations portend, local 

newspaper coverage presented a more nuanced reality and countered negative images of Greeks.  

Of course, we can still question the veracity of these stories; local media outlets may have 

skewed their reporting with a desire to portray a rosier existence, arguing that their town’s 

Greeks were not like the slaves languishing in Eastern metropolises. Nevertheless, the interviews 

and anecdotes published by these smaller newspapers challenged the narrative of a “wily” race 

enslaving children by incorporating the perspectives of Greek boys and their employers, noting 

their harmless presence and daily contributions to American communities.  

 
192 W.T. Manning “Washington Letter,” Lexington (KY) Herald-Ledger, 5 Jun 1904, 1. Also found in Jackson (MS) 
Evening News, 4 Jun 1904, 2, and Dayton Daily News, 4 Jun 1904, 14. 
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An analysis of local media demonstrates that a pattern arose wherein after each 

announcement of a federal investigation into padrones, local papers documented a flurry of 

speculation about their city’s Greek boys. For instance, the Daily Arkansas Gazette reported, 

“Associated Press dispatches from Chicago state that a rigid investigation is being made in that 

city regarding the system of employment of Greek boys in shoe shining stands and fruit vending 

establishments,” but noted that the local journalists encountered a minor issue with their own 

investigations. “There are a number of Greek boys in Little Rock working in different capacities, 

but the method of employment pursued cannot be learned, as the boys without exception are 

unable to talk English.” Government officials ran into similar difficulties. One newspaper in 

Rochester, New York, reported that the immigration inspector dispatched to the city “found it 

difficult to get definite information, as he was unable to speak Italian or Greek,” a problem 

echoed by the city’s Health Bureau inspector who was engaged in his own investigations 

because, as he told the paper, he “has been suspicious for some time that something was wrong 

at the bootblack stands.” He continued, “As I cannot understand Greek and have no interpreter, it 

has been difficult to get the evidence I need, but I shall keep at it until I do. I know there are 

more than a dozen of these little boys in places in Rochester.” Thankfully, other inquiries were 

more successful in surmounting the language barrier, and the ensuing stories offered a window 

into the lives of young Greeks.193  

Often, local reporters failed to find the poor wretches of humanity conjured up by the 

wire stories and exposés disseminating out of Boston; instead, they met young workers engaging 

in forms of labor pursued by thousands of other American children. “We ain’t slaves,” declared a 

young Greek bootblack in New Orleans, “and we are hired just like any other boys…. We can 

 
193 "Greeks in Little Rock,” Daily Arkansas Gazette, 18 Feb 1906, 12. "Greek Boys in Slavery," Democrat and 
Chronicle (Rochester, NY), 25 May 1904, 12. 
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quit when we please, and if we don't do our work right we get fired. Last Monday the boss fired 

four boys because they were too slow. Now they are working around the corner." The Kansas 

City Star estimated that fifty Greek shoe shiners worked in the city, and one of the boys told the 

paper, “We make good money. We save some every month and always more than in the old 

country.” When asked why young Grecians work as bootblacks, he replied, “Because that is all 

they can do when they first come over. They cannot talk English and they can shine without 

talking until they learn the language. Some like to work in candy stores but the candy business is 

not good here except in winter. They get plenty of work shining all year.” Whether in street 

trades and behind storefronts, these young laborers engaged in pursuits that employed 

generations of urbanites before them.194 

Regional journalists still engaged in racialized othering of the boys within these human-

interest pieces, such as when the Minneapolis Tribune interviewed a Greek paperboy. “Tutscio 

has another name that is harder to spell than it is to pronounce,” but he claimed to enjoy working 

in Minnesota, “even though the winters are cold and the northwest winds bite his brown skin and 

deepen the carmine beneath the swarth of his cheeks.” Nevertheless, the lighthearted anecdotes 

offered a sympathetic portrayal of these immigrant children that was absent in much of the 

national coverage of Greek boys. As one Louisiana paper summarized its local Greek shoe 

shiners: “Although these dark-haired, square-shouldered boys are from the shores of the Aegean 

Sea, they know nothing of Byron, their own Homer, or Troy… but most of them can tell who is 

to pitch against Birmingham this afternoon.” Given that knowledge of baseball trivia was 

 
194 "No Greek Slaves Here," Buffalo Morning Express, 10 Jun 1904, 6; “Bootblacks Indignantly Deny They are 
Slaves to Employers," New Orleans Times-Democrat, 27 May 1904, 3; "Greek Boys as 'Shiners,'" Kansas City Star, 
10 Jun 1906, 29. 
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undoubtedly an important first step in the Americanization process, such details served to 

humanize Greek boys for some consumers of local media.195 

Inquiries into the lives of Greek shiners unveiled countering evidence to Commissioner 

Billings’ allegation that the boys were lying when they claim a desire for American education. In 

Pennsylvania, the York Gazette interviewed James and Gust Chantiles, two bootblacks “from the 

once glorious city of Athens [who] are probably striving with more diligence than any other 

young men of this city to secure an education. And they are succeeding admirably.” The brothers 

were literate in Greek, but “it is the language of the American that the boys are interested in 

now” and therefore they read daily. A Nebraskan reporter noted a similar drive for independent 

study: “In Lincoln, the boys seem a happy and contented lot. They are ambitious, they may 

constantly be heard chattering to one another in their weird, foreign tongue, and most of them are 

inveterate readers...The citizen who steps into their chairs to have his shoes blackened can 

always find a schoolbook which one of them has been reading.” Some Greek boys attended local 

public schools; the little village of Kincaid, Kansas noted the progress of recent immigrant James 

Ginemaras in the prairie schoolhouse while his brother labored in nearby Kansas City. Another 

option for Greek boys—one often pursued by working immigrants—was to attend night school 

classes targeted towards their ethnic group. In Indianapolis, Pantelis Cafouros, a hotel café waiter 

and self-proclaimed descendant of Agamemnon, founded an evening school for local Greek 

boys. Scores of boys climbed the five flights of stairs every night to reach the rented room. When 

Indiana Governor Frank Hanly visited, the pupils serenated him with “America the Beautiful” 

and the Greek National Anthem. “Governor Hanly's eyes filled as he witnessed this 

demonstration by the boys from far-off Greece,” the Indianapolis News observed. He later told 

 
195 "Boys are Imported For Shoe Shining," Minneapolis Tribune, 5 June 1904, 7; “Bootblacks Indignantly Deny 
They are Slaves to Employers" New Orleans Times-Democrat, 27 May 1904, 3. 
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the reporter, "I would rather have been with those boys tonight than have attended the greatest 

political meeting of the campaign." Education was not a “subterfuge” for these boys, but like so 

many immigrant children before and since, schooling was a driving motivator for migration.196  

Local media gave space to Greek employers to pen their own countering narratives in 

response to negative publicity. Theodore Gerasimos took umbrage at an article about young 

Greek bootblacks published in the Detroit Free Press, which he claimed “endeavors to convey 

the impression that they are no more than imported slaves.” Gerasimos denied that the boys lived 

in “peon-coops,” writing that “the statement that the board furnished consists of ‘garlic and salt, 

black coffee and bacon’ is absolutely false, as the reporter could have easily found upon 

investigation.” The Greek community in Detroit felt “that a great injustice has been done to us by 

the publication of the article mentioned,” Gerasimos wrote. “All we desire is fair treatment and I 

believe that after investigation of the facts by any unprejudiced person, all I have said will be 

found to be true in every detail.” A similar situation occurred in Lima, Ohio, as Peter Tender, 

“one of the most prominent Greeks in the city” and Louie Zaharakas, proprietor of the Greek 

Candy Kitchen, wrote both local papers with an “empathic denial” of an article, “it being a 

falsehood from start to finish.” The pair declared that “there is not a Greek boy employed in 

Lima who is not paid regular wages and given all of the liberties and independence that is 

enjoyed by the American boys who work for their living,” arguing that Mr. Tender’s bootblacks 

pulled in $15 a month, “as much as can be earned by any boy of the same age at that line of 

work.” As citizens and members of local fraternal orders, the two men “and all of the other 

Greeks of the city resent the insinuations contained in the article.” And when the Lincoln Star 

 
196 "Two Greek Boys Who are Educating Themselves," York (PA) Gazette, 20 Aug 1905, 6; "Hundreds of Greeks in 
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published a Nebraskan judge’s Fourth of July speech alleging white slavery amongst the city’s 

Greek shiners, whom he claimed “are clothed like beggars and lodged and fed like cattle. I know 

this to be a fact... [A Greek boy] is a worse drudge than ever any slave on a sea cotton plantation 

in South Carolina,” the paper printed a response from proprietor Angelos Christopulos. While 

the Lincoln Star still editorialized in prefacing that the letter claims his employees’ “lives are not 

like those led by the men chained to the galleys in the early days of his race,” the newspaper 

published his missive in full, which noted, “the boys who work for me in my shoe shining 

establishments are well fed and have good comfortable places to live; which facts can be 

ascertained by consulting the boys themselves.” In publishing his letter, Christopulos wrote that 

the Star would “obviate, as far as possible, the injury and humiliation that the article of the 5th 

has caused me.” Although such letters are arguably biased, as few would come out and admit 

engaging in child abuse or immigration violations, these sources are illuminating still. The fact 

that these men signed their names and invited greater inspection into their businesses lends some 

credence to their claims. But more importantly, these letters demonstrate that the authors 

recognized the power of prevailing media narratives, and found it necessary to defend not just 

their name, but the entire “Greek race.” Although a few letters are a paltry defense against 

institutional bigotry, these documents contribute a slight balance to the historical record.197 

To be clear, local media also documented evidence of abuse and wage theft suffered by 

unaccompanied Greek boys at the hands of their employers. While such reporting was often 

sensationalized, a writer’s embellishment does not make instances of cruelty and manipulation 

any less real. Local papers document charges boys levied against bosses, and some “voted with 

 
197 "Greek Boys not Peons" Detroit Free Press, 27 Sep 1903, 4; "Deny the Charges" Lima-Times Democrat, 14 
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their feet” and absconded to other cities rather than continue working under an abusive guardian, 

perhaps joining cousins or former neighbors in another town’s Greek enclave.198 One interesting 

occurrence captured in the press demonstrates how some boys attempted to agitate for better 

working conditions. A group of young Greek bootblacks in Indianapolis wrote to the mayor 

requesting his assistance to help alleviate their laboring hours, as they desired more time to go to 

school, church, and to “enjoy a few hours of recreation, so that we may get the benefit of fresh 

air”—demands commonly desired by and often denied to contemporaneous labor movements, 

despite some paper’s claims that this was evidence of enslavement. Because none of the boys 

were literate in English, they first requested translation assistance from an attorney in New York 

who worked with Greek immigrants, before forwarding their petition to Mayor Charles 

Bookwalter. This interstate lobbying effort provides evidence of the boys’ agency—they were 

not all helpless victims trapped in slavery, but organized young workers demanding recognition 

of their humanity and the dignity of their labor, and shrewdly using media networks to their 

advantage. It is undeniable that many Greek boys suffered abuse and exploitation; however, such 

harsh realities were experienced by countless children working in the United States during the 

first decade of the twentieth century. This unfortunate truth is not indicative of a mass conspiracy 

of child labor driven by a cabal of shady foreigners, but instead is an indictment on the American 

economic and sociolegal systems that enabled such practices to flourish.199 

Finally, local media revealed how receiving communities experienced the effects of this 

immigration crackdown on unaccompanied child migration. Newspapers in Butte, Montana 

chronicled the attempts of two Greek boys trying to reach their brothers who were already 

 
198 “Missing Greek Boy is Found” Daily Arkansas Gazette, 7 Jan 1906, 15. Reminiscent of Ben Franklin’s escape to 
Philadelphia to flee from apprenticeship under his brother in Boston, this boy ran away from his half-brother boss. 
199 “Greek Shoe Polishers Appeal to the Mayor” Indianapolis News, 19 May 1906, 3; “Greek Slave Boys Petition 
Mayor” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 27 May 1906, 14. 
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established residents of the western mining town. Michael Antonaki, aged 11, and Nicholas 

Domascos, 10, “started for the new world filled with plans for the making of their fortunes and 

dreamed of this during all of their long trip from the Mediterranean,” according to the Butte 

Miner, only to be “rudely awakened by Uncle Sam's representatives, who feared the immigration 

laws were being broken by the arrival of the pair.” The paper informed its readers that George 

Scholomiti, a Greek vice-consul stationed in Butte, “has been keeping the wires hot with 

telegrams from and to New York for four days to prevent the exclusion” of the boys by offering 

assurances of the elder brothers’ “prosperity” in the West. George Antonaki was head cook at a 

restaurant and John Domascos owned a fruit store, demonstrating that the boys would be well 

“taken care of and started on fortune's ladder.” Not only did these men have money saved away, 

but they also amply prepared their brothers for the journey by sending them train tickets and 

expense money via agents of the Northern Pacific Railroad. Nevertheless, Ellis Island 

Commissioner William Williams replied that he required written affidavits. Vice-Consul 

Scholomiti forwarded the statements, along with his own assurances that “the Butte brothers are 

both men of excellent character and reputation. They are industrious workers and good citizens 

of the United States”—that ideal combination of being “money makers and money-savers.” The 

Butte Daily Post reported that “Mayor Mullins backed up the statements of the consul” and 

predicted that once the affidavits were received, “the boys will no doubt be released and sent to 

Butte.” But as weeks passed without a reply, the anxious brothers inquired into the status of the 

case, only to find that Commissioner Williams ordered the boys to be excluded. “Consul 

Scholomiti says that the immigration law has been complied with in every respect. The brothers 

here are well able to support the boys and there was no reason for sending the youthful travelers 

back to Greece,” the Butte Miner wrote, before erroneously surmising that once immigration 
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officials recognized such a ruling as “a mistake and an injustice [,] …the government will in all 

probability be compelled to bring the boys back to America.” Of course, no such restitution 

would ever occur. For these young immigrants, no amount of preparation could sway 

immigration officials from their presupposition that Greek boys were unfit and unwelcomed 

additions to the American populace.200 

Despite the massive media scrutiny into the Greek colonies of cities large and small, and 

the coverage of dispatched immigration inspectors ready to publicize their bold findings, these 

investigations found surprisingly little evidence of a widespread conspiracy to enslave 

unaccompanied Greek boys. Oftentimes potential witnesses denied the charges, as was the case 

for a Greek proprietor in Altoona who was arrested on the allegations of a Humane Society agent 

for "causing injury” to his young employees’ “health and character." The man was released 

weeks later, as the "boys were placed on the stand and testified to having enough to eat and a 

good place to sleep, and to not being overworked." A similar situation thwarted the efforts of a 

federal agent in Nebraska in August 1905. United States Immigration Inspector W.R. Mansfield 

traveled to Omaha to investigate the approximately 25 Greek shoeshiners in the city, explaining 

to one paper, “If I am able to secure positive evidence I will not only have the boys deported but 

I will cause the arrest of the man who imported them.” A news brief detailing Mansfield’s 

mission spread across the syndicate wires and landed on the pages of some of the largest 

circulated papers in the country, such as the Washington Post, the Baltimore Sun, the Hartford 

Courant, and the Detroit Free Press. But alas, this investigation came to naught. As the Omaha 

Daily Bee reported, “lurid tales to the contrary notwithstanding,” Inspector Mansfield “reached 

the conclusion that no case could be made against the employer of the Greek boys at the Athens 

 
200 "Greek Boys Held in East," Butte Daily Post, 29 April 1904, 7; "Boys Stopped at New York," Butte Miner, 29 
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shining parlors on Sixteenth street, near Dodge, and that there is no ground for governmental 

interference in the matter for the violation of the immigration laws. ... They were paid, he said, 

$12 per month and were treated all right and had no complaints.” In contrast to the widespread 

circulation of Mansfield’s arrival, no evidence has been found that the exoneration of Omaha’s 

Greeks appeared in any newspapers outside of Nebraska.201 

Multiple media outlets commented on this divergence of sensational stories and hard 

evidence, although most expressed a certainty that some smoking gun would soon be uncovered, 

and none advocated to halt the investigations. For instance, the New Orleans Times-Democrat 

reprinted a report by the Springfield Republican (illustrating the bipartisan, nationwide interest in 

these stories) that noted, “The immigration bureau now finds it necessary to interfere with the 

admission of the boys into the country. Definite proof has not been obtained, but there is said to 

be good reason for believing that these boys have been systematically imported by a European 

syndicate to which they have been virtually under contract.” The Dayton Herald wrote, “the 

question as to whether or not the hated padrone system is being practiced here remains yet to be 

determined,” but surely evidence would turn up soon. After all, the paper continued, “It is a well-

known fact that a number of young Greek boys are employed in several shining parlors owned 

by a Greek... according to allegations, these boys are kept poor and are forced to serve their 

master.” And the Nebraska State Journal argued for governmental action despite a reliance on 

hearsay, assumption, and circumstance. “The immigration bureau may not be able to prove that 

the Greek boys who now operate the shoe shining booths in most of the cities of this country 

 
201 Altoona Times, 14 April 1904, 8; "Aldermanic Court News" Altoona Times, 27 April 1904, 5. “May Deport 
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have been imported in violation of the contract labor law, but the case against the employers is so 

plausible that the officers are about to interfere with the business.” According to this writer, the 

fact that so many Greek boys labor in this field “is in itself tolerably strong evidence to support 

the theory that a syndicate has been dealing in the youths in a wholesale way.” Nevertheless, the 

undeterred immigration inspectors would continue trying to ferret out evidence to support 

Commissioner General Frank Sargent’s certainty. Such justification would soon be uncovered, 

but in an unexpected locale, and through an investigation that almost did not happen. The result 

would send shockwaves through the Bureau of Immigration, and the system of unaccompanied 

child migration to the United States would be permanently altered in its wake.202  

Reexamining Boston 

In the three years since Commissioner Billings first publicized his fears about a new 

padrone syndicate operating through his port, the Boston immigration station received lavish 

praise from both the press and the Bureau of Immigration. For instance, the Buffalo Courier 

wrote that “Commissioner Billings has done a great deal to stop this traffic and his relentless 

fight against contract labor and child slavery has been crowned with success.” According to the 

Boston Globe, Commission-General Frank Sargent “expressed his satisfaction with the 

conditions as he had found them at this port. He considered that the immigration bureau here 

under Col. Billings and his men was a model for all other ports of the country.” Another Globe 

article a few months later noted that “Mr. Sargent enthusiastically expressed his high opinion of 

the Boston bureau, which he found all right and in ‘apple-pie’ order.” In addition to chronicling 

Billings’ laurels, the Boston Globe unceasingly covered the exclusions of Greek and Italian 

children. From 1904 to 1906, the Globe ran no less than 42 articles detailing the detentions and 
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deportations of unaccompanied children coming from Mediterranean ports. Curiously, the Globe 

failed to report one instance in 1905 when Billings erred in his prejudiced assumptions of these 

children; another Massachusetts paper reported on the release of “65 out of 75 Greek and Italian 

boys who were supposed to have been brought here in a White Star line steamer Tuesday by 

padrones. It was proved that they will all be cared for by relatives.”203 Commissioner Billings 

had become a media darling and star enforcer for the Bureau of Immigration.  

However, an unexpected investigation into the Boston outfit revealed duplicity, 

corruption, and racism ran rampant at this favored port. In March of 1906, Commissioner 

General Frank Sargent received correspondence that cast doubt on the Port of Boston’s glowing 

record, as the city’s Greek consul levied corruption charges against the immigration station’s 

Greek interpreter, Michael Iatros. A pillar of the sizable Greek community in Lowell, 

Massachusetts, Iatros worked as a labor broker for mills, taught language courses, published a 

Greek newspaper, and served as Greek vice-consul in Lowell, all in addition to his translation 

work at the Boston immigration station. But according to complaints by a number of Greek 

residents across New England, Iatros was profiteering from his government position through 

bribes and blackmail. Iatros would solicit payments for his guarantee to land unaccompanied 

children headed to Boston, or when children were detained, he promised to affect their release—

for a sizable sum, on top of the maximum $10 attorney fee to file an appeal. And despite 

promises to repay the funds if he failed, Iatros often pocketed the bribes. Sargent ordered 

Billings to investigate the allegations, but Billings assured his boss that he had already initiated 

an inquiry and found nothing. The Boston commissioner insinuated that personal hostilities were 
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driving the accusations: “There is, however, an abnormal amount of jealousy among the Greeks 

toward one another and it is exceedingly difficult to pass judgement as between diverse claims. 

Nevertheless, I believe that the record of Greek deportations from Boston is good evidence of the 

fact that any efforts to secure the illegal landings of aliens of that race have not been successful.” 

Perhaps satisfied with the explanation, the matter was laid to rest—until a few months later, 

when another leader of the Greek community personally approached Sargent with similar 

complaints. 204 

On August 9, 1906, the Reverend Panos G. Ginieies, a pastor with the Greek Methodist 

Mission in Lowell, traveled to a sweltering Washington, D.C. to give his sworn testimony to 

Commissioner General Sargent regarding Interpreter Iatros. Rev. Ginieies explained that after 

hearing whispered rumors around Lowell and consoling distraught neighbors defrauded by 

Iatros, he decided to investigate the matter for himself. The Reverend provided Sargent with 

correspondence documenting these swindles, such as one letter from Christos Sarantos detailing 

how Iatros failed to land his young charges: “he promised me that if the boys should be sent back 

he would return the money to me–and neither the money was refunded nor the boys were landed. 

It was in his hands to land the boys and I trusted him, being compatriot and my townsman.” 

Sarantos felt compelled to avenge “what the vagabond did to me. He ruined first me and second 

he crazed five families at the Old Country as the boys went back to their homes… wretched and 

most miserable.” When another letter inquired if Sarantos would be willing to testify against the 

powerful Iatros, Sarantos heartily agreed and wrote that he fears no consequences, “as I do not 

accuse him unjustly, but I charge him rightly and with a good cause: and I am willing to take not 

only one oath but as many as the proper court will give to me. Mr Iatros pitied neither me nor my 

 
204 The following section is drawn from the voluminous casefile “Investigation of Michael Iatrou,” 51416/3, RG 85. 
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family or those miserable fathers of the boys, who God knows how they succeed to find the 

money for the tickets from Greece to America.” With Rev. Ginieres’s deposition in hand, 

Sargent pressed Billings again on the accusations against Iatros, but the Boston Commissioner 

admitted he had already heard from the pastor; however, due to his “abject appearance, … his 

inability to prove any of his charges” and “in view of Mr. Ginieres' pitiful break down at the 

time, I did not deem the case sufficiently important to preserve the records.” Apparently, cries of 

injustice amounted to little more than crocodile tears from Commissioner Billings’ perspective. 

Despite these attempted interventions, the Boston port maintained its status quo. Weeks 

after his deposition, an exasperated Rev. Ginieres wrote to Sargent, “It seems that Com. Billings 

has determined to keep Iatros at work in spite of what he is doing. After my last failure to 

persuade the commissioner that the different complaints and letters he has been having are true, I 

had a great hope that some thing could be done from the Bureau.” He pleaded for Sargent to 

recognize that nothing would change at Boston until Washington intervened: “Several persons 

have sent letters like those I handled to you from different parts of the country, but the 

Commissioner insists calling us ‘disreputable characters.’" Serendipitously, a letter dated the 

following day presented Sargent with a new investigatory route. Alcibides Seraphic, a Greek 

American and the chief immigrant inspector in Tampa, Florida, informed Sargent that he 

received a tip from Jordan Savinthes, a constable in Lowell and former associate of Inspector 

Seraphic, asking him to investigate the claims of fraud and extortion perpetrated by interpreter 

Iatros. Savinthes wrote to Seraphic that he knew “nearly all the cases… but I had much rather 

you would come here, do the work and receive the credit.” Sargent ordered Inspector Seraphic to 

head north at once. 
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Within two months, Inspector Seraphic collected dozens of affidavits from Greek 

immigrants in Lowell and across New England who dealt with the interpreter Michael Iatros, and 

their testimonies revealed more than Iatros’ improprieties at the port of Boston and cast doubt on 

the Greek padrone crisis narrative.  The stories and experiences captured in these records 

demonstrate that the innerworkings of this supposed international cabal was in reality a 

patchwork effort of families desperate to send their sons across the Atlantic by any means 

necessary. Immigrant boys did indeed claim false relationships, as alleged by the authorities; 

however, these fictive kinships were not rooted in a vast conspiracy led by strangers who 

kidnapped children and inveigled them into white slavery, but were precipitated by near-relatives 

or family friends. In this scheme, Interpreter Iatros helped Greek men attest before the Board of 

Special Inquiry that the detained boy in question was his son—when actually, he was a brother, 

nephew, cousin or even just a family friend—in order to get a likelier landing for the boy. Iatros 

would vouch for the man’s story, perhaps altering his translation to best fit the fib, and in at least 

one instance, Iatros altered the manifest records to mesh with the concocted story. These fictive 

kinships hint at competing definitions of family. While Boston immigration officials recognized 

the familial claims of father-son, and sometimes (but not always) between brothers, and honored 

their desire to be together, other cultures operated with a more expansive definition of family and 

duty to support that American immigration officials did not find valid. As George K. Sarris 

attested to Seraphic, Iatros told him to manifest his young cousin as his brother, and he was 

successfully landed. “My cousin is an orphan, his parents being dead… He is now living with me 

and I consider him as my brother for I am his only close relative in the United States." Because 

the immigration officials claimed that distant relatives like Sarris had “no legal obligation” to 
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care for the unaccompanied child, lying about their relationship appeared to be the only way to 

ensure the boy would be granted entry. 

Investigators suspected that Iatros organized over one hundred of such schemes, but his 

downfall came through the Greeks angered from scuttled plans and the seemingly arbitrary 

exclusions ordered by Boston officials. These jilted men seemed more than happy to divulge 

Iatros’ plans to Inspector Seraphic. For instance, Elias Skalkos sought assistance to land his 

unaccompanied sister, reportedly telling Iatros “that he must land my sister at any sacrifice in 

expenses.” Iatros extorted $70 out of the desperate man. Skalkos confessed to Seraphic, “I have 

lost not only the money that Michael Iatros did me out of, but I was compelled to accompany my 

sister to Greece for her safety, and then return to the United States again which cost me a lot of 

money.” In another case, Christos Nicolaou’s son was detained for a month in Boston before 

eventually being deported. He retold to Seraphic his confrontation with Iatros afterwards: “I went 

to his office after my son was deported and told Michael Iatros that I knew that boys who had no 

father were being landed as going to their father, and how I, a bona fide father of my son could 

not have my son landed. He told me that he could not help it, but he got pale in the face and 

trembled and he gave me ten dollars saying ‘I spent the balance for expenses.’ He told me not to 

say that any boys were landed to bogus fathers.” While Iatros successfully landed many of these 

children, he could not overcome the port’s hostility against Greeks in every instance. 

Inspector Seraphic’s investigations also uncovered more details regarding the failed 

attempts to persuade Commissioner Billings to remove Iatros. Reverend Ginieres, the pastor who 

previously pleaded to Frank Sargent, attested to Seraphic: “I have observed the utmost 

unwillingness on the part of Mr. Billings to entertain or even hear any complaints or charges 

against the said Michel Iatros. Mr. Billings treatment of me and of all persons who I took to the 
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station was such as to impress me and them of his unwillingness to investigate any was such 

charges of corruption made against Iatros.” Rev. Ginieres denied he had a “pitiful breakdown” as 

Billings had suggested, but instead claimed that “Mr. Billings displayed such reluctance and lack 

of attention as to impress both me and my friend Dr Mansfield that he did not wish to probe any 

charges against Michel Iatros whereupon we left the station.” Additionally, Jordan Savithes, the 

Lowell constable who first alerted Seraphic to this case, expounded on Billings’ unwillingness to 

hear their pleas. Savithes swore that when he presented the Boston commissioner with an 

affidavit attesting to Iatros’ swindles, “Mr. Billings glanced at it hurriedly and said, ‘I can buy all 

the affidavits I want at fifty cents apiece.’” Savithes said he then presented another corroborating 

statement, but “Mr. Billings took the second affidavit in his hand and looked at it and said, ‘I 

don’t believe any Greek for they are all liars.’ I then told Mr. Billings that both parties who had 

signed the affidavits were in Dover and that I would bring them down for him to examine them if 

he so desired. Mr. Billings again said, ‘I don’t want to see them I will not believe any Greek.’” If 

Commissioner Billings displayed such overt disgust and distrust towards Greek adults, how 

could a Greek adolescent or child hope to get a fair hearing at his port? 

Once Inspector Seraphic filed his damning report with the Bureau, Frank Sargent ordered 

the removal of Iatros and sent a chilly letter to Billings about his dereliction of duty. If this 

reprimand caused Commissioner Billings any introspection, such reflection is absent in the 

records. He did, however, direct his anger at Seraphic, took offense at being judged by an 

“inferior.” One can imagine what effect this episode had on Billings’ view of Greek immigrants. 

In April 1907, Iatros faced charges of conspiracy in U.S. District Court, and once again, the wire 

services spread sensational stories about the trial across the country. Iatros’ wife Mabel testified 

that she heard her husband dismiss bribes; but Mrs. Iatros, at age 24, almost two decades 
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younger than her husband and hailing from a WASP family, faced a character assault while on 

the stand. Seraphic and the government attorneys forced Mabel to reveal her sexual history, 

including a secret wedding and annulment at age sixteen to another man. The prosecution 

attempted to use lurid insinuations against Iatros and his wife’s moral standing, but such tactics 

apparently failed to sway the jury; they also heard testimony from Lowell Greeks about how 

Iatros had aided them personally and helped develop the community at large. Michael Iatros was 

acquitted on all charges and released.205 The men of the Bureau were disappointed at the 

outcome—one memo in the casefile has a hand-written notation “All of our work for naught!”—

but it spurred further action.  

In the months after the Iatros investigation, Seraphic’s celebrity within the Bureau rose. 

Dispatched to other cities to uncover padrones, Seraphic aided in a string of investigations 

around the country, or as the Washington Post described it, “The government has decided to pit 

Greek against Greek.” The Bureau also sought to make examples out of adults who committed 

perjury in gaining admission for unaccompanied children, a practice explored in greater detail in 

the next chapter, and Inspector Seraphic helped build the case against a Lowell Greek named 

Panaiotis Funtas. Under a warrant drawn up on Seraphic’s report, Funtas was pulled from his bed 

at 2 A.M. and arrested because the boy and girl he recently claimed from the immigration station 

were not actually his children, as he had attested. The court fined Funtas $70 and sentenced him 

to two months in prison. While the Bureau admitted “he is not altogether a stranger to them, as 

he is the godfather of the girl,” Seraphic praised the prosecution, arguing “this will also have a 

good effect in deterring Greeks from making false manifest declarations regarding their 

relationship to young boys.” Inspector Seraphic and the Bureau initiated a new practice seen in 

 
205 Perhaps this case also led to their divorce soon afterwards; Mabel Iatros committed suicide within five years of 
the trial. “Iatros and His Wife on Stand,” Boston Globe, 4 Jan 1908, 7. Age determined from 1910 Federal Census. 
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subsequent years, as the provisions against unaccompanied child migration became a means to 

police immigrant communities. In 1911, the Dillingham Commission included Seraphic’s report 

on the Greek Padrone Crisis in the committee’s reports, and in the ensuing years, he would be 

instrumental the affecting the deportations of dozens of Greek men and children. And one other 

personnel change occurred at Boston’s immigration office in response to the Iatros case: the 

station hired a native-born American as the port’s Greek interpreter, per Billings’ request.206  

The investigation into Michael Iatros illustrated the effects of Commissioner Billings’ 

racism and his distrust of all Greeks and demonstrates that unaccompanied child migration was 

not spawned by some vast international conspiracy, but people trying to make do in impossible 

situations. The characters in such dramas were often families seeking to reunify across the 

Atlantic, children willing to brave the unknown, and unscrupulous men ready to extort 

vulnerable and desperate people; the criminal element was not in Europe, but within the 

immigration bureaucracy by a government subcontractor, and ironically, working out of the very 

port that launched the Greek padrone crisis. Indeed, Greek youths were lying about their age and 

family relationships—but like Chinese “Paper Sons” who sought entry to West Coast ports at 

this time, these immigrants were just another ethnic group capable of outsmarting immigration 

officials and willing to game the system in order to access promises of the New World. Was 

Michael Iatros guilty of corruption and blackmail? Based on the evidence, those assertions are 

almost certainly correct. But it is also true that he won entry for many young travelers, aiding his 

community both in Lowell and in Greece, and leaving a complicated legacy. The Iatros case 

reveals the hubris of immigration authorities, the corruptibility of individuals, and the seemingly 

insurmountable racism some unaccompanied children faced at the doors of the United States. 

 
206 Casefile of Funtas siblings, 51520/34-B; "Boys Held in Bondage" Washington Post, 25 Feb 1907, 2; Peck, 
Reinventing Free Labor; Casefile on Investigations of Michael Iatrou, 51416/3, RG 85. 
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Documenting Prejudice under Commissioner Billings  

 An analysis of appeals cases originating from Boston at this time bolster the claims of 

bigotry against Commissioner Billings. The knee-jerk distrust in Greek immigrants’ statements, 

the automatic assumption of guilt, and the absolute refusal to extend any benefit of the doubt that 

the Seraphic investigation uncovered are all present in Billings’ interactions with child migrants. 

Out of 37 appeals cases from unaccompanied children detained in Boston between September 

1906 and July 1, 1907 (when the Immigration Act provisions restricting unaccompanied 

migration went into effect) that remain preserved in the National Archives, George Billings and 

the immigration officials in Boston did not once recommend landing for a child from the 

Mediterranean region.207 An examination of these appeals cases demonstrates how a pervasive 

sense of distrust and bigotry against these populations colored the children’s hearings and 

established seemingly insurmountable barriers to entry, no matter the vulnerability of the child 

and the desperation of receiving adults anxious to take on their care. 

 Even before an immigrant’s case reached the desk of George Billings, the Boston Boards 

of Special Inquiry’s negative views of unaccompanied youngsters from the Mediterranean 

dimmed their prospects for entry. As one board member summarized in denying admission to a 

young Greek named Christo Christomanon, “In my opinion he is not a desirable addition to our 

population; he will surely not improve our race, and the wholesale admission of immigrants [like 

him] would lead our nation into decay.”208 The Boards were hyper-focused on errors, despite the 

possibility of faulty translations and the fact that a scared and isolated child talking to a group of 

government men might easily misspeak. One such instance is when Demetrius Coutelas and an 

 
207 This span marks the beginning of the Entry 9 series. I have located targeted casefiles prior to September 1906 in 
Entry 7 series of RG 85, but due to COVID-19 closures as of this writing, I am unable to examine these files. 
208 Casefile of Christo Christomanon, 51448/85. 
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uncle appearing as his witness recalled different dates for when Demetrius’s father died. 

Commissioner Billings wrote the “confliction convinces me the parents are alive and the witness 

and alien have falsified” and therefore his appeal should be denied. In another case, the Board 

accused Calfadis Charalambos of lying when a man swearing to be his brother appeared to claim 

him. The Board said this must be a pseudo-relationship, as he never mentioned any brother in 

questioning. But Calfadis explained that the board never asked about brothers living in the 

United Stated, they only asked if he had any brothers in Greece, which he denied. The BSI 

transcripts confirm that Calfadis’s retelling of the original line of inquiry was correct. 

Nevertheless, he was excluded.209 

Billings and his outfit relied on questionable metrics in adjudicating the immigrant’s 

request for entry, such as comparing the migrant’s height to the supposed average of Boston 

schoolboys in order to approximate age. In Francesco Cessario’s case, Thorndike Spaulding, an 

attorney in Boston who frequently filed appeals for Greek and Italian children, pushed back on 

this tactic, writing, “It seems to me that it is very unfair to compare these boys with the average 

height of a Boston school boy. The Italian race as a race is short in stature. The environments and 

conditions under which these boys live, are entirely different that those of the vast majority of 

Boston schoolboys.” In a similar appeal for Nicolas Procoris, who attested he was 19 years old 

while Billings argued he was 15 due to his height, Spalding pleaded, “The statutes do not fix a 

height under which men cannot be admitted to this country."210 Both appeals were denied. 

Another questionable marker used to refute an appellant’s professed age was based on if 

the boy wore shorts or pants. Billings wrote in his recommendation to deny Antonio Trovato’s 

case: “He wears short trousers which shows in my mind conclusively that he is not 16 years, as 

 
209 Casefile of Demetrius Coutelas, 51448/7; Casefile of Calfadis Charalambos, 51448/163 
210 Casefile of Francesco Cessario, 51497/176; casefile of Nicolas Procoris 51448/197 
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all Italian boys put on long trousers before rather than after they are 14 years of age." Billings 

deployed the same reasoning in casting doubt on a Greek migrant: "The alien boy is probably 

about 12 or 13 years of age; as a matter of fact he is in short trousers and no Greek boy of 15 

wears short trousers. On account of his size and age and the surety of his going to be put to work 

at something unsuited to his years, I strongly recommend he be sent back.” This assumed 

understanding of clothing trends for Mediterranean adolescents appeared in at least five 

recommendations of exclusion.211 

Commissioner Billings cast doubt on young immigrants’ widespread claim that they left 

their homes to seek an American education. The appeal of a 12-year-old Italian named Nicola 

D’Agnostino was thus rebuffed: “The usual statement is made as to the intention of placing the 

boy in school to receive an education, but the probabilities are that he will be dependent upon his 

own resources to a very large extent.”212 The casefile of Vasilios Spelas demonstrates the layers 

of contempt children from Mediterranean encountered from the immigration bureaucracy. Born 

in Turkey, though ethnically Greek, this 13-year-old boy was illiterate and had never attended 

school. When the BSI asked Vasilios why that was the case, he replied, “The schools are no good 

in Turkey.” His receiving brother also testified to a desire for educating the boy, explaining that 

as their father was a shepherd, the nomadic lifestyle hindered formal schooling. Unconvinced, 

the board unanimously ruled Vasilios debarred. And as per usual for excluded aliens, allowing 

for a final opportunity to reflect their case in the records, the Board asked Vasilios: “Have you 

any reason to offer why you should be allowed to land in the United States?” He reiterated, “I 

want to go to school… I wanted to learn American ways… I came here to go to school.” George 

Billings rejected these claims in his summary of the case: “The alien’s statement that he intends 

 
211 Casefile of Antonio Trovato, 51448/46; Casefile of Vasilios Spelas, 51448/198 
212 Casefile of Nicola D’Agnostino, 51262/4 
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going to school here is absurd, inasmuch as he never attended school before.” Billings also cast 

doubt on the brother’s financial standing, in order to fit an unsubstantiated belief that the elder 

brother would simply place the younger brother in factory work. Despite the elder brother 

submitting his bank book detailing $700 worth of deposits as proof of his ability to provide for 

his younger sibling, Billings wrote that the brother “claims to have saved” the money, casting 

doubt on the documented evidence of financial wellbeing. “On account of his size and age and 

the surety of his going to be put to work,” Billings “strongly recommend[s] he be sent back.” 

When the appeal reached the Washington Bureau, the Commissioner General echoed these 

repudiations, arguing that the desire for schooling “claim is probably false and doubtless it is the 

intention of the brother to put him at some employment unsuited to his age and development.” 

On December 1, 1906, Boston authorities placed Vasilios Spelas on an eastbound steamer. 

Perhaps most egregiously, Commissioner Billings intervened in routine case procedures 

and made executive decisions that hindered Greek immigrants’ appeals. In at least two instances, 

Billings chose to withhold affidavits sent by relatives from the BSI’s view, preventing a chance 

for the men to revise their original excluding decisions.213 He also denied family members the 

opportunity to post bond, as was the case for Andrea Andreacopolous, a 15-year-old Greek boy 

destined to his brother in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. Despite affidavits and recommendations from 

multiple family members, employers, landlords, and even a congressman’s letter assuring “there 

exists not the slightest doubt” that the boy’s relatives could “furnish ample bond,” the Bureau 

deemed such evidence was not “sufficient to warrant reopening” the case. This situation begs the 

 
213 Casefile of Theodore Georgi, 51448/97. Billings wrote, “The affidavit enclosed by the attorney was not placed by 
me before the Board, as I did not think it was material… and is not mentioned by him.” It seems like an arbitrary 
standard that a child under interrogation must recall all documents their attorney submitted for the evidence to be 
considered. 



 
 

156 

question, if the word of a United States Representative was not good enough to sway the 

immigration bureaucracy, what chance did unaccompanied minor immigrants hold?214  

 But as the previous chapter demonstrated, the centralization of appeals decisions in the 

Washington Bureau meant that a change in leadership could alter the tone for the rest of the 

immigration apparatus nationwide. Such a shift occurred beginning in January 1907, when the 

new Secretary of Commerce and Labor Oscar Straus started reviewing appeals. Although 

Billings and his assistant commissioner always sided with the BSI’s decision to exclude, Straus 

occasionally exercised his discretionary power and overruled their recommendations, granting 

unaccompanied children detained at Boston a fighting chance of winning their appeal. This tone 

shift set from above even impacted Commissioner General Frank Sargent, as during this period, 

he altered his tact slightly to become more lenient and reflective of Straus’s considerations. In 

the case of Spyros Blastos, the Boston authorities recommended exclusion, based on the standard 

claims of lying about age and desiring an education. “This applicant is a mere child, but 4’7” in 

height” wrote Boston’s Assistant Commissioner. “It seems unnecessary to enter in detail into this 

case, which is one of many of a familiar type.” But Sargent noted that since Spyros was destined 

to a reasonably well-off brother in Illinois, and “in view of the attitude of the Department in such 

cases,” he recommended sustaining the appeal and allowing the immigrant to enter. Straus 

scrawled “Land” on the memo and signed off on his admittance.215   

Under Secretary Straus, the Bureau demonstrated a greater willingness to give a potential 

immigrant the benefit of the doubt, and though still rare, Straus could be persuaded to grant grace 

to a desperate youngster. This open-mindedness is particularly palpable in the case of Emmanuel 

Sakellarakis. Emmanuel arrived in Boston on February 19, 1907 and told the Board he was 

 
214 Casefile for Andrea Andreacopolous, 51448/17. 
215 Casefile of Spyros Blatsos, 51542/6. 
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destined to his only brother, after the death of 

both parents. The older brother, a naturalized 

citizen, had been living in Boston seven years 

and earned substantial wages at a bakery. 

However, Emmanuel clearly lied about his 

age. As one board member argued, “I desire 

to state that I discredit the boy’s story in 

every particular–particularly his age–he 

appearing to be not more than 12 years of 

age. I believe that he, like most Greek boys 

entering this country at this time, states he is 

at least 17 years of age in order to defeat the 

laws made to protect children from being 

placed at work in factories of our State.” Another member cited the doctor’s inspection noting he 

lacked pubic hair. Commissioner Billings echoed the sentiments, “After being here a few days 

we would probably receive a letter from some factory asking if he could be put to work as he is 

17,” and included a photograph to contrast the boy’s appearance to a confirmed adolescent 

(figure 3.4). Secretary Straus originally agreed and consented to the deportation, but before that 

ship sailed, Straus received telegrams pleading for mercy towards the orphan. Boston 

businessman Phillip J. Doherty wrote, “I don’t know the routine in such cases but feel that a 

good citizen ought not to be deprived of the right to bring his near kindred to him. Cannot 

something be done at once [to] prevent the injustice of his deportation. Good people here are 

Figure 3.4. Greek Boys Detained in Boston. From 
the casefile of Emmanuel Sakellarakis, 51567/26. 
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interested.” Straus must have been moved by this appeal to his “unfailing fidelity to every 

humane call,” as he reversed his decision and allowed Emmanuel to be landed on bond.216  

But not all children received such grace, as the new departmental policy of excluding 

unaccompanied children expanded beyond Greeks and this unwritten rule was employed to 

exclude Syrians, Italians, Jews, and other children from eastern and southern Europe. For 

instance, Josef Sloininsky left his widowed mother in Russian Empire to live with an aunt and 

uncle in Chicago. Despite the Board’s exclusion, Ellis Island Commissioner Watchorn reported 

he was impressed by this “very bright boy” during his personal interview and recommended an 

immigrant inspector in Chicago investigate the relatives’ suitability. The Commissioner General 

refuted this option, writing, “I do not think the child a proper person to admit; nor do I think it 

worthwhile to investigate the case at Chicago, for if the uncle and aunt are really deeply 

interested in the boy they could have manifested it in some substantial manner.” That very day, 

four affidavits from the said aunt and uncle and other relatives arrived, but officials deemed it 

too late, and Josef was deported. In another case, an 11-year-old Syrian boy never made it past 

Ellis Island. “In view of the policy of the Department to exclude children unaccompanied by 

their parents,” Frank Sargent recommended the “appeal be dismissed and the boy returned to his 

family.”217 With this policy to exclude children traveling without their parents, the federal 

government forbade a form of migration practiced for centuries and across cultures, negating the 

conscious choices made by children and their families to start life anew. 

The actions and beliefs of George Billings negatively impacted immigrants far beyond 

just those coming to Boston.218 The national scandal sparked by Billings, despite multiple 

 
216 Casefile of Emmanuel Sakellarakis, 51567/26 
217 Casefile of Josef Sloininsky; 51448/175; Casefile of Hanna Smaha, 51311/3  
218 His bigotry was world renown—in the records of Canadian Parliament, a member of the House of Commons 
reported on the "hard luck of some 14 Macedonians" who were then living in Toronto, and after they visited home, 
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investigations by the media and government authorities shown to be overwrought or misguided, 

led to a departmental policy to exclude all children traveling without their parents. While this 

policy kept out children in Boston and in other cities, restrictionists at the Bureau of Immigration 

pushed legislators to codify this practice into federal law. Thus, the passage of the Immigration 

Act of 1907 would forever alter unaccompanied child migration to the United States. 

Push for Legislation  

The Bureau of Immigration first documented concerns over unaccompanied children in 

Commissioner General Frank Sargent’s 1904 annual report. Sargent summarized the padrone 

traffic of “Greek lads ranging from 10 to 18 years of age” and noted the actions taken by Boston 

authorities. “During the last four months of the year there arrived at the port of Boston alone, 898 

of these youths, 127 of whom were returned.” However, this discussion was only in the context 

of halting contract labor, and Sargent did not mention or suggest new legislation. But in the 

Secretary of Commerce and Labor’s annual report the following year, officials explicitly made 

this connection between unaccompanied children as unfit additions and the necessity for new 

exclusionary laws. The Secretary noted that despite excluding over 11,000 immigrants that year 

under the current laws, “many who are not within the excluding provisions of the law are 

nevertheless a detriment to the United States. Among these may be reckoned the large number of 

children, whose parents have been left behind, who seek admission, professedly to go to school.” 

The Secretary wrote that in the wake of the Greek padrone crisis, Congress must take action: “it 

is urged that there be added to the classes of aliens now excluded from admission to the United 

States all children under 17 years of age unaccompanied by their parents, unless coming to join 

 
came back through Boston and were deported. The MP said, “The American commissioner at Boston, one George 
Billings, acted in a very high-handed and arbitrary manner with the result that these people were put to a great deal 
of unnecessary discomfort, annoyance and expense." Official Report of the Debates of the House of Commons of the 
Dominion of Canada, Fourth Session—Tenth Parliament, vol 83 (Ottawa: S.E. Dawson, 1908), 2739-2740.  
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parents already resident in this country who are able to support them.”  Legislators, some already 

influenced by eugenics, nativist thought, and lobbying by Immigration Restriction League, 

would soon heed this call.219 

During a February 1906 meeting of the House of Representatives’ Committee on 

Immigration, as Congress drafted the provisions of a new immigration law, Kentucky 

Representative Francis A. Hopkins proposed placing limits on the arrival of unaccompanied 

Greek boys. Not all committee members agreed with Rep. Hopkins’ line of argument, as the 

Washington Evening Star reported: “Inquiry showed that not one of the Greeks goes to Mr. 

Hopkins’ district, but he said many of them are imported for shoe shining parlors in the larger 

cities. The committee produced figures showing that less than 1,000 Greeks under fourteen years 

of age came to this country last year, out of a total of more than 1,000,000 immigrants.”220 

Despite the fact that the Democrat from Kentucky and his constituents faced no threat from these 

Greek boys, as pointed out by oppositional members of the committee, Rep. Hopkins touted the 

circulated news stories as reason enough for restrictive provisions. Thus, even at the moment of 

inception of the provision against unaccompanied child migration, as committee members 

crafted the new immigration bill, some legislators recognized such media reports as 

overexaggerated claims and expressed doubts about the need for such a restriction. Undeterred, 

immigrations officials kept looking for the proof to support the proposed limits on 

unaccompanied child migration. The Chicago Inter Ocean reported on the initiation of a “federal 

investigation of charges made by Congressman Hopkins of Kentucky that Greek boys are 

 
219 Annual Report of the Commissioner General of Immigration, 1904, 38; 1905 Annual Report, 48-49. 
220 "Boys Imported to Shine Shoes" Washington Evening Star, 14 Feb 1906, 3. Curiously, the Congressional Report 
on this committee dated Jan-March 1906 does not include the proceedings of Feb 13, despite multiple papers noting 
that day’s proceedings, and the weeks immediately prior and after this date are included. And due to continued 
archival closures at NARA, I have not been able to search the records of this committee. Whether Hopkins’ exact 
comments have been lost to history or just lost to this dissertation remains to be uncovered. 
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imported into this country and put to work as bootblacks in Chicago and other cities, and held in 

practical peonage.” The city’s chief immigration inspector told the paper he was expecting word 

to come from Washington at any moment, and “when the message came, he would ‘get after’ the 

Greek proprietors of shops on the West Side.”221 

Meanwhile, legislators tinkered with the proposed limits to unaccompanied child 

migration. In the original bill submitted to the Senate, the language of the act set clear parameters 

on special circumstances: “all children under seventeen years of age unaccompanied by their 

parents, unless coming to join parents already in this country who are able to support them or 

unless in the case of death of both parents, they are coming to join brothers or sisters already in 

the United States who are willing and able to support them.” These provisions demonstrate that 

lawmakers recognized the difficult circumstances faced by some unaccompanied children. 

Whether for family reunification or as an orphan traveling to their next closest kin, children had 

traveled by themselves for centuries before the padrone crisis supposedly targeted by this 

legislation. These few carve-outs acknowledged that reality. However, as the bill wound through 

committees and edits in Congressional chambers, lawmakers stripped these clauses allowing 

exceptional circumstances from the bill. The final wording of the act enshrined exceptions only 

“at the discretion of the Secretary of Labor and Commerce,” centering the momentous decision 

regarding whether to admit or deny unaccompanied children at the top of the chain of 

bureaucratic power.222 

And yet, disagreements over the soundness of the unaccompanied child provision 

remained, even amongst the highest levels of the immigration bureaucracy. The Secretary of 

Commerce and Labor Victor Metcalf argued that the country was losing valuable workers by 

 
221 “Greek Boy Slaves in Chicago Shops” The Inter Ocean (Chicago, IL), 15 Feb 1906, 2. 
222 S. 4403, 14 Feb 1906. 
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setting this age limit; as he told the Washington Post, “a lot of good material is constantly going 

to waste.”223 Indeed, the age demarcation was dropped a year younger than originally proposed, 

so as the law passed, no child under sixteen years of age could travel unaccompanied. Jane 

Addams, founder of the famed Hull House settlement, also spoke against the proposed policy. 

“Many of us in Chicago are much disturbed over the immigration legislation at the present 

before Congress,” Addams wrote to Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon, expressing concerns 

over the “narrow and unwisely restrictive” features of the bill. “In regard to the exclusion of boys 

and girls under sixteen coming without their parents this is liable to work very badly. Suppose a 

man in America whose wife dies abroad and who asks his sister to bring his children to him. I 

have personally known many such cases.”224 As the nation’s preeminent social reformers with 

intimate knowledge of immigrant families, Addams could foresee how such wide-sweeping 

restrictions would hinder family reunification. 

But such arguments against the bill failed to sway minds, and President Theodore 

Roosevelt signed the Immigration Act of 1907 into law on February 20, with the provisions to 

take effect on July 1. Thenceforth, American immigration officials excluded “all children under 

sixteen years of age, unaccompanied by one or both of their parents, at the discretion of the 

Secretary of Commerce and Labor or under such regulations as he may from time to time 

prescribe.” Thus, with the proposed excepting clauses for orphans or family reunification 

stripped away, the ultimate power of decision lay with one man. Who wields that power would 

have profound effects on which unaccompanied children could enter the United States. 

 
223 "Ellis Island Overcrowded," Washington Post, 23 Oct 1906, 6.  
224 Jane Addams to Joseph Cannon, June 11, 1906. Commission on Immigration & Naturalization, Restriction of 
Immigration, June 9-25, 1906; HR 59A-H8.3, NARA RG 233, Box 410. My thanks to Katherine Benton-Cohen for 
sharing her research while COVID-19 restrictions prohibited further research at NARA. 
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After the act’s passage, some observers remarked on the difficulties to families the new 

changes would bring. The Baltimore Sun reported: “The provision as to children will work a 

hardship in many cases. Frequently mothers and fathers come to this country, leaving their 

children with relatives or friends until they have established a home when they send for them. 

This course cannot be pursued in future unless the Secretary admits them.” The Los Angeles 

Herald expressed sympathy for an excluded unaccompanied child, a “luckless lad from Mexico 

who is barred from admission because” he crossed the border “right on the heels of its 

installation.” Newspapers also highlighted the continued failure of federal investigations. 

“Efforts have been made repeatedly to secure evidence” the Washington Post reported, “but the 

officials have heretofore failed in steps taken in this direction. That padrones are engaged in the 

business of importing Greek boys and that the boys come here under contracts generally made 

with their parents is known as a matter of fact, but it has been found to be almost impossible to 

secure positive evidence on this point.”225 Prejudices have the power to seem like “common 

sense” and therefore readily accepted by everyone, without the need for supporting evidence. 

Under such assumptions “known as a matter of fact,” the wide-sweeping provision that would 

negatively impact countless children passed with little question.  

Conclusion: A Greek American Model Citizen 

On June 21, 1907, less than two weeks before the new restrictions took effect, 

Rochester’s Democrat and Chronicle reported on the successful landing of an unaccompanied 

child after his appeal to Washington. “Spiro Hayas, a Greek lad of 11 years, has eluded the 

inspectors at Ellis Island, who sought to send him back to the land of the Spartans, and is 

hereafter to make his home in Rochester, with his uncle, Peter Katsampes, proprietor of a couple 

 
225“New Immigration Law Requires Closer Examinations of Aliens,” Baltimore Sun, 1 Mar 1907, 9; “New 
Immigration Law,” Los Angeles Herald, 3 Aug 1907, 4; "Boys Held in Bondage," Washington Post, 25 Feb 1907, 2.  
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of candy stores.” The paper explained why this arrival was newsworthy: “Possibly Spiro is the 

last Greek boy who will be admitted to the country unless his parents accompany him or are 

already here. Up to the present it has rested with the authorities whether to admit boys [traveling 

unaccompanied]. So great has the abuse of bringing over young and ignorant Greek boys and 

holding them in a kind of slavery become, that the power has been removed from the 

immigration inspectors.” The boy “had long wished to come to America” and although there is 

no mention of Spiro’s parents or homelife in Greece, the newspaper elucidated the benefits of his 

new home in upstate New York: “Mr. Katsampes says he intends to have Spiro attend the public 

schools and high school. Possibly he will send him through college. Mr. Katsampes holds the 

distinction of being one of the two married Greeks in Rochester [from a total] of over 400 

Greeks who live here.”226 Over thirty years later in 1939, that same paper would publish an 

obituary for Peter Katsampes, a “Patriarch of one of the first Greek families to settle in Rochester 

and long a familiar figure” who, in partnership “with a nephew and several of his sons” ran the 

Olympian Candy Store for almost four decades. The Democrat and Chronicle praised the 

patriotic leadership of the Katsampes family, as during the First World War, “Mr. Katsampes 

purchased nearly $100,000 worth of Liberty Bonds and War Savings Bonds and placed them in 

his show window to inspire others to follow his example,” and the paper predicted that 

“Rochesterians of many racial origins will” be saddened by the passing of this “outstanding 

figure in the community… a model citizen, a credit not only to his native land, but to the city and 

country where he made his home.”227 Could the Ellis Island authorities who sought to deny the 

11-year-old Spiro entry to the United States envision such a home for the young immigrant, or 

 
226 "Greek Boy Arrives in City After Troubles at Island--May Be One of the Last Admitted Under Terms of Old 
Law," Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester, NY), 21 Jun 1907, 21. 
227 “Peter Katsampes, Pioneer Greek Resident, Dies,” Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester, NY), 16 Jun 1939, 43; 
“He Was a Real Spartan,” Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester, NY), 18 Jun 1939, 16. 
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were the schemas of an enslaving padrone syndicate to gripping to shake? Spiro was able to 

pursue work in his family’s business and make a comfortable living amongst his relatives—a 

future that was accessible only because he arrived mere weeks before a law went into effect. 

How many other children were robbed of similar opportunities in the ensuing years? 

After the implementation of the 1907 Immigration Act, the federal government began a 

systematic exclusion of unaccompanied child migrants. Greek boys who were momentarily 

viewed as diligent future citizens transformed into a specter of foreign menace, evidence of the 

depravity of Southern Europeans who willingly sold their children into slavery, and the 

ramifications of this portrayal led to a new form of immigration restriction targeting children. 

But as the next chapter will demonstrate, this law did not impact all unaccompanied children 

equally. The discretionary powers, now codified into federal law, led to further disparate 

treatment of unaccompanied children, as newly empowered nativist bureaucrats determined 

which children were worthy enough for entry and those who would be denied such sympathy. 
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Chapter 4 At the Secretary’s Discretion: Implementing and Altering New Federal 
Restrictions on Unaccompanied Immigrant Children, 1907-1917 

 
Ruchel Yurman spent the night of June 14, 1910, alone in an Ellis Island detention room. 

The ten-year-old Austrian Hebrew girl had arrived in New York with her aunt earlier that day, 

but due to the provision of the 1907 Immigration Act barring children under sixteen years old 

traveling without a parent, Ruchel was not permitted to join her chaperone on to Manhattan. At a 

Board of Special Inquiry hearing the next day, immigration officials asked her, “Do you know 

just why you left your mother and go to your aunt?” Ruchel answered, “My mother is a widow 

and has not money enough to keep me.” Her father had died two months prior, but her uncle, a 

tinsmith who had lived in the U.S. for 11 years, told the board that his wife brought their niece to 

live with them in their Lower East Side home. “I am bringing her here to raise her until she will 

be big enough to support herself; I have only one child and I earn $14 per week, steady,” he 

attested before displaying two bank books documenting $891 in savings and affirming that he 

would “give her all the attention and comforts of life” that he provided to his own child. And yet, 

despite this “very credible showing” of the uncle and the Board’s belief that Ruchel “was 

brought here in good faith by her aunt, in whose possession she was placed by her mother to 

bring to this country and to take her to her family and educate and properly raise the child,” the 

officials felt constrained; “in view of the law that provides that children under 16 years of age 

unaccompanied by parents must be excluded, it is the unanimous opinion of this Board that the 

child be excluded.” However, the BSI added, “we respectfully request that executive clemency 

be exercised in this case.” That phrase spurred I. Irving Lipsitch, the Ellis Island representative 

of the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), to appeal Ruchel’s case to 

Washington. Lipsitch recounted her mother’s “poor circumstances” after the father’s untimely 

death; “Quite naturally his brother who is in affluent circumstances” should be allowed to care 
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for the child, and he received her mother’s blessing to do so. Lipsitch then reiterated the 

“unanimous recommendation for executive clemency, and it appears that the Board of Special 

Inquiry would have admitted this child if the members did not feel that they might be exceeding 

their authority.” The U.S. Commissioner General of Immigration agreed: “This seems to be a 

case in which a departure should be made from the usual practice of the Department of exclusion 

in similar cases.” Washington thus sustained her appeal “upon filing of a bond conditioned that 

the girl will not become a public charge and that she will be placed in school until she reaches 

the age of 16.” With all the pertinent paperwork submitted, Ruchel was duly admitted on June 

24, and she joined this nontraditional family structure to begin her new American life.228 

This chapter examines how the Bureau of Immigration implemented the restrictions on 

unaccompanied child migration in the decade following the passage of the Immigration Act of 

1907. As Ruchel’s case demonstrates, immigration officials at the port of entry level no longer 

had the ability to admit children traveling without their parents upon initial screening, even if 

they felt that landing the young immigrant was justified. Under the new legislation, such an 

admittance could only be made at the discretion of the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, as that 

Cabinet Department then oversaw the Bureau of Immigration. The Secretary, often relying on 

the recommendations of the Commissioner General, decided if the child’s exclusion remained in 

force, or if they should be admitted outright or under bond. But this discretionary power led to a 

divergence of admissions, as officials’ individual biases led to unequal enforcement of the law’s 

provisions, creating a race-based disparity in the reception of unaccompanied immigrant 

children. Additionally, now that unaccompanied children were an excluded class expressly 

codified in federal law, these children also became subject to deportation after their arrival. 

 
228 Casefile of Ruchel Yurman, 52920/489. 
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Government officials employed this deportation policy as an exclusionary weapon to order the 

removal of children from so-called “undesirable” races and sought to punish adults who assisted 

unaccompanied children in gaining admission. Thus, even though the new legislation targeted a 

form of child migration practiced by every ethnic group, authorities did not equally administer 

the full force of the law. Bureau of Immigration officials were more likely to give the benefit of 

the doubt to children coming from northern European nations, allowing families to post bonds 

for these children or completely stretch the rules and allow admission outright, even when 

denying entry to more “meritorious” cases of children hailing from Asia or eastern and southern 

Europe. While Ruchel’s case shows that this prejudice was not unsurmountable, unaccompanied 

Greek, Italian, Jewish, Slavic, and Syrian children, whether at ports of entry or in deportation 

proceeding, bore the brunt of the new exclusionary law. 

But unaccompanied children, along with their families and advocates, challenged this 

inequity through media pressure and organized lobbying, causing the Bureau of Immigration to 

gradually liberalize this restrictionist policy throughout the ensuing decade. In an example of 

young people’s agency and their ability to garner community support, these children employed 

the few tools at their disposal to win their entry: newspapers and immigrant aid societies. Groups 

like HIAS, the Irish Emigrant Society, and the United Hebrew Charities, among many others, 

dispatched agents and lawyers to intercede on the child’s behalf. In addition to assisting 

unaccompanied children in filing appeals to their exclusion, these advocates sometimes shared 

gripping details about the plight of detained children to local newspapers. Speaking with the 

press widely publicized the children’s struggles, generating controversy and public outcry, and at 

times, swaying officials toward the side of sympathy and leniency. In sharp contrast to prior 

chapters, where newspapers contributed to moral panics surrounding unaccompanied children or 
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acted as uncritical mouthpieces for immigration officials to push their narratives, this chapter 

demonstrates how mass media could be deployed as a means of communication and persuasion 

for the young immigrants themselves. While some media outlets continued to traffic in harmful 

ethnic stereotypes and fearmongering about foreign invasions, coverage on the difficulties faced 

by unaccompanied immigrant children generated positive changes for some children. The 

eventual tempering of the law’s most stringent aspects demonstrates that the Bureau was 

cognizant of public opinion regarding the treatment of these vulnerable children and took steps to 

respond to and preempt negative press.  

Historians of immigration policy and border inspection process have revealed disparate 

treatments based on race, class, gender, sexuality, and disability,229 but my research demonstrates 

that age must also be included in analyses of policy implementation. While one might hope that 

pitiful young children would be spared the bigotries of immigration officials, archival records 

reveal that this wishful thinking was just not so. The federal regulatory apparatus racialized 

unaccompanied children—the most vulnerable of migrants—and subjected them to disparate 

treatment both at and within the nation’s borders. These conclusions are based on readings of 

412 individual appeals casefiles of unaccompanied children denied entry under the provisions of 

the 1907 Immigration Act. During a systematic review of the Bureau’s records stored at the 

National Archives, I uncovered every extant appeals case filed by an excluded unaccompanied 

child at Ellis Island from April 29 through July 2, 1910, with partial weeks-long selections filed 

from that port during July 1911, October and November 1912, and March 1913. I have also 

 
229 This voluminous historiography includes Douglas C. Baynton, Defectives in the Land: Disability and 
Immigration in the Age of Eugenics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016); Amy L. Fairchild, Science at the 
Borders: Immigrant Medical Inspection and the Shaping of the Modern Industrial Labor Force (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2003); Alan M. Kraut, Silent Travelers: Germs, Genes, and the “Immigrant Menace” 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994);  Eithne Luibhéid, Entry Denied: Controlling Sexuality at the 
Border (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Molina, How Race is Made in America: Immigration, 
Citizenship, and the Historical Power of Racial Scripts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014). 
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located all extant appeals cases from unaccompanied children excluded from entry points along 

the Canadian border filed during the months of August through December 1913. These large 

samples are supplemented by individual casefiles at ports around the country, found at random. 

Unfortunately, archival closures due to COVID-19 prematurely ended the systematic review, but 

these hundreds of casefiles provide a large sampling of unaccompanied children who appealed 

their age-based exclusion during a pivotal time of this law’s implementation—before the federal 

government began to temper and qualify the restrictionist provisions to institute a more lenient 

regulatory regime. Additionally, this chapter draws from a decade of annual reports from the 

Bureau of Immigration to the Department of Labor and Commerce, as well as approximately 600 

newspaper clippings about unaccompanied children and the enforcement of this new legislation, 

collected through digitized newspaper databases. These sources reveal how the discretionary 

powers enshrined in federal law enabled the influence of bigotry, as well as how unaccompanied 

children, aid societies, and the dissenting press challenged such inequities. 

Rooting weighty decisions in one authority figure’s discretion meant many instances 

where he could stretch the rules, and extend the benefit of the doubt to certain children but deny 

it to others. The personal biases and sympathies of federal bureaucrats and port commissioners 

ultimately served as a determining factor in the journeys of many unaccompanied child migrants, 

a dangerous situation during an era when many government officials held stock in 

pseudoscientific ideas regarding eugenics and racial fitness—ideologies that demarcated some 

children as undesirable aliens and others as welcome additions to the populace. The problem 

with this disparity in treatment of unaccompanied immigration children was not the fact that 

“desirable” English, Irish, German, and Scandinavian children received grace from immigration 

officials in winning their admittance, but because such gestures were denied to “undesirable” 



 
 

171 

Greek, Italian, Jewish, Slavic, and Syrian children, as these young people and their families were 

marked by their “race.” Were these children not also grappling with impossibly difficult 

conditions? Were they not also promising citizens, desperate to make life anew in the new 

world? Why did the nation extend its welcome to other unaccompanied minor immigrants in 

similar conditions, but not to them? Were they not children, too? 

Deporting “Undesirable” Children through Targeted Enforcement 

While the Immigration Act of 1907 demarcated children under sixteen unaccompanied by 

a parent as a formally excludable class, this law also designated this group as a deportable class, 

meaning that children in the United States were subject to deportation proceedings if the Bureau 

found they entered unaccompanied without the express permission of the Secretary of Commerce 

and Labor.230 As this section demonstrates, discretionary powers also influenced the deportation 

of unaccompanied children and the prosecution of adults who assisted the young immigrants, as 

authorities pursued only the cases they deemed necessary and chose to withhold prosecution in 

other instances. The three cases examined below represent the inaugural deportation cases of 

unaccompanied children under the provisions of the new immigration law; indeed, they were the 

only three unaccompanied children deported during the first fiscal year after its 

implementation.231 These stories reveal how immigration officials used the deportability clause 

to target specific populations viewed by the Bureau as undesirable—Greeks and Syrians—while 

granting leniency to a Welsh family, a disparity that illuminates just whom the government 

viewed as a threat.   

 
230 For more on the growth of deportation policy, see Deidre Moloney, National Insecurities: Immigrants and U.S. 
Deportation Policy Since 1882; Torrie Hester, Deportation: The Origins of U.S. Policy (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2017); and Adam Goodman, Deportation Machine: America’s Long History of Expelling 
Immigrants, Politics and Society in Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020). 
231 Table III A.—Aliens within the United States Ordered Deported, “Report of Commissioner General of 
Immigration,” Reports of the Department of Commerce and Labor, 1908 (Washington: Government Printing 
Bureau, 1909), 114. 
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Unsurprisingly, the very first deportation case against an unaccompanied immigrant child 

targeted a Greek boy in Boston.232 In September 1907, Commissioner George Billings applied to 

Washington for an arrest warrant against 11-year-old Christo Kokotas, writing, “a detained 

Greek alien informed one of our watchmen that the boy was not related to the man who brought 

him to the United States as his son and that the boy had undoubtedly been brought here to work.” 

The immigrant inspector dispatched to arrest Christo noted in his report, “I found this boy in the 

primary school at the corner of Grigg and Howard streets, Cambridge. He was attending his class 

there.” The inspector removed Christo from the classroom to the Boston Immigration Office, 

where a Board of Special Inquiry attempted to interrogate this 11-year-old without his guardian 

present.233 But Christo exercised his right to an attorney, and after three days detention at the 

immigration station, argued his case before the reconvened BSI. These transcripts reveal the 

familial decisions that drive unaccompanied child migration. Christo testified, “Last May when I 

finished school I told my father I wanted to go away and go to America.” Therefore, his parents 

arranged to send him to a cousin named Louis Zoggas, who, at 26, already owned a successful 

fruit and vegetable peddling business. Christo’s plan was to live with Zoggas and learn English 

at school, and then “I will be able to get into business and be a good man.” Christo told the board 

that he claimed his cousin was his father because “I was only looking for to get landed,” but in 

fact, Zoggas took care of him “better than a father.” Christo swore he received “better treatment 

here than in Greece,” and when asked if he was content to live with Zoggas, he replied, “Yes sir, 

I am very much.” Louis Zoggas testified that he had filed his first citizenship papers and, unlike 

some migrants who returned to the Old Country after a few years of strong wage earning, Zoggas 

 
232 Casefile of Christo Kokotas, 51736/75, RG 85 
233 Of course, such an occurrence was not unusual at this time—six decades before the enshrinement of Miranda 
rights (1966) and the In re Gault decision (1967) that declared minors were entitled to the same due process rights. 
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claimed “I intend to die here, too.” He explained his reasoning in aiding the youngster, “I have 

no other relations here but that little boy,” and attested that he has lived up to the promises he 

made before the original BSI to care for Christo: “I said before you fellows if the boy was left to 

me I intend to pay his expenses, send him to school as well as I could, and keep him in good 

condition, and I think I have done that.” The board seemed impressed by Christo, whom they 

described as “exceedingly precocious and bright for his years, and … able to write and express 

himself fluently.” They also noted that “the territory covered by Zoggas in his business as a 

peddler embraces the richest residential suburban district of Boston,” and therefore even if he did 

employ Christo, “such work in that territory would not be, in itself, detrimental to the boy’s 

health.” Perhaps the first deportation case against an unaccompanied child should be dismissed, 

but the board left that decision to “the Secretary in the broad exercise of his discretion.”  

The statement from Christo’s attorney concedes befuddlement at this new restriction on 

unaccompanied children. “I cannot help but feel that good sense and fairmindedness never 

intended the immigration laws to be so construed as to mean that this boy is unfit for entry into 

this country simply because he is not accompanied by his true parents.”  He pleaded with 

immigration officials to recognize the absurdity of punishing a child who clearly had the 

makings of a fine future citizen. “Is it that the Kokotas boy, bright though he is, with an excellent 

training at school in Greece, with the desire to go to school here in America, is to be deported 

because his father was not with him?” The attorney noted that while he recognized that the 

Bureau’s “drastic measures” must be taken against “unscrupulous Greeks bringing boys into this 

country,” he forcefully contended that “this boy is not one of those cases, and I feel that if the 

Board will look at the matter in that light, disabusing themselves of any connection between this 

case and the ‘white slaves’ cases, that a full and complete justice will be done by allowing this 
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boy to remain here in the care of Louis Zoggas.” But beseeching the Boston Immigration Office 

for an unbiased assessment in a case against Greeks would prove to be a pipedream. 

Correspondence amongst immigration officials betrays an inability to look past the 

padrone panics. As George Billings wrote to the Bureau: “In my judgement this case represents a 

most flagrant attempt to secure the admittance of a young boy in violation of [the 1907 Act]. It 

appears to have been a well-conceived conspiracy to evade the law and provide cheap labor for 

the man Zoggas, who like so many others of his race, evidently finds it better economy to 

support a young boy than to pay regular wages to a man.” Billings’ racism against Greeks 

remained unshakable. He concluded, “I am convinced that the admittance of this boy will furnish 

a very unfortunate precedent, and will encourage others in attempts, perhaps more successful, to 

bring young boys to this country.” However, Commissioner General Frank Sargent seemed 

ambivalent in his summary report to the Secretary of Labor and Commerce. He noted that 

Zoggas had already submitted the paperwork to post a $500 bond for the boy and deposited 

money for Christos during his detention by the Boston Immigration Bureau, but also conveyed 

Commissioner Billings’ belief “that landing would constitute a most unfortunate precedent, in 

view of the indubitable existence of the ‘padrone’ system among the Greeks…Shall deportation 

ensue?” The Secretary’s terse reply, “Yes” penciled over Sargent’s memo, sealed Christo’s fate. 

While the ban on unaccompanied child migration began as a means to hinder Greeks, 

immigration officials could deploy targeted enforcement against any “undesirable” people; the 

other two deportation cases in 1907—both against Syrians—demonstrate this selective action 

from the Bureau of Immigration.234 In contemporary terms, these immigrants would likely be 

 
234 Natalia Molina has analyzed this interconnectedness among racialized people facing immigration enforcement: 
“once attitudes, practices, customs, policies, and laws are directed at one group, they are more readily available and 
hence easily applied to other groups.” Molina, How Race is Made in America, 21. 
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Lebanese Christians, but during this era, they invariably are referred to as Syrians.235 Records 

from the Bureau of Immigration reveal a systemic distrust of this population. For instance, in 

February 1907, the Commissioner at El Paso wrote to Boston’s Commissioner Billings, 

requesting that he dispatch an inspector to look into a detained Syrian’s “alleged” family member 

in Springfield, since “The Bureau has recently directed that investigations be made of the claims 

of Syrian aliens regarding relatives before their statements are accepted as being true.”236 Such 

actions are emblematic of systemic racism, as institutional mandates perpetuate the pattern of 

accepting statements at face value when made by certain immigrants, but automatically 

questioning and erring on disbelief the claims made by Syrians and other ethnicities deemed 

inherently fraudulent. The following deportation cases further illustrate this disparate treatment. 

 In September 1907, the Bureau initiated an investigation into a 13-year-old girl after 

receiving an informant’s report that a Syrian man living in Ontario “sent his daughter Josephine 

to Trenton, N.J. by surreptitious means.” The Philadelphia office dispatched an immigrant 

inspector to locate the girl; he surveilled a house occupied by Syrians for days in the hopes of 

confirming Josephine’s presence, but to no avail. His report detailed one final effort to locate 

her: “As a last resort I decided to try the medium of a decoy registered package to this girl, which 

if received would be proof conclusive that they knew the whereabouts of the girl.” When the 

residents accepted the mail, the inspector felt justified in raiding the home. At nightfall, he and 

some city police officers “went into this house and found the girl Josephine hiding in the garret.” 

Government officials arrested the 13-year-old and convened a new Board of Special Inquiry to 

hear her deportation case. Josephine explained that her father and pregnant mother, temporarily 

 
235 For an excellent study on how Syrian Lebanese immigrants experienced living on the borders of whiteness, see 
Sarah M.A. Gualtieri, Between Arab and White: Race and Ethnicity in the Early Syrian Diaspora (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009). 
236 Casefile of Ahmad Shams and Mahmoud Soufan, 51542/118, RG 85 
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residing in Canada, sent her ahead to an aunt and uncle while they planned out how the rest of 

the family could immigrate to the United States. The girl then recounted how she entered into the 

United States by paying the 30-cent train fare from Canada to Buffalo, New York, and when she 

crossed the border near Niagara Falls, “nobody asked me anything, not even my name. … I 

passed the Bridge and nobody examined me.” Thus, her entry into the United States as an 

unaccompanied child was not due to criminal activity, but apparent malfeasance of immigration 

officials. Nevertheless, the Board recommended deportation: “While this girl, from her 

statements, seems to have come into the United States without any avowed intention of evading 

the laws, the fact remains that she… obtained fraudulent entrance. To land her now would be a 

bad precedent, and it is the unanimous opinion of this Board that she should be returned to her 

parents as an example to others that there must be a strict observance of the laws.”237 The Bureau 

declared the girl to be in the country in violation of the Immigration Act of 1907 and deported 

her to Canada. Josephine’s case reveals that the national immigration apparatus viewed it as 

necessary to expend time and funds winnowing out a Syrian child in order to send a message—

an exemplary and inequitable punishment doled out only to certain ethnicities.238 

 In addition to using the deportation of unaccompanied children as an “example to others,” 

the Bureau of Immigration also prosecuted adults who facilitated the entrance of these children, 

as demonstrated in the case against Slamin “Sam” Hanna, a Syrian American living in 

Pennsylvania. In October 1907, an immigrant inspector in Pittsburgh requested assistance from 

Washington to investigate two Syrian boys recently arrived in the nearby town of Carnegie, as an 

“informant states that the boys are not the sons of Sam Hanna Hajel at all, that he sent for them 

and brought them to this country for the express purpose of making use of them as peddlers, and 

 
237 Casefile of Josephine Thomas Abowen (also spelled Aby Aoon or Abyhoon), 51736/49, RG 85 
238 NB: Josephine’s deportation was classified under unlawful entry. 
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that they have begun their work as such.” The inspector noted that he was familiar with the 

accused man because “he conducts a large mercantile establishment at Carnegie, his place of 

business being headquarters for a large number of Syrian peddlers.” The Bureau dispatched an 

interpreter to Pittsburgh, along with the boys’ records of admission at Ellis Island, which 

documented that the two boys, aged 11 and 15, gained entry after Sam Hanna told the BSI he 

“swears positively” that they were his sons; further investigation revealed that the two were 

actually Hanna’s nephew and a distant cousin. Interviews with the boys revealed that both of 

their families approved of and initiated their immigration after arranging for their care under the 

guardianship of their relative Sam Hanna, a 38-year-old naturalized citizen who had lived in the 

U.S. for over a decade. As the elder boy divulged to the immigrant inspector, a ticket agent “told 

us that unless we said that we are going to our father we would be sent back…I came here to get 

an education and I want to stay and go to school, I do not want to go home now.” However, the 

desires of this boy and his family would ultimately hold little weight in the final decision.  

The immigration inspector’s summary report illustrated the difficulties of investigating 

and prosecuting unaccompanied children. First, he could not definitely determine the boys’ age, 

as the children claimed to not know themselves and the inspector “was unable to get anyone who 

would make an oath on this subject, as it appears that the ages are not recorded in that country.” 

He also noted confusion during the initial admission process, as 11-year-old Joseph Abraham 

Saloom did not understand what giving an oath meant: “Witness finally admitted that he held up 

his right hand and the officer said something to him and he answered yes, but that he did not 

know what it was all about.” This revelation begs the question—how can a child be justly 

punished for perjury when he does not fully understand the concept? And finally, the inspector 

admitted a lack of supporting evidence confirming the boys’ work as peddlers. “While I was 
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informed,” he wrote, that the boys “had been so engaged…I have not been able to find anyone 

who is willing to make an affidavit to this effect.” Turning his attention to the accused man, the 

inspector reported that “Mr. Hanna…disavowed any intention of wrongdoing, [but] admitted, 

however, that he had sworn falsely.” The summary report concluded that the “Aliens are both 

bright intelligent boys, and although their first initiation into the United States has been clouded 

by false testimony, yet I am under the impression that they have been the victims of 

circumstances, and if permitted to remain will probably become good and respected citizens.” 

But, then again, the inspector emphasized that he did not “believe the entire offense should be 

condoned, as that would be placing, as it were, a premium upon perjury and deception, and as 

this city has a large Syrian colony, as well as a large foreign population of all nationalities, a 

strict enforcement of the law in this case, might have a wholesome effect in tending to prevent 

such flagrant violation of the Immigration Laws in the future.” The inspector’s report revealed a 

tension between the desire to welcome promising children or to seek an emblematic punishment, 

contradictory impulses mirrored within the Immigration Bureau. 

 This report sparked further investigations and actions from authorities. In an unusual step, 

Ellis Island Commissioner Robert Watchorn sent the three original members of the Board of 

Special Inquiry revised information about the boys and requested how they would rule now, 

given these revelations.239 All three board members declared that they would not admit the 

children: one replied that “they being under sixteen years of age, having no one in the United 

States legally bound for their care and maintenance, I would have voted to exclude them as likely 

to become a public charge,” whereas Milton Smiley added a touch of prejudice to his revision, 

writing that he “will frankly state that had I known that the parents of these boys were in Syria I 

 
239 I have never seen such a request in the hundreds of casefiles I have examined. 
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would have voted to exclude, believing that boys of this nationality were coming here for child 

labor.” Watchorn, perhaps embarrassed at the revelation at his Board’s oversight and desirous to 

preempt any criticism or investigations from Washington, immediately submitted these letters to 

Commissioner General Frank Sargent upon receipt. In the Bureau’s summary memorandum, 

Sargent noted that the offending uncle offered to post bond for the boys’ admission, and the 

Commissioner General inquired to the Secretary, “Shall leniency be exercised and the boys 

allowed to remain in the US upon above bond being given?” But the Department replied in the 

negative, and ordered the boys detained until they could be used as witnesses in a potential 

perjury case against Hanna; in January 1908, the boys were deported once Hanna pleaded guilty. 

The court sentenced him to three months hard labor at New York City’s prison on Blackwell’s 

Island and imposed a fine of $250, a fact reported on the front page of Hanna’s local newspaper. 

In Commissioner Watchorn’s report to Washington on the proceedings, he explained “the Court 

called attention to the fact that practices of this nature were pernicious, and that while the 

sentence would be severe in its nature, it felt compelled to impose” the strict fine and 

imprisonment, as well as the addition punishment of “disfranchisement of the defendant.” 

Watchorn conveyed his pleasure over the ruling, “as it will have a strong tendency to break up 

the heretofore prevalent practice of giving false testimony before Boards for the purpose of 

securing the admission of aliens,” to which Commissioner General Sargent agreed: “The Bureau 

is gratified to note the satisfactory outcome of this case.”240 While immigrants of all nationalities 

engaged in this type of evasive stretching of the truth to achieve the admission of unaccompanied 

children, these practices were so “pernicious” when performed by Syrians that the federal 

government deemed it necessary to imprison, levy fines and revoke certain citizenship rights. 

 
240 Casefile of Yousef and Salim Hanna, 51747/170, RG 85; "Syrian Goes to Blackwells," Daily Notes (Canonsburg, 
PA), 23 Jan 1908, 1. 
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Like the Greeks and Italians in prior years, only certain populations seem targeted for exemplary 

punishment when they engaged in or facilitated unaccompanied child migration.  

But these cases stand in stark contrast to a deportation case of two unaccompanied Welsh 

girls that the Bureau chose not to pursue the following year. In June 1908, an immigrant 

inspector received a complaint from the head of the Montana Bureau of Animal and Child 

Protection who had been “called to Sweet Grass by an indignant public,” as the residents of that 

village—a port of entry along the Canadian province of Alberta—alleged that Samuel Griffiths 

had imported two 12-year-old girls “to perform enforced servitude” and “shamefully and cruelly 

treated” them. Griffith was a tall figure in the tiny border town of Sweet Grass, owning a general 

store, a lumber business, and a large hotel. He also had his hand in local government, serving as 

the town postmaster and occasionally as a member of the Board of Special Inquiry held there. 

The inspector’s investigation and interviews with the girls, cousins named Pauline and Frances, 

confirmed the accusations. According to his report, the girls claimed, “that it was with fraud and 

deceit that Griffith got them to leave their home… under the pretext that he would clothe them, 

educate them and bring them up as his own children.” Griffith was their uncle by marriage, and 

he convinced their mothers to send them “for a musical education.” The inspector surmised that 

“no doubt on account of his knowledge of the U.S. Immigration laws, … he was enabled and did 

deceive said Board and assisted in getting these girls into the U.S. Griffith’s place of business is 

not more than three hundred yards from the Board room where the examination of these girls 

took place and there they were admitted.” The girls reported that they had received no wages and 

for months labored night and day as cooks and housekeepers in his hotel. But when one girl 

refused to work and locked herself away, “Griffith then broke in the door, hit Frances on the side 

of the head, knocked her senseless and beat her fearfully until she was all over black and blue… 
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several of the cowboys from the hills hearing of the beating came right in and were going to tar 

and feather Griffith and maybe they might have done worse than that.” The girls were removed 

to the home of another aunt living nearby, and the inspector reasoned that deportation should 

ensue, as “each of the girls are in correspondence with their parents, [who] want them to go back 

to their respective homes in South Wales.” And as for the abusive uncle—the inspector 

concluded his report that he “will do anything you may suggest to get at this rascal Griffith.”  

The Bureau’s actions were not as vengeful as the inspector might have desired, however. 

The Acting Commissioner (Commissioner General Frank Sargent was by then fatally ill) replied 

to the report that he would “lay the matter before the Postmaster General, in order that a man 

who would engage in such doubtful practices may no longer continue in the employ of the 

Government,” and directed the Montreal Commissioner, who supervised all ports of entry along 

the Canadian border, “to give instructions whereby Mr. Griffith will never again serve on the 

Board of Special Inquiry.” But Washington also ordered the office to inquire if Griffith would 

send the girls back to Wales at his own expense, perhaps to avoid the hassles of a warrant 

proceeding and travel costs; thus, “should Mr. Griffith be willing to acquiesce in the Bureau’s 

wishes as to returning the girls, no attempt at prosecution would be made.” Griffith responded 

that “my wife, their aunt, will take them home and pay their fares and expenses… I understand 

you received fake statements in regard to these children from some parties, and the true facts will 

be sent you at once.” Nothing in the casefile indicates he offered any such evidence, and the 

Bureau believed the girls were returned to their parents in the fall. But that December, the 

Montreal Commissioner wrote to Washington with troubling news—Mr. Griffith was still 

serving as postmaster of Sweet Grass, Montana. The Bureau hedged: “the full record of the case 

was placed before the Post Office Department in August 1908, and it would seem preferable to 
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allow the matter to rest as it is.”241 Whereas the government imprisoned Sam Hanna and stripped 

him of voting rights, Samuel Griffith remained unprosecuted and on Uncle Sam’s payroll.  

These inaugural deportation cases reveal how the designation of unaccompanied children 

as an excluded, and therefore deportable, class of immigrants provided a new means for federal 

authorities to prosecute “undesirable” children and adults alike. Whether pulling children from 

their classrooms or from their attic hiding place, these deportation cases initiated against 

unaccompanied children illustrate a disparate enforcement of the law, as the outcomes 

demonstrate federal officials’ pervasive distrust of Syrian and Greek communities, but a 

willingness to overlook the wrongs committed by “Old Stock” immigrants, even when the 

inspectors on the ground who interacted with the children and their families appeared to think 

otherwise. Thus, the Bureau deployed this new exclusionary measure as a punitive tool to police 

groups believed to be racially predisposed to criminality and exploitation. While every ethnicity 

practiced unaccompanied child migration, the federal government treated only certain 

communities as deserving of deterrence via child deportations and adult disfranchisement. 

A Concerned Public Responds 

The addition of a clause in the Immigration Act of 1907 that deemed children under 

sixteen unaccompanied by their parents a formally excludable class was unquestionably 

influenced by newspapers generating hysteria around Greek bootblacks and manufacturing 

consent for a new restriction. But after the legislation’s passage, some in the press reported on 

the detriments of the new law and alerted readers to concerns that the stringent regulations would 

negatively impact children and their families. Journalists were not the only observers to speak 

out in the wake of these restrictions. Unaccompanied children and their advocates also deployed 

 
241 Casefile of Pauline Jones and Frances Farr, 51777/177, RG 85. 
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the power of mass media, using newspapers to seek assistance, generate public sympathy, and 

sway the hearts of officials tasked with deciding the fate of these young immigrants. Newspapers 

became a tool of resistance for these children and their families. This section also analyzes how 

the media developed a new archetype of unaccompanied child migration—the plucky stowaway. 

Newspaper stories pitted these adventurous young travelers against the heartless authorities who 

kept them out of the Promised Land by enforcing the law, flipping the script on portrayals of 

heroes and villains. Finally, the Bureau’s actions in response to such coverage demonstrated that 

immigration officials were mindful of the press’s power, as they took steps to rectify issues and 

avoid negative publicity. Whether through clippings submitted to immigration officials by the 

public or by monitoring the media coverage themselves, the Bureau kept a close watch on stories 

regarding unaccompanied immigrant children. This section interrogates the interplay of media 

coverage and immigration enforcement, while highlighting the agency of these young travelers. 

Once the age-based restrictions took effect in the summer of 1907, some local media 

outlets spotlighted the difficulties faced by unaccompanied children, as the young travelers and 

their families struggled to conform to these new regulations. The New Orleans Times-Democrat 

was one such paper that reported on a number of unaccompanied young travelers denied entry. In 

September 1907, fifteen-year-old Antoni Kumarich sought to join his elder brother then 

employed on a Mississippi River dredge boat, but his sibling was not at the port to greet him. A 

prominent businessman in the city, also of Austrian-Slavic descent, offered to put up a bond for 

the boy until the brother could be found, but as the Times-Democrat reported, “on account of the 

stringent law against the admission of alien minors, this was refused. Unless the brother shows 

up the child will be deported.” A similar case chronicled in 1908 notes the inflexibility of some 

port officials in dealing with unaccompanied child migrants. A twelve-year-old Austrian named 
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Giuseppe Pobrica traveled to his elder brothers living in coastal Louisiana, but because he 

arrived a week earlier than expected and the brothers “were not on hand to receive him,” officials 

ordered the boy excluded. The Times-Democrat expressed outrage about this case under the 

headline, “Children are Barred from America by Strictness of Immigration Law” and decried the 

injustice that even though the brothers rushed to the city once they learned of the boy’s arrival 

and were “extremely anxious to keep him in this country,” they were required to appeal to 

Washington “to have the order rescinded.” This denied reunion caused Giuseppe to “cry 

profusely when he learned that he could not accompany them away.” The Times-Democrat noted 

that “the little Austrian and six other boys” including “two diminutive Greeks…were sent to the 

Parish Prison” to await their appeals. These seven children were the only immigrants from this 

ship, the S.S. Atlanta, to whom immigration officials denied entry to the city of New Orleans.242 

News of these detained children generated some negative publicity, but also a positive 

change. As New Orleans newspapers covered the children’s failed appeals and denied habeas 

corpus cases, these outlets also chronicled how the boys awaited their fate in the local jail. 

Thomas Agnew, an agent from the Louisiana chapter of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 

to Children sent such a clipping (figure 4.1) to the Commissioner of the Port of New Orleans, 

along with an inquiry “to ascertain if in the future such children, male or female, could be placed 

in the care of this Society,” as they already maintained a reform school for the city’s delinquent 

juveniles. After all, Agnew wrote, “The prison is no place for such children, and I feel that it is 

not your desire to punish, but to safely keep such children until arrangements can be made for 

their deportation.” The port commissioner forwarded the offer to his superiors in Washington 

and vouched for Agnew’s plan of releasing detained minors into the Society’s custody “instead 

 
242“Immigrants Married," New Orleans Times-Democrat, 1 Sep 1907, 5; “Children are Barred from America by 
Strictness of Immigration Law,” New Orleans Times-Democrat, 16 Sep 1908, 5. 
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of being confined to the parish prison, as they necessarily must be now, owing to there being no 

other place for their detention … it is cause for considerable comment, which I think, could be 

avoided by placing all detained aliens of tender years in the care of Mr. Agnew until their 

deportation.” Records indicate that officials did indeed implement this plan, demonstrating that 

some immigration officials were responsive to public pressures and took actions to tamp down 

negative publicity regarding the treatment of detained unaccompanied children.243 

 

Figure 4.1. Aliens of Tender Years in the Parish Prison. Clipping from the New Orleans Times-
Democrat forwarded to Washington, found in casefile 52271/15, RG 85. 

Sensational stories about unaccompanied children denied entry under the new law even 

made international news and, in modern parlance, went “viral”—attention that allowed one 

twelve-year-old stowaway named Chaim Schloime Kleinman to reunite with his family and win 

admission into the United States. On September 14, 1907, the New York Sun printed an extended 

melodramatic retelling of Chaim’s escape from an abusive father to his eventual detention at 

 
243 Casefile of Louisiana SPCC, 52271/15, RG 85. “Immigrants Must Go,” New Orleans Times-Democrat, 6 Oct 
1908, 4; “Answer to Habeas Corpus,” New Orleans Times-Democrat, 18 Oct 1908, 23. 
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Ellis Island. According to this story, a Sun journalist spotted Chaim in the holding pen and struck 

up a conversation with the pathetic-looking boy, who was “as tall as an ordinary walking stick 

and very little fatter.” This child reportedly trekked alone for days across the frontier of the 

Russian Empire, begging for food and evading soldiers on patrol. When he eventually reached 

Krakow, the departure point for many emigrant journeys, Chaim bribed a guard to allow him to 

join another party of Jewish migrants awaiting a train to Bremen. From there, he hid as a 

stowaway on the steamship Barbarossa, where “the immigrants managed to hide him in a bunk 

under a pile of clothes until the ship was three days at sea. Of course, he was discovered and 

sharply scolded.” But with no one appearing at the port to claim the boy, and him knowing only 

his relatives’ names but no address, Chaim’s ability to remain in the country was in doubt. This 

bold lad reportedly told the writer, “If these men try to send me back, I will fight with them. If 

they overcome me and put me on the ship I will jump into the water and swim. I am a man and I 

can do much work with my hands, besides, I want to find my mother, who is in this city.” These 

adventurous claims printed in the Sun are corroborated in Chaim’s casefile. When the BSI 

inquired of Chaim if he thought his mother was expecting him, the boy replied through an 

interpreter, “I believe not; I lost her address and did not know how to write her.” Sympathetic to 

his plight, the board voted to defer ruling on Chaim’s case until his mother could be located.244  

Chaim’s story, dubbed the “little wanderer from Warsaw,” immediately spread 

throughout the New York City papers and far beyond Gotham. An Associated Press newswire 

brief landed the story on front pages across the continent—from North Carolina to South Dakota, 

from Vicksburg, Mississippi, to Vancouver, British Columbia.245 National English-language 

 
244 “A Boy Who Won’t Go Back,” New York Sun, 14 Sep 1907, 5. Casefile of Schloime Kleinman, 51689/28 
245 “Long Hunt of Boy for Mother,” Charlotte News, 14 Sep 1907, 1; “Looking for Mother,” Daily Argus-Leader 
(Sioux Falls, SD), 16 Sep 1907, 1; “With Only $1 Boy Travels from Warsaw to New York,” Vicksburg American, 
18 Sept 1907, 6; “A Dime-Novel Hero,” Vancouver Daily World, 14 Sep 1907, 1. 
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Jewish papers also covered Chaim’s story: the American Israelite praised “the publicity given to 

this case by the daily papers,” and the Jewish Voice reprinted the AP story under the headline, “It 

Stirs the Blood.”246 But perhaps most pivotal, in addition to coverage in all the major dailies of 

New York City, aid workers placed advertisements in the Yiddish-language newspapers 

circulating in the Lower East Side. The Sun gladly took credit for the publicity drive, noting how 

their first story about the stowaway “made much talk on the East Side, and the Jewish papers 

printed pieces about the boy. One of these caught the eye of Max Weiss,” the very uncle named 

by Chaim at his original hearing in front of the Board of Special Inquiry. The Sun continued: 

“Weiss got an official of the United Hebrew Charities to telephone Ellis Island and let them 

know over there that [Chaim’s] family had been found. Then he went home and broke the news 

to Mrs. Kleinman. She cried a little and laughed a good deal more and then there was a grand 

family party.” United Hebrew Charities aid worker I. Irving Lipsitch confirmed this sequence of 

events when he wrote to Secretary Straus: “It was only after a strenuous effort on my part and the 

wide publicity the case received in the Jewish and English press that we succeeded in locating 

his mother and two uncles.” Without this media coverage, Chaim would have been excluded, or 

as another Sun article put it, “If the Uncle Max Weiss has not read his Yiddish newspapers the 

long journey might well have been in vain. Although so near to his friends and safety, the little 

rebel against Ellis Island edicts would almost surely have failed, despite all the pluck and nerve 

that backed his solidarity junket through Poland and Germany and across the seas.”247 

But when the mother and uncles appeared to claim their brave boy, another problem 

arose—this time, regarding the matriarch’s financial situation. The uncles held over $600 in 

 
246 "About People," American Israelite (Cincinnati, OH), 19 Sep 1907, 6; "It Stirs the Blood," Jewish Voice (St. 
Louis, MO), 20 Sep 1907, 3. See also “Our New York Letter,” Reform Advocate (Chicago, IL), 28 Sep 1907, 171. 
247 "Mr. Kleinman, American" New York Sun, 16 Sept 1907, 1; "Mother Greets Lad Who Crossed Sea to Find Her," 
New York Evening World, 16 Sep 1907, 11; "Solly Yitzhok Their Boy Soon," New York Evening Sun, 16 Sept 1907. 
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savings, but “when the Board began to question Mrs. Kleinman, through an interpreter, she got 

frightened and became confused,” wrote the New York World, and the trained nurse 

underreported her wages. Chaim’s casefile confirms that the BSI thought, as “the mother not 

being in any position to support him,” the boy was likely to become a public charge and voted 

unanimously to exclude him. The media was aghast that, as the World put it, “the Board of 

Special Inquiry arbitrarily refused to release the boy from the detention pens.” A Sun journalist 

reportedly visited the family home to record their reaction, and the mother explained, “I thought 

it was like Russia…where they take money from the poor and give nothing but lies in return.” 

Uncle Max pledged to write President Roosevelt directly: “I have a good home and it is not just 

that they should send [Chaim] back to a bad father and a miserable life when we are ready to 

clothe and educate him and make him a good American. There is no justice in it.”248 

This turn of events highlights a key issue with the new immigration regulation, in that the 

Bureau only recognized the support of people “legally bound” to assist the child—the parent or 

lawful guardian. Therefore, for instance, if a grandparent was the primary caregiver but did not 

legally adopt the child, the board might not honor that informal arrangement. There was even 

debate amongst Bureau officials if stepparents should be considered sufficient guardianship to 

call for a child (thankfully, they decided yes).249 Even though Chaim’s uncles possessed plenty 

of capital and promised to support him, the board solely relied on the mother’s income to judge 

her ability to ensure that he did not become a public charge. This viewpoint led boards to exclude 

unaccompanied children destined to older siblings, cousins or aunts and uncles, because these 

relations were not “legally obligated to care,” no matter how many affidavits sworn, or bonds 

 
248 Casefile of Chaim Schloime Kleinman, 51689/28, “Yitzhok is Still Barred” New York Sun, 17 Sep 1907; "Mother 
Greets Lad Who Crossed Sea to Find Her" New York Evening World, 16 Sep 1907, 11. 
249 Case discovered on T-546 microfilm.  
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offered as proof of one’s commitment to the child. Such barriers are illustrative of the state 

apparatus only recognizing the traditional, patriarchal family grouping, and not trusting the 

supports systems of extended family that undergirded “Old World” families for centuries. 

But Chaim had access to support systems even beyond his immediate family, as 

organizations like the United Hebrew Charities (UHC) and the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 

(HIAS) pooled their resources and networks to advocate for his release. Through these means of 

mutual aid, Jewish immigrants fought back against pervasive antisemitism and built their own 

structural power.250 Agents stationed at Ellis Island like I. Irving Lipsitch successfully intervened 

in cases of exclusion and mistreatment.251 Additionally, Washington-based attorney Simon Wolf 

had the ear of many politicians and bureaucrats. Numerous appeals have “Notify Mr. Wolf” 

penciled in on the corners of the final decision, signifying the frequent contacts between the 

Bureau and UHC’s man in Washington. Once in 1910, he saved the appeal of an unaccompanied 

15-year-old Austrian Hebrew boy at the last moment. Assistant Secretary Benjamin Cable had 

already rejected it, reasoning, “this is like all the other cases of this kind,” but an addendum 

revised the decision: “Simon Wolf has convinced me” and he allowed the boy admitted on bond. 

Cable once joked to Wolf, “we will have to have an extra Secretary of Commerce and Labor just 

to attend to cases of Jewish immigrants” to which Wolf replied, “if there would not have been so 

many unjustified rejections, there would not have been so many appeals.”252 Thus, after Chaim’s 

exclusion, Lipsitch immediately appealed to Washington. The boy’s appeal argued that his 

mother’s mistake was “only because the excitement and the notoriety which has attended my 

 
250 However, it is important to remember that whiteness also enabled this entry; while still having to overcome 
antisemitism, European Jews still had opportunities at admission not afforded to Chinese. See Eric L. Goldstein, The 
Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
251 In one case, he won permission for a detained Orthodox boy, raised in Jerusalem and but then on hunger strike 
due to lack of kosher food at Ellis Island, to receive treatment for his trachoma at Beth Israel Hospital, 53390/513. 
252 Casefile of Borach Sandberg, 52920/302; Quoted in Zosa Szajkowski “The ‘Yahudi’ and the Immigrant: A 
Reappraisal” American Jewish Historical Quarterly 63, no. 1 (1973): 13-44. 
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coming here rendered her confused” and begged for the full facts to be weighed. The 

Commissioner General reportedly pitied Chaim, according to the Washington Times, as he 

believed that “Ellis Island officials had acted strictly within the provisions of the law in ordering 

the deportation of the stowaway,” but he pledged to carefully review “the records before the boy 

is taken away from his mother's side and sent back to his home in Warsaw, where he would 

again be subjected to the cruel treatment from which both he and his mother fled.”253  

The continued publicity after Chaim’s roadblock also spurred unrelated observers to 

intercede, as his casefile contains correspondence from strangers offering their financial and 

moral support. One New Yorker wrote to the Bureau of Immigration with a pledge to support 

Chaim until he comes of age: “I have faith that a fellow who has shown the pluck this little 

Russian has, will soon take care of himself.” Correspondence from a woman in Oakland, 

California and addressed to President Roosevelt begged him to intervene in the boy’s case: “Can 

nothing be done for the unfortunate child?” In another letter, an Upper West Side resident wrote 

to Secretary Straus to detail her interventions with Chaim, after her “attention was attracted to 

this case by an account which appeared in the New York Sun… I was so impressed with the story 

of the little fellow's courage that I determined to investigate his case and do whatever I could to 

help find his parents.” She allegedly met with Chaim while he was detained at Ellis Island and 

visited the “comfortable flat” of his uncle, concluding, “They look like people who are perfectly 

able to keep the wolf from the door” and would gladly care for Chaim. She continued, “My 

intercession on behalf of this boy is not caused by racial sympathy for I am not a Jewess. What I 

have done I have done simply because admired the indomitable spirit of the boy and thought him 

 
253 "Sargent Pities Boy Stowaway," Washington Times, 17 Sep 1907, 12; "Ask President to Free Boy," New York 
Times, 17 Sep 1907, 2; "Order Kleinman Boy Deported," New York Tribune, 17 Sep 1907, 9. For more on HIAS, see 
Mark Wischnitzer, Visas to Freedom: The History of HIAS (New York: The World Publishing Company, 1956). 
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deserving of help.” In forwarding the Sun clippings to Washington, she expressed her hope that 

the Bureau would rescind the exclusion order, for “it surely would be a pity to cause him to 

return to a father who treated his family with such cruelty that they were compelled to flee from 

him…In my opinion a boy who would undergo such hardships to reach his mother and one who 

has displayed such honesty and determination will grow up to be a useful citizen to this 

country.”254 Whereas immigration hardliners might view Chaim as a nascent criminal who stole 

passage, these Americans saw him as a brave boy deserving of national citizenship. 

The pleas of relatives and strangers, and the promises of charities, ultimately convinced 

the Bureau that Chaim could land without danger. His casefile notes that the widespread media 

coverage led to “telephonic communication” between Ellis Island and Washington in order to 

expedite the appeal. The Commissioner General recommended to Secretary Straus that while “it 

does not appear that the mother is in good circumstances, the uncles seem fairly well off, and 

outside parties who have interested themselves in the case have given assurance that the bond 

will be provided.” Once the uncles and UHC agents submitted a $500 bond assuring that Chaim 

would not become a public charge, the intrepid traveler finally entered New York City to reunite 

with his mother and siblings. Word of Chaim’s release sparked gushing stories of happy family 

gatherings with the boy who “started in business as an American citizen yesterday with a capital 

of one cent and about $1,000,000 worth of ambition.”255 Through the help of journalists, aid 

workers, private individuals, and relatives, this young adventurer escaped an abusive situation in 

Europe and navigated immigration bureaucracy to recreate his family in the United States.  

 
254 Casefile of Chaim Kleinman, 51689/28, RG 85. 
255 "Yitzhok Gets In," Washington Evening Star, 21 Sep 1907, 20; "Will Not Deport Russian Boy", Washington 
Post, 19 Sep 1907, 4; "Welcome Waits for Stowaway" Muncie (IN) Evening Press, 19 Sept 1907, 8. 
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Media influence held even greater sway on the reception of Benjamin Axelrod, another 

12-year-old Jewish stowaway boy fleeing the Russian Empire who landed less than two months 

after Chaim’s entry. Newspapers seemed primed to report more stowaway drama, as presses 

across the country reprinted the New York Times scoop about how this boy claimed to have 

stowed away seven times prior and churned out their own sensational stories. This coverage 

continued the theme of heartless immigration officials unjustly denying entry to the boy “who’s 

determined to become a citizen” as the Baltimore Sun wrote. An oft-reprinted story from the New 

York World said this “human shuttlecock” was only displaying “a praiseworthy ambition” to 

enter this “great land of peace and plenty… where none are persecuted because they cling to the 

faith of their fathers,” but because he was penniless and friendless, authorities “hardened their 

heart” and ordered him deported, “so spake the stern official who represented the strong arm of 

the law in great America.” In yet another pro-stowaway take: “It is certainly sufficient evidence 

of this boy's belief in our country, its institutions, and its opportunities that he has seven times 

braved the hardships which befall the lot of the stowaway…Benjamin Axelrod has violated the 

law, but he has more than paid a reasonable penalty for his offense,” argued the Chicago Inter-

Ocean. “Taking into consideration his motive, he is deserving rather of reward than punishment. 

Taking the qualities which inspired and impelled him to persist in his determination into 

consideration, we cannot afford to lose him. He is of the material from whom the very best 

American citizens are made. We need him and his like in this land of ours.” In actuality, the 

Bureau was sympathetic to the boy—and no records verified his claim of six prior deportations. 

When Benjamin’s distant relative Hyman Trost appeared at Ellis Island to post bond for his 
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release, the BSI allowed him to claim the boy, but they first inquired how he knew of the boy’s 

presence. He replied, “I read in this morning’s newspaper of his arrival as a stowaway.”256  

The incessant media coverage continued to shape Benjamin’s experience. Less than a 

month later, that relative would renege on his promises to care for the boy; as Benjamin 

explained to Bureau officials, “My cousin Mr. Trost told me one morning that he had read in the 

newspapers that some man was willing to take that stowaway boy … and he said ‘now I am a 

poor man myself, and it would be better for you to go to that man’ and he took me to the Hebrew 

Immigrant Society and he left me there.” Unsure of next steps, HIAS agents brought Benjamin 

back to Ellis Island. But the reconvened BSI did not want to deport him, as “he was admitted in 

conformity with the usual practice” under a bond. They refused to deem him as likely to become 

a public charge, and instead ruled that they “still cling to the hope that the Department may find 

some way” to facilitate Benjamin’s landing. The ensuing events provide more evidence of the 

symbiotic relationship between the press and the Bureau of Immigration. The Commissioner 

General wrote to a William T. Heistand in Fairfax County, Virginia, recounting how Benjamin’s 

“rather pitiful story found its way into the papers, and a letter purporting to be signed by you 

appeared in the New York World in which you avowed willingness to adopt the boy, if 

permitted.” The Commissioner then explained the “distant kinsman” situation, and because “the 

lad is of too tender an age to support himself,” he must now be deported—that is, unless 

Heistand was still “willing to provide the lad with a home, as per your published statement.” The 

Virginian wrote back to affirm he was still interested, since Benjamin “undoubtedly has the germ 

of a good citizen in him,” and promised to treat him like a son, writing “I would not have him 

 
256 "7-Time Stowaway May Land," New York Times, 3 Dec 1907, 6. For instance, see “Russian Lad Makes Seventh 
Trip to America as Stowaway,” Pittsburgh Gazette Times, 3 Dec 1907, 1. “Boy Six Times Deported,” Baltimore 
Sun, 4 Dec 1907, 7; "A Wave Tossed Waif", Ocala (FL) Evening Star, 13 Dec 1907, 4. “We Need Boys Like 
Benjamin Axelrod,” Chicago Inter-Ocean. 5 Dec 1907, 6. Casefile of Benjamin Axelrod, 51967/45. 
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returned to turbulent Russia for anything. Let’s give the boy a chance to make a man under the 

banner of ‘Uncle Sam.’” However, Mr. Heistand, too, reneged when details of the bond were not 

to his approval, as did not want to be responsible for ensuring the boy would not become a public 

charge. Thus, Benjamin once again faced deportation after months of detention at Ellis Island, 

but not before he participated in a Passover Seder organized by the United Hebrew Charities for 

Jewish migrants detained over the holiday. “Benjamin Axelrod, the hero of eight stowaway 

voyages…and the victim of seven deportations,” played the role of “Youngest Son” who asks the 

ceremonial Four Questions, according to the New York Sun. The event was a success, “and 

everyone seemed happy except Benjamin Axelrod, who is to be torn again from the shores that 

he loves.”257 The child journeyed eastward once more—but not for long. 

In March 1909, Canadian newspapers cheered Benjamin’s appearance in their nation. 

“The most notorious boy known to American immigration authorities is in Montreal,” heralded 

the Vancouver World, predicting that the young globetrotter, “famous in every port,” would soon 

make his way south. And indeed, that May, American papers reported that the “distinguished 

transatlantic tourist” had returned, recounting how he had often knocked on “Uncle Sam’s 

door… only to have the door shut in his face and with rude commands from the immigration 

authorities to be gone,” wrote the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. “Bennie accumulated a vast store of 

wisdom concerning the immigration laws of the country he is determined to adopt. He learned 

that a strong, healthy boy of sixteen cannot be deported. So, although he was only fourteen years 

old yesterday morning, he was sixteen last night, and proud of it.” Despite the inaccuracies, it is 

remarkable that the press seemed to encourage this lawbreaking, and front pages across the 

country declared that Benjamin “deserves to be an American citizen.” But the Philadelphia 

 
257 Casefile of Benjamin Axelrod, 51967/45; "The Seder at Ellis Island." New York Sun, 16 Apr 1908, 6. 
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Inquirer took the opposite approach, with one columnist calling Benjamin a “fake hero” 

showered with unearned praise: “It remains to be seen whether he is a worthy addition to our 

population, and the chances are that he is not.” The piece conveyed a discussion the columnist 

had with an Ellis Island official, who took umbrage at the media coverage that “made a regular, 

yellow-covered novel” out of a commonplace stowaway story. The unnamed officer claimed 

Benjamin was nothing more than a “professional ocean tramp” with few prospects of success: “If 

there were any way to follow up his career, you can take my word for it, he will cheat everyone 

he comes in contact with, just as he has cheated the steam-ship officers, and he is much more 

likely to bring up in a State prison than as the head of a bank.” The columnist agreed, saying that, 

“his face is not at all attractive. It has neither intelligence nor brightness,” as if a handsome 

visage was the surefire mark of good citizenship. The writer concluded by stating he hoped his 

assessment of the young Russian Hebrew was wrong, “for we have criminals enough from the 

other side already. But the stealing of a passage on a steamer is just as much of a theft as the 

purloining of a ticket from the owner's pocket, and the chances are that Master Axelrod has 

already begun to learn the things that are going to make him what ex-President Roosevelt would 

call ‘undesirable citizens.’” Although most newspapers heralded the admission of these plucky 

youngsters, hailed as proof that the American Dream stirred the hearts of bold, freedom-loving 

adventurers the world over, the Inquirer feature illustrates that the taint of criminality continued 

to cloud the reception of some children. But Benjamin eventually did gain admission, and he 

became a citizen and a family patriarch—one of his great-granddaughters argued and won a case 

in front of the Supreme Court. Far from an inescapable fate of criminality, Benjamin spawned 

generations of a successful Americans, living embodiments of the fruits of promised freedoms.258 

 
258"Champion of All Stowaways," Vancouver Daily World, 30 Mar 1909, 7; Montgomery Times, 26 May 1909, 1; 
"Boy Crosses Sea 35 Times as Stowaway," St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 19 May 1909, 10; "The Champion Stowaway" 
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Archival records illustrate that the Immigration Bureau was cognizant of these public 

opinion pressures and monitored media coverage, as the story of John Magouac reveals. In 

February 1908, the Immigrant Inspector in Charge at the Cleveland, Ohio substation penned a 

concerned letter to the Bureau of Immigration about a 15-year-old Croatian, whom a local 

newspaper claimed was a stowaway “thrown ashore at New York from a vessel without 

examination by Immigration authorities. It quite often happens that newspaper stories are 

‘padded’ to give them news value and ‘human-nature’ interest,” but nevertheless, the inspector 

thought he should pass the story along “for the Bureau to determine whether this story is worth 

investigation.” According to the forwarded clipping from the Cleveland Evening News, young 

John Magouac, “still suffering from the effects of his terrible experience as stowaway in the hold 

at an ocean liner,” sought help from the city police officers in reaching his sister at Uniontown, 

Pennsylvania. The newspaper printed Magouac’s retelling of the harrowing journey to his 

municipal audience: “With tears streaming down his face he told of the horrors of lying in a 

reeking steamship hold for days with only the hordes of rats for company. A few crusts of bread 

and a bottle of water barely kept soul and body together. When the hatches were thrown off at 

New York the boy was so weak that sailors had to carry him to the deck. Without ceremony two 

burly men then tossed him ashore.” The Commissioner General replied that Ellis Island officials 

could not find any record of Magouac’s landing, but further investigation by the Cleveland office 

uncovered some revealing information. The boy confessed that he had arrived in New York a 

year prior as a steerage passenger, was regularly examined and admitted, and had been in 

Cleveland four months without work. The inspector surmised, “A local reporter… out of the 

fertility of his brain, framed up the pathetic stowaway story for ‘two sticks’ of yellow copy for 

 
Philadelphia Inquirer, 4 Jul 1909, Magazine Section, 2; Sam Apple, “The Boy Who Yearned to Be an American” 
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his paper—that is to say, it is a ‘fake story.’” He then lamented the fact that journalists paid no 

concern to how their reportage of “immigrants and the manner they get into the country might 

reflect” poorly on the Bureau, but concluded: “Still, I suppose I ought not to cease watching 

press items on this account, as one may sometime prove to be true.” This record not only 

demonstrates that immigration officials monitored the press, mindful of how these stories reflect 

on the department, but it also displays the power and pervasiveness of certain narratives about 

unaccompanied children. Perhaps John Magouac read accounts of famed stowaways like 

Kleinman and Axelrod and wagered that he could gain assistance by playing on the sympathies 

of a gullible public.259 

The experiences of these boys reveal nuanced aspects in the newspaper coverage of 

unaccompanied children. In contrast to the previous chapter, where the media frenzy around 

Greek bootblacks contributed to the codification of restricting unaccompanied child migration, 

the news stories chronicled in these casefiles demonstrate how unaccompanied children and their 

advocates wielded the power of the press to their own advantage. By generating controversy, 

swaying public opinion, and utilizing networks to communicate a child’s presence and need for 

assistance, newspaper coverage of unaccompanied children highlighted their unique struggles 

and helped some overcome these new barriers to entry. This era also marks a new media image 

of unaccompanied child migrants: plucky stowaways so desperate to become an American, they 

took matters into their own capable young hands and would not suffer a denial from authorities, 

a trope that would reappear in coming years. Mass media thus became a powerful tool for some 

unaccompanied children, their families, and their advocates to push back against restriction. 

Under the Discretionary Regime: Disparate Treatment in Exclusions and Appeals  

 
259 All letters found in the casefile of John Magouac, 51741/8, RG 85; “Stowaway Tells Tale of Hardship,” 
Cleveland Evening News, 22 Feb 1908. 



 
 

198 

Discretionary powers enabled authorities to act with greater flexibility within the 

confides of a law. While this ability to adjudicate a child’s case based on its unique particulars 

allowed officials to admit children they deemed deserving, discretion also meant that the 

individual biases and prejudices of those in the Bureau’s upper echelons held immense sway 

over the cases’ outcomes. The discretionary clause meant that officials had to rule on many 

subjective matters: whether a child seemed fit and healthy, if children and their supporting 

witnesses were trustworthy, and even on topics that seem straightforward, such as whether a 

child was truly sixteen years old or not. Using both quantitative and qualitative evidence, this 

section delineates how the discretionary regime led to disparate rates of admission and exclusion, 

revealing patterns of discrimination against unaccompanied child immigrants based in their age, 

their work status, and their intended receiving adults. Popular conceptions about a child’s “race” 

inevitably shaped how the Commissioners and other authorities weighted these factors. 

The Immigration Act of 1907 codified the practice that children under sixteen 

unaccompanied by a parent were to be excluded “at the discretion of the Secretary,” but the law 

also included the important modifier: “or under such regulations as he may from time to time 

prescribe.” For the first two years of this legislation, the only regulation issued by the Bureau 

was that unaccompanied children “shall not be permitted to enter the United States, if it appears, 

or the circumstances indicate, that they are to be placed in forced or ‘padrone’ servitude or in any 

employment unsuited to their years.”260 In the first fiscal year this law was in effect—July 1, 

1907 to June 30, 1908—the Secretary approved the exclusion of 88 unaccompanied children, and 

in the following fiscal year, that number rose to 138 children excluded. In line with the Bureau’s 

prior enforcement, these exclusions fell most heavily, and disproportionately, on Greeks and 

 
260 Immigration Laws and Regulations of July 1, 1907, 29. 
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southern Italians. In the 1908 fiscal year, Greeks accounted for 3.6% of total immigration to the 

U.S., but 13% of exclusions based on the unaccompanied child clause; Southern Italians were 

14% of the total immigration and 23% of excluded unaccompanied children. Comparatively, the 

English “race” made up 6% of that year’s total immigration, but only 3% of unaccompanied 

child exclusions, and Germans were 9% of all immigrants, but received not a single exclusionary 

ruling for an unaccompanied child. Fiscal year 1909 saw even starker contrasts; Irish immigrants 

represented 4% of that year’s total immigration but only 0.4% of excluded unaccompanied 

children, whereas Greeks were 3% of annual total immigration and 46% of the total exclusions 

of unaccompanied children (See Appendix A for full datasets). The number of exclusions of 

unaccompanied immigrant children would exponentially rise in the following years, as newly 

empowered restrictionists instituted harsher regulations regarding these children. 

Although the law vested ultimate authority in the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, he 

generally sided with the men who knew the Bureau best—the U.S. Commissioner General of 

Immigration and the Commissioner at Ellis Island. And by 1909, those two positions were held 

by avowed restrictionists: Commissioner General Daniel Keefe and Ellis Island Commissioner 

William Williams. Studying the impact that these men had on the implementation of this law is 

essential because, as Margot Canaday argued, state power is not solely top-down mandates, but 

is also manifested by the decisions and actions of the individuals who enforce those provisions. 

Thus, the choices and beliefs of state actors are just as important as what is written in the law.261 

After all, the restrictions on unaccompanied immigrant children did not mention any specific 

“races or people” by name, but in practice, their enforcement of the law demonstrated race-based 

disparities. The Commissioner General obviously played a pivotal role as head of the Bureau of 

 
261 Margot Canaday, The Straight State, 4-7. See also Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists, and Kang, The INS on 
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Immigration, but William Williams was influential in his own right. As Commissioner of Ellis 

Island, Williams oversaw the nation’s busiest port of entry, and therefore he supervised by far 

the greatest number of unaccompanied children’s cases. But Williams also shaped the Bureau’s 

enforcement procedures. Legislators and bureaucrats solicited his expertise when tinkering with 

the law, which the Commissioner freely dispensed.262 Occasionally, his superiors would 

disseminate his memorandums for Ellis Island employees as circulars to the entire Bureau, so 

that Williams’ policies became standard practices for other ports of entry. He also acted a sort of 

mentor and role model for other commissioners; for instance, Boston’s George Billings thanked 

Williams for “the many courtesies” he extended, and for “the many benefits derived from your 

administration which have come to us as a smaller port aided in various ways by the largest.”263 

Through this vaunted position, Williams’ drive for the utmost restriction legally permissible 

reproduced patterns of disparate treatment in other ports.264 Additionally, Commissioner 

Williams often engaged with the press and became a public figure both in New York and 

nationwide, shaping the country’s discourse on regulating immigration.265 William Williams not 

only held sway over the fate of unaccompanied children who arrived at Ellis Island, but his 

ideologies influenced the reception of such children at all ports of entry across the United States. 

William Williams and Commissioner General Daniel Keefe were proponents of many 

Progressive Era ideals, such as political reforms and bureaucratic efficiency, as well as the more 

distasteful beliefs like eugenics and race suicide.266 We know these men were racists because 

 
262 See William Williams recommended revisions to S. 50, 63d Congress, 1st Session, April 7, 1913, in 53640/2. 
263 George Billings to William Williams, 17 Jul 1905, Reel 1, William Williams Papers, New York Public Library. 
264 Anna Pegler-Gordon noted he excluded “beyond the letter of the law,” Closing the Golden Door: Asian 
Migration and the Hidden History of Exclusion at Ellis Island (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2021), 40-41. 
265 Williams wrote in his scrapbook, “I made great use of the press to accomplish my ends, which were to 
disseminate full and correct information… which affected the country in vital particulars,” Reel 2, WWP. 
266 For more on the Progressives’ interest on eugenics, see Thomas C. Leonard, Illiberal Reformers: Race, Eugenics, 
and American Economics in the Progressive Era (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016) and Thomas Dyer, 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Idea of Race (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1980). 
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they told us so—notably, in their contributions to the Bureau of Immigration’s annual reports. In 

1909, his first report as Commissioner General, Keefe warned against “the influx of peoples so 

different racially from the original settlers of the country, … the Teutonic and Celtic stocks,” 

because there could “be but little homogeneity between the people of southern and eastern 

Europe and the real American.” The admission of such “undesirable” people, Keefe wrote, 

“concerns every thoughtful patriotic American citizen.” He asked in the following year’s report: 

“Is the American race being actually improved through assimilation of the foreign elements 

introduced? … How long can we continue the attempt to absorb many of the poorer elements of 

the Iberic and Slavic races (for the best elements in these races are not coming here in any 

numbers) without producing in the body politic very serious consequences?” Such questions, he 

posited, were “necessary in self-respect and self-defense.” And in the 1911 annual report, Keefe 

argued that “it behooves us to… question whether the influx of these foreign racial elements 

should not be materially reduced.” In that same report, Commissioner Williams referred to some 

excluded migrants as “riff raff and scum,” warning that open-door immigration might let in “the 

unfortunates of the world, including those among the Africans and Hindoos,” and therefore 

immigration policy must set aside “false sentimentality… to give more consideration to its racial 

and economic aspects, and…remember that our first duty is to our own country.”267 Such beliefs 

were aligned with broader national discourse trends on immigration restriction, racial hierarchy, 

and government actions designed to maintain “Anglo-Saxon” supremacy.268 These ideological 

trends, along with the continuing moral panics around padrones and white slavery, undoubtedly 

influenced these men’s adjudication of unaccompanied children’s cases. 

 
267 1909 Annual Report, 162; 1910 Annual Report, 270; 1911 Annual Report, 273, 300. 
268 One Bureau file sent by the Virginia state legislature: “Joint Resolution to Oppose in Every Possible Manner the 
Influx into Virginia of Immigrants from Southern Europe,” which argued that these people had “no characteristics to 
make them, with us, a homogenous people, believing, as we do, that upon Anglo-Saxon supremacy,” 51389/29.  
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 William Williams’ restrictionist zeal was evident within his first weeks at Ellis Island. In 

July 1909, the New York Sun declared “Undesirables find this port closed tight against them” 

now that Commissioner Williams was in charge, and as proof, heralded the exclusion of 606 

immigrants over a span of eleven days, “mostly Italians and penniless Jews.” The only 

immigrant mentioned by name in the article was an unaccompanied girl: “Merke Drozinski, a 

Russian Jewess less than 16 years old” intended to her uncle in Louisville, but because he did not 

appear to greet her and could not subsequently be reached in time, Merke was “now on her way 

back to the port whence she sailed.” The Sun welcomed such auspicious steps by Commissioner 

Williams, as “the last administration at Ellis Island made no such record as this.” And it was not 

just the press who celebrated Williams. His personal papers contain letters from prominent 

eugenicists and restrictionists endorsing his actions that month. Madison Grant, whose 1916 

book The Passing of the Great Race advocated Nordic superiority and inspired Adolf Hitler, told 

Williams he was “following with great interest your effort to secure a proper enforcement of the 

laws and regulations of immigration… No greater public benefit could come to this country 

than” calling attention to “the lax character of the immigration laws.” Leaders of the Immigration 

Restriction League also sent their praise; Prescott F. Hall offered the group’s assistance “to 

counteract” any pressures against him with a plan “to have the New York press better attended 

to, and whenever objectionable articles appear, have them answered and keep hammering on our 

side, and incidentally getting in good words for you.” Such support from public figures, along 

with plaudits from private individuals, surely emboldened Williams to believe he held a mandate 

to implement the harshest restrictions possible against the “riff raff.”269 

 
269 “606 Debarred in 11 Days,” New York Sun, 8 July 1909, 7; Madison Grant to Williams, 16 July 1909, Reel 1, 
WWP, NYPL; Johnathan P. Spiro, Defending the Master Race: Conservation, Eugenics, and the Legacy of Madison 
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In the spring of 1910, Commissioner Williams instituted a new policy at Ellis Island that 

drastically altered the reception of unaccompanied immigrant children. This provision, circulated 

to other ports later that year, mandated that without exception, children under 16 unaccompanied 

by a parent would be detained “for special investigation,” and if their “parents are abroad, they 

will as a rule be deported.  If admitted at all this will be only on bond, but the Secretary will not 

admit even on bond except in instances presenting in his opinion special merit.”270 Exclusions 

immediately increased, as more children came under BSI surveillance. In Williams’ first fiscal 

year, authorities excluded 296 unaccompanied children, but after that decree, this number rose to 

549 exclusions, even as total immigration dropped by over 150,000 that year (see appendix). 

Williams’ crusade against immigrant “scum” also extended to unaccompanied children. 

The casefiles of unaccompanied children who appealed their exclusion provide names 

and stories behind these numbers, but also reveal authorities’ reasonings behind their decisions, 

and many capricious choices seemingly motivated by the racialization of these young migrants. 

Bureaucrats decided when to give the benefit of the doubt over the newly demarcated age rule, 

when to enforce child labor concerns, and when to allow for nontraditional family refashioning. 

In their assessments of all three realms—age, labor status, and guardian suitability—these 

authorities often extended leniency and grace to unaccompanied children hailing from northern 

European countries but maintained a strict enforcement of the law’s provisions when dealing 

with Greeks, Italians, Jews, Slavs, and Syrians. This sample, drawn mostly from Ellis Island but 

incorporating ports of entry nationwide, illustrates the potential devastating effects of discretion. 

 
press and people of the United States from Maine to Florida.” Another found it “refreshing to learn that we finally 
have a commissioner who enforces the law… [against this] crop of kykes and waps.” Reel 1, WWP. While these 
letters do not reveal what was inside Williams’ mind, it is telling that he selected this correspondence for his archive. 
270 52779/029A-H. Evincing that Williams’ decrees circulated amongst other ports, I found this memo in a file about 
regulating Jewish immigration in Galveston, TX. The language was identical, but Williams’ name was crossed out.  
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The emphasis on chronological age in determining the admissibility of unaccompanied 

children creating a sticking point for enforcement. Immigration officials had long expressed 

concerns about proving a young traveler’s age, as this fact was often obscured to buy “half-rate” 

children’s tickets. But with the law’s demarcation at sixteen years of age, children might now 

claim more years to “age out” of the exclusionary class. Also, the legal documentation of age 

was still in a nascent phase. As historian Susan Pearson has shown, governments did not 

consistently issue the now ubiquitous birth certificates until decades into twentieth century. Not 

only was documentation infrequent, but most societies had yet to place such weighty importance 

on chronological age. Whereas our modern world is marked by annual birthday celebrations and 

regimented by age stratification, many people in the past did not know their exact age, let alone 

the specific date of their first gasp of earthly air. Therefore, in this era before universal state-

issued birth certificates, passports, and other identification markers, deciding a child’s age was 

often left to the opinion of examining doctors, the boards of special inquiry, the port 

commissioner, and his superiors in Washington. Because this hardline rule was rooted in a 

scattershot measurement, the “under sixteen” provision meant to be a standardizing, prima facie 

demarcation on the limits of child migration became one more realm impacted by the biases of 

immigration officials, where children from northern Europe received the benefit of the doubt and 

flexibility on the enforcement of the under sixteen rule, but children from elsewhere faced rigid 

standards, disbelief of age claims, and a discounting of any age documentation they held.271    

This sample of appeals files reveals that Bureau officials often granted leniency regarding 

the age demarcation to children from northern European countries. For instance, Frida Tellig, a 

 
271 See Pearson, “Age Ought to be a Fact,” and various essays in Age in America: The Colonial Era to the Present, 
ed. Corrine T. Field and Nicholas L. Syrett, (New York: New York University Press, 2015), especially Yuki Oda, 
“‘A Day Too Late’: Age, Immigration Quotas, and Racial Exclusion”, and Shane Landram, “From Family Bibles to 
Birth Certificates: Young People, Proof of Age, and American Political Cultures, 1820-1915.”  
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Swedish unaccompanied child under sixteen years of age destined to an uncle, received 

flexibility on the age rule in her appeal. An Ellis Island BSI concluded that “although presenting 

a very well-developed physical appearance for her age, she is only 15½ years of age,” and as 

there was not “satisfactory evidence that she may not be set to employment unsuited to her 

years,” unanimously ruled to exclude her. But Commissioner General Daniel Keefe urged 

leniency: “The Board has excluded solely on the grounds of the appellant’s age… I think there is 

little question she should be admitted.” A similar situation occurred with Rose McArdle’s 

appeal. The board denied entry to this 15-year-old, as her receiving older brother testified that 

she was coming “to make a living…she will live out as a domestic.” But William Williams 

viewed her case differently: “This Irish girl is just under sixteen. That is why she was held… She 

should unquestionably be admitted.” And indeed, she was. Another Scandinavian girl, Susannah 

Karlsen, aged 15 and one month, left her mother and brothers in Norway. The BSI hearing 

revealed that she was going to a distant cousin, and admitted she immigrated to “earn a living.” 

The cousin offered no response when the board told her that Susannah’s employment would be 

against the law. Commissioner Williams expressed some doubt in this case: “The only witness 

who has appeared in her behalf is a second cousin by marriage,” who attested that she would 

“Try and get her work.” He noted that the girl is “obviously inexperienced, and I hardly think it 

is possible to admit her under the law, although I should like to do so.” But Commissioner 

General Keefe held no such qualms, noting that “Although the alien’s exclusion would be 

justifiable… the Bureau does not think her admission under the circumstances would contravene 

the spirit of the law.” The Secretary signed off on Susannah’s unconditional admission.272  

 
272 Casefiles of Frida Tellig, 53305/39; Rose McArdle, 52920/412; and Susannah Karlsen, 53550/308. 
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 But for many children from eastern and southern Europe, immigration officials offered 

no such flexibility on age. In February 1910, the port of Baltimore denied entry to Stanislaw 

Kapuczuk, a 15-year-old Polish boy heading to Wisconsin, after the BSI “voted to exclude on 

account of this age.” The Polish National Alliance helped him file an appeal and offered to 

provide “care and guardianship of Stainslaw… until he should become settled in some locality 

and self-dependent.” The boy’s attorney argued “He is strong and vigorous, physically sound and 

mentally above the average intelligence for an immigrant,” and appealed to Board’s patriotism to 

release a freedom-seeking immigrant: “He possesses all qualities to make him a good and 

desirable citizen, and he comes from a country which, deprived of its political existence and 

under the government of Russia, causes its natives to seek these privileges—the privileges of 

political liberty—elsewhere.” Finally, the attorney noted possible ramifications of the boy’s 

forced return: “Owing to the peculiar situation in Russian Poland, should he be deported, he and 

his parents in Russian Poland may suffer hardship, and perhaps persecution–and all that is in the 

way of avoiding this and admitting him into this country is his eight months minority.” But the 

Baltimore Commissioner remained unconvinced, writing to Washington, “While the intentions 

and promises of the Polish National Alliance of the U.S are no doubt made in good faith, I am of 

the opinion that the landing of this alien would be inadvisable, and moreover likely to encourage 

other children, unaccompanied by either one or both of their parents, to seek admission to this 

country.” Commissioner General Keefe and the Secretary signed off on his exclusion.273 

Whereas the 15-year-olds from northern Europe noted above received a liminal age grace 

period, immigration officials did not often grant such flexibility to children from “undesirable 

races.” These unaccompanied children who attempted to circumvent the new age-based 
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restrictions by adjusting their age upward were met with strict enforcement of the law’s 

provisions. Despite a child’s assertions that they were sixteen years of age or older, authorities 

could profess their disbelief of a claimed age at a BSI. Additionally, medical examiners could 

flag their concern; instead of issuing the medical certificate given to unaccompanied children 

deeming them “helpless from infancy,” the examiners would note the supposed elder teenagers 

“lacked the physical development of age claimed.” Immigration officials then treated them as 

helpless children who must be sent back to their parents—a tactic that disproportionately fell on 

Jews, Italians, and Greeks. For instance, when one Greek teenager received a medical certificate 

for his “lack of physical and sexual development for age claimed (17 years),” Williams noted 

that his poor physique “is manifest to the eye of the layman. This assisted boy should be sent 

back to his parents.” A Russian Hebrew thus certified claimed to be 17, but Commissioner 

Williams wrote “this lad is so immature and undersized that I do not believe he is nearly as old 

as is claimed,” and sided with BSI’s judgment of 13 years. The Bureau agreed that “this boy 

ought to stay with his mother for some time.” Williams’ dismissal of an alleged 18-year-old hints 

at the frequency of such certificates: “This is one of the usual Greek boy cases. His parents are 

abroad. I recommend exclusion.” One appeal contained a lawyer’s unsuccessful attempt to 

employ racial ideology to win the release of a boy claiming 18 years, arguing that his appearance 

was simply what Greeks looked like at that age, and therefore it was only “ridiculous… if we 

compared him with the sturdy Saxon of eighteen years. ... Is it not a well-known fact… that the 

Greeks are, as a general rule, slightly built, not bearing that muscular appearance and strong 

constitution of other races?” But the Bureau was unconvinced. Another boy tried to explain his 

“lack of muscular development” medical certificate on appeal: “We had a very bad trip, and as I 

was always sea-sick and afraid, I could not eat. I beg to be again examined by the doctors.” Even 
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Commissioner Williams was sympathetic in that case: “I have no reason to doubt that this boy is 

17. Were it not for the certificate, I should unhesitatingly recommend admission. His general 

appearance is not nearly as bad as that of most Greeks who are thus certified, in fact, though not 

especially good, yet not really bad….so far as I am concerned, I am willing to give him the 

benefit of any doubt.” But the Bureau saw no need for leniency and rejected the boy’s appeal.274  

 This discrepancy in enforcing the age 

demarcation was rooted in racialized ideas about 

health and fitness. An Ellis Island BSI denied 

entry to Jankel Soicher, a Russian Hebrew and 

watchmaker’s apprentice who claimed to be 16, 

because they believed him “incapable of self-

support” as he was “too small, too weak, 

undeveloped, inexperienced to be able to get 

along here alone.” And even though his 

grandmother and three uncles expected him to 

join them in Brooklyn, the board said “There is 

no one here that would support him, no one here 

would be likely to give him any care.” The 

attorney filing his appeal noted that while Jankel 

did not appear athletic, he was “red-cheeked, 

ruddy-youthed and bright-eyed, of ready tongue 

and brave heart. Many a person small in youth 

 
274 Casefiles of Elias Hatziniolaou, 53390/505; Abe Czarny,53550/327; George Dhikeakos, 53550/26; Gregorios 
Gikas, 52737/40; and Christos Starisanitis, 52737/58.  

Figure 4.2. Jankel Soicher, Sixteen Years Old? 
Jankel’s attorney submitted this photograph, 
“Exhibit A… dressed as a member of a choir, in 
accordance with the rights of the Jewish 
religion," as proof that the boy was capable of 
generating income. Perhaps the photograph was 
originally taken to commemorate his bar 
mitzvah. From casefile 52920/378, RG 85. 
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will grow into strong and healthy manhood,” such as Teddy Roosevelt. Jankel’s small stature 

proved nothing about his fitness, as he “has come here alone, and has been fully able to take care 

of himself and his wants, and his lack of physical development has not hindered him in any way 

and will not hinder him … from growing into a good and patriotic citizen.” In addition to his 

trade, Jankel was a trained singer whose alto voice earned him money in temples across Russia 

(figure 4.2), and thus, “as all synagogues here have choirs, too, and the members of the choir are 

well paid for their services,” he possessed “every means of earning his own livelihood.” 

Nevertheless, the Bureau reiterated Jankel’s perceived weakness and officials’ doubts 

surrounding the sincerity of his family’s statements; the Secretary denied the offer to post bond 

and ordered the boy to be sent back to the Russian Empire.275  

 While officials likely saw this fudging of age as further evidence of a race’s supposedly 

inherent deceitfulness and criminality, these cases stand in contrast to the Bureau’s response to 

an Irish family that fibbed about young migrants’ ages. Twin sisters Mary and Rose O’Reilly 

claimed to be 11 years old to secure cheaper tickets, but after they were excluded as being under 

sixteen unaccompanied by a parent, their receiving cousin informed Ellis Island that despite prior 

testimony, the girls were in fact 18. A medical examination confirmed they “have developed to 

normal adults, except for being somewhat undersized.” Commissioner Williams was displeased, 

writing to the Bureau, “I have told them all that I was very unfavorably impressed with their 

endeavor to cheat the steamship company.” He did not wish to proceed with the perjurious case 

until they paid back the difference in fare; “If they do, I shall overlook the unfavorable features 

 
275 Casefile of Jankel Soicher 52920/378. Jankel swore he was 16 but did not know the year of his birth. His uncle 
testified, “I know he is 15. I can’t tell you the date.” The board asked how he knew: “My mother told me.” When 
Jankel was confronted with this discrepancy, he said “I am 16. Perhaps my grandmother doesn’t know so well.” A 
decade later, Jankel successfully emigrated through Moldova, and he lived in the U.S. as a watchmaker. An email 
exchange with Jankel’s grandsons confirmed the photograph’s veracity and revealed memories of Jankel, known as 
Jacob Sicker, “singing in a wonderful voice to Yiddish language radio whenever he had the opportunity.” For more 
on the physicality of Jewish migrants, see also Benton-Cohen, Inventing the Immigration Problem, chapter 3. 
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of the case.” However, Commissioner General Keefe replied that while he agreed their actions 

were “reprehensible, still the Bureau does not think it is incumbent upon the Department to assist 

the steamship company in collecting the difference.” And after all, “they will undoubtedly have a 

good home with witness.”276 The girls were admitted without any bond requirement, and the 

perjury went unpunished. So, while children from “undesirable” races faced strict enforcement, 

some northern European children gained entry despite being under sixteen and even admitting as 

much. The 1907 law demarcated a hard boundary based on age, despite the fact that most 

societies had not maintained chronological age marking to a level conforming to this regulation’s 

demands. The Bureau’s rigidity or flexibility of maintaining the age standard demonstrates one 

form of disparate treatment experienced by unaccompanied immigrant children during this era. 

 Another realm impacted by discretionary power was the consideration of children’s past 

employment, as officials viewed prior work history as either proof of a promising citizen or 

evidence of inevitable and harmful child labor. This disparity is encapsulated by two appeals 

decided within days of each other in May 1910. A fourteen-year-old boy named Melchiore 

Cammarata, leaving his widowed mother and two sisters in Italy to join his brother in St. Louis 

and in possession of a railroad ticket and sufficient travel funds, had previously worked as a 

blacksmith’s apprentice. Commissioner Williams wrote that “He seems to be a bright youth, but 

I do not think he should be admitted unless the Bureau requires the filing of a bond” assuring that 

he would be sent to school until he turned sixteen. But Commissioner General Daniel Keefe 

refuted the possibility of admitting under any circumstance, writing that “this boy was working 

on the other side, and would in all probability be put to work here. The Bureau does not believe 

he should be admitted for this purpose.” Only two days after this deportation, the adjudication of 

 
276 Casefile of Rose and Mary O’Reilly, 53463/70 
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a similar appeal case indicates an inconsistent standard applied to unaccompanied child workers. 

Georg Peterson, a German boy who had just turned 15, was denied entry by the BSI after he 

explained that he was destined to the farm of his “father’s friend.” Both of Georg’s parents were 

living in Germany, and he had no relatives in the United States, nor did he possess tickets to his 

Colorado destination. He did hold a substantial amount of cash, reportedly loaned to his father by 

the family friend to fund the boy’s journey. Nevertheless, Commissioner Williams recommended 

the admission under bond of “this bright young German boy” who “desired to join a friend of his 

father’s.” Commissioner General Keefe agreed, writing “The Bureau believes there is little 

likelihood that his boy will become a public charge” despite the fact that the Board, which, 

unlike Keefe, actually laid eyes upon the boy, unanimously voted him debarred in part because 

“according to his age and stature we are not satisfied that he can support himself.” Keefe 

reasoned that, “He is accustomed to working on a farm, for which reason it would not seem that 

the employment would be ‘unsuitable’” for his age. The Bureau recommended his appeal be 

sustained, and Georg was landed—without any bond requirement. The juxtaposition of these 

boys’ cases, decided just days apart but with radically different outcomes, highlight the disparity 

amongst young workers’ appeals.277  

These records reveal a pattern of such leniency in the appeals cases of unaccompanied 

young workers hailing from northern European countries. In contrast to many unaccompanied 

Greek, Italian, or Syrian children, whose ethnicity alone marked them as susceptible to harmful 

child labor in the eyes of deciding officials, children from “desirable” races could gain admission 

even after admitting they were coming for work. For instance, Jack Haight, an orphaned 15-year-

old English Canadian, applied for entry to the United States at Eastport, Idaho, and told the BSI 

 
277 Casefiles of Melchiore Cammarata, 52920/104 and Georg Peterson, 52920/102, RG 85. 
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“I intend to work in Spokane.” After being informed of the schooling requirements for 

immigrant children under sixteen, he affirmed, “I have been supporting myself since I was 

thirteen…. I expect to work in the States; I don’t intend to go to school.” The board excluded 

him as required, but urged him to appeal, with the board chairman noting, “The appearance of 

this alien is distinctly favorable and in my estimation the spirit of the law would not be violated 

by admission…. he has made his own living for two or three years and I see no reason why he 

should not be able to continue to do so.” The port official’s summary report conceded that Jack’s 

school days “are doubtless over and his education is somewhat scanty according to our American 

standards. In spite of this, however, I think he is likely to make a more desirable citizen than 

50% of the aliens who are being admitted to the United States daily.” The Bureau offered him 

unconditional admission. Hildegarde Nilsen, a Norwegian girl of 14 years, also told an Ellis 

Island BSI that she came “to go to work.” She was destined to her 17-year-old sister who had 

immigrated eight months prior and was working in a Staten Island home. The elder sister told the 

Board that she sent for Hildegarde so she could “try to get her a situation…as a domestic, like I 

am.” Commissioner William Williams wrote to Washington, “She is very attractive in 

appearance and intelligent,” leading the Bureau to admit the girl under bond. But the case of 

Alice Haslip revealed a disconnect between port and Bureau officials. This 14-year-old English 

weaver landed at Boston in January 1911, destined to Central Falls, Rhode Island, where her two 

unmarried brothers, aged 17 and 22, lived in a boarding house since their arrival less than six 

months prior. The Board excluded Alice—a ruling seconded by Commissioner George Billings. 

In his summary memo, Billings noted that she “has not attended school since she became 14 

years old, eight months ago;” also, since she “entered mill work at the age of 13 and there being 

reason to believe she will so continue here if landed, I am constrained to recommend 
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deportation.” However, Commissioner General Keefe called Alice “a desirable acquisition,” and 

she gained unconditional admission. Thus, despite clear protections against child labor written 

into the law, an appealing child from a “desirable” northern European “race” could sway 

immigration officials to knowingly stretch the rules to ensure their admission.278 

 But the greatest disparity that these appeals cases reveal is officials’ belief or distrust in 

the receiving adults’ ability to care for the child. Despite the Bureau’s “standard practice” of 

refusing admission to unaccompanied children when their parents remained abroad, immigration 

officials allowed many children from northern Europe to leave parents and go live with siblings, 

aunts and uncles, or even unrelated family friends. The claims made by these receiving adults to 

support children were taken on their word as truthful—often with little or no supporting 

evidence. But children and their families from “undesirable” races faced comparatively greater 

scrutiny. Immigration officials often overruled a family’s decision to send their child abroad, 

bestowing government bureaucrats as the ultimate arbitrator of what was in the child’s “best 

interests.” Sometimes, these officials even forbade a child to go to their own father under the 

presumption that the child belonged with its mother in the Old Country, despite whatever reasons 

of violence or poverty the family offered for sending the child. As the following cases reveal, 

families from ethnicities deemed undesirable by immigration officials faced suspicion and doubt, 

whereas these same bureaucrats lowered the bar for northern European children, and at times 

overlooked concerning situations that would have doomed the appeals cases of other children. 

 
278 Casefiles of Jack Haight, 53676/666; Hildegarde Nilsen, 52920/312; and Alice Haslip, 53174/5. See also the case 
of Elizabeth Tickton, 53676/620, a 15-year-old English “nurse girl” brought through Montreal by her employer, who 
was allowed in because her occupation “apparently is not at all unsuited to her years,” and since “she is employed 
strictly as a domestic servant” she was not held to alien contract labor restrictions. The BSI record revealed she 
received only $4 per month in wages and was responsible for purchasing her own clothing. 
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Appeals files from children of northern European descent demonstrate their privilege in 

accessing the untraditional family refashioning that has long driven unaccompanied child 

migration. Officials granted such leniency to 12-year-old English boy John Shaw, who arrived 

“destitute” at Ellis Island. The little Liverpudlian told the BSI, “My father has been out of 

employment a long while and my aunt brings me here to see if she can do anything for me.” His 

aunt, living in Oswego, New York, confirmed that his family had “been in bad straits” and 

therefore “I thought I could do better by the boy as I am all alone.” Officials noted that “although 

he is a prepossessing lad, the case seems” a bit odd, as the aunt “impressed those with whom she 

came in contact at Ellis Island as a rather erratic, peculiar and aged woman” and she “testified 

that she did not know whether she would send the boy to school.” But Commissioner General 

Keefe decided to err in favor of the immigrant, writing that “while it seems the aunt’s intentions 

regarding the boy’s schooling are not entirely clear, if she will furnish a day school bond for him 

I believe he should be admitted.” Marie Dehner, 12, similarly gained admittance at Ellis Island 

through an appeal. As Commissioner Williams summarized, the child’s “mother in Germany sent 

her to live with relatives in Mayville, New York… these people are fairly well-to-do farmers and 

have shown a great deal of interest in the child’s behalf.” Even though Marie was born 

illegitimate, seen by most immigration officials as a shameful mark of poor moral upbringing 

and a harbinger of vice, he and Commissioner General Keefe recommended her landing. The 

Secretary of Commerce and Labor penned the final word on Keefe’s memo: “I think this case is 

a doubtful one, but on your recommendation & that of Mr. Williams, will sustain appeal.”279 

Ellis Island officials seemed especially favorable to unaccompanied children destined to a 

family member’s farm. Konrad and Karl Johnsson, two brothers aged 12 and 15, left their 

 
279 Casefiles of John Shaw, 53305/17, and Marie Dehner 52920/192. 
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parents in Sweden to live with a 26-year-old uncle on his Minnesota farm. Commissioner 

Williams wrote that they “are rather well-appearing boys” who “belong to a desirable class of 

immigrants,” and the Bureau approved their entry on bond. Anders Johansson, a 14-year-old 

Swede destined to a married sister in South Dakota, faced rejection after admitting he had 

worked on a farm for two years prior and was coming to the U.S. to seek employment. The 

Swedish Lutheran Immigrant Home helped Anders submit an appeal with an affidavit from his 

sister’s husband pledging support. Ellis Island’s assistant commissioner noted that even though 

the statement “is rather indefinite… The youth presents a very good appearance, and, while I 

should like to know a little more about the brother-in-law, I am inclined to favor admission.” 

Commissioner General Keefe agreed: “While the evidence… is rather meager, I believe it is safe 

to admit the boy.” Yet another Swedish boy overcame scanty evidence to secure admission. Erik 

Peterson, 15, was almost admitted outright from Ellis Island, but a dissenting BSI member 

requested the Bureau review the case. The official was concerned that “the boy’s parents are in 

Sweden and from his own statements he is to be placed at work on a farm. He is going to an 

unmarried brother from whom we have only brief and indefinite information.” After all, the only 

evidence supporting Erik’s case was a “telegram signed by one Karl Peterson and stated in effect 

‘that he was worth $8000 and able to care for the boy’ but further than this nothing was stated.” 

However, Commissioner Williams conveyed his opinion that the dissent “should be dismissed 

because this is a bright young boy bound to Iowa, where he has a well-to-do brother who expects 

him. He also has ticket to destination. I have no doubt that this boy should be admitted.” 

Commissioner General Keefe reiterated that “there is no question in the minds of the 

Commissioner and a majority of the board as to the truth of the brother’s representation” and 

granted Erik unfettered entry. While sworn affidavits and verified bank books in the names of 
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receiving relatives were not enough evidence for unaccompanied children of certain ethnicities to 

gain entry, this man simply telegraphed a figure to Ellis Island and officials in both New York 

and Washington hailed it as valid—a marked disparity in perceived trustworthiness.280 

 Even when northern European children were destined to unrelated adults, immigration 

officials granted them more leniency and subjected them to fewer investigations. In 1913, Erna 

Martens, a 15-year-old German orphan destined to her grandmother’s friend, arrived at Ellis 

Island with 65 cents. The BSI excluded her because “She arrives here with very little money and 

has no one legally obligated to assist her in case of need,” but Commissioner Williams praised 

her “bright and intelligent appearance” and noted that “The woman friend who appeared in her 

behalf seems to be in fairly good financial circumstances.” The Bureau approved her admittance 

under bond. Greta Dolk, a 15-year-old Swedish domestic, faced pushback from the BSI when 

she revealed that she was going to live with a man she had known for less than a year, reportedly 

her sister’s friend. One board member asked her, “Don’t you know you are taking a big chance, 

going to a big city like Chicago, with a man who is practically a stranger?” to which she replied, 

“I know him well enough to have confidence in him.” The BSI then asked of him: “Don’t you 

know our laws do not permit the entrance of aliens under sixteen years old?” His response: “I 

didn’t know she was under sixteen years.” But Commissioner Williams recommended Greta’s 

admission since she was “very well developed for her age” and the man was “evidently a 

respectable and hard-working person.” She was unconditionally admitted. In another case, a 

Massachusetts couple attempted to bring back home a 12-year-old Nova Scotian girl named 

Annie Abbott, whom they had known for only two weeks. According to a report filed by the 

inspector in charge at Nova Scotia, “They were very anxious to take the child with them, but on 

 
280 Casefile of Konrad and Karl Johnsson, 52920/229; Anders Johansson, 53305/19; and Erik Peterson, 52920/14. 
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account of the fact that neither the gentleman nor his wife were any relation to the family, the 

Board concluded to exclude and send the case up on appeal for the Bureau to deal with.” 

Apparently, the vacationing couple met a local fisherman with a family of seven children and 

convinced the mother to let Annie live with them: “We thought these people had a hard struggle 

and this would help them out.” The inspector concluded that the American couple “seemed in 

every particular to be superior people” and he had “no doubt whatever… that they will give her a 

good home and take most excellent care of her.” When the Bureau returned its final decision a 

week later—she could be admitted on bond—the couple was never heard from again. Their 

sudden disinterest in Annie’s entry calls into question their supposed excellent care.281 

 But for children of “undesirable” races, the Bureau discounted the choices made by 

families to send their children abroad and demonstrated an automatic distrust of receiving family 

members. Eva Palencsar, a 13-year-old Slovak girl, landed at Ellis Island with $12 and a prepaid 

train ticket to Pennsylvania, where she intended to join the family of her uncle who worked at a 

Bethlehem Steel blast furnace. The BSI noted Eva was literate and in good health, but since her 

parents were still living abroad, voted to defer Eva’s case for more information. Her uncle then 

traveled to New York to testify in person, where he told the board he would provide for Eva and 

“she will help my wife take care of the children.” Officials believed that answer meant “she is 

liable to be put to work unsuited to her years” and denied Eva entry. The Ellis Island assistant 

commissioner’s memo to Washington claimed, “Nothing has been said about sending the girl to 

school, and it was apparently intended not to do this,” even though the BSI transcripts record no 

inquiries about schooling, nor any explanation of this requirement. Commissioner General Keefe 

denied her appeal: “There is little doubt that the girl should be returned to her parents.” Whereas 

 
281 Casefiles of Erna Martens, 53625/485; Greta Dolk, 52920/21, and Annie Abbott, 53676/157. 
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immigration officials allowed Irish and Swedish girls to come labor as domestics in the houses of 

strangers, they denied this Slovakian girl a chance to live and grow in her uncle’s home.282  

Even when parents appeared at the ports of entry to testify in support of their child’s 

journey away from them, officials remained unconvinced, as was the case for 13-year-old 

Russian Hebrew Esther Levitsky, who applied for entry at Winnipeg, Manitoba. Esther’s family 

immigrated to Canada when she was five, but she now desired to stay with her aunt and uncle at 

their home in Ohio. Her stepmother testified, “She is going down there to learn, they are well-to-

do people, and have no children and they want her to come live with them.” After the Board 

insinuated that the uncle, a tailor, might force her to work in a sweatshop, the father replied that 

he was not at all concerned to send Esther to his sister and her husband because “I know him 

from the Old Country” and he had assured his daughter “any time she like she come back.” The 

parents also provided a signed affidavit from the uncle attesting that he was willing and able to 

“board, clothe, send her to school, render her any other aid necessary for ease and comfort.” The 

inspector in charge at Winnipeg recommended “if the statements of the alien’s uncle and aunt at 

Glouster, Ohio can be substantiated by investigation, she be admitted outright.” But his superiors 

disagreed. “After a careful examination of this record, I see no reason why our Department 

should be put to the expense of sending an Inspector to Glouster, Ohio for the purpose of 

investigating the alleged uncle and aunt,” the Montreal Commissioner wrote in his memo to 

Washington. “The record is replete with evidence that the father is a prosperous merchant, being 

a poultry dealer; that the girl already has a good home, and that she has been sent to school 

regularly, and I fail to see why any chances should be taken by separating this thirteen-year-old 

child from her parents, especially when there are no good reasons set forth for our so doing.” The 

 
282 Casefile of Eva Palencsar, 53305/27 
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Commissioner General concurred that he saw “no good reason why she should leave them and 

go to relatives less closely connected and therefore not so deeply concerned in her welfare.”283 

Were these good reasons to deny a family the opportunity to live as they saw fit? 

In some instances, Bureau officials refused sympathy even to orphaned children coming 

to near relatives in the United States. Hagop Mugurdichan, a 12-year-old Armenian boy who had 

spent most of his life in Hoboken and Rhode Island, landed at Ellis Island alone after the death of 

both parents while traveling abroad. “I am coming here to stay,” he told the BSI, “My uncle will 

support me and I will go to school.” The uncle also appeared before the board, stating he recently 

purchased his own barbershop, employed three others, and could afford to send remittances to 

his wife and daughter; nevertheless, the board ruled that the home of Hagop’s uncle was not “the 

proper place for him.” Along with the boy’s formal typed appeal, which reiterated that he had 

“nobody on the other side to support me except my uncle who is here and if necessary wants to 

give bonds,” Hagop also attached a handwritten message addressed to Commissioner Williams. 

The tight, careful cursive lettering and phonemic misspellings hint that the note was composed 

by the 12-year-old’s own hand. And as the words of immigrant children, unfiltered through 

interpreters or stenographers, were so rarely preserved, it is worthwhile to read his letter in full: 

Dear Sir, I appeal from the dicision of the board of special inqiury because I feel myself 
that I am more of an american citizen than a foreigner I was born in armenia but I have 
lived 9 years at central Falls R.I. Both of my parents died in armenia while we were there 
on a visit and now when I come back where all my relations are and friends I am 
excluded I don’t think that is right because I have no relatives in armenia and when they 
send me back they would be sending back an american citizen I hope that you would be 
very kind to me I have been going to school in Unitid States and I have a mind to 
continue school Mr. Williams I am looking for your kindness 
 

But Hagop would find no such kindness at Ellis Island, nor from the Bureau in Washington. 

Commissioner General Keefe wrote, “It is hardly probable that the witness, who has a family of 

 
283 Casefile of Esther Levitsky: 53676/263 
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his own on the other side, is actuated by any motives of benevolence in his interest in this youth. 

The appellant is clearly too young to be put to work, and the Bureau recommends that the 

excluding decision be affirmed.”284 Racism against Asian people prevented these bureaucrats 

from hearing a heartfelt plea for mercy and recognizing the extended family’s desire to care. 

This disbelief in family members’ willingness to care for unaccompanied children, and 

the presumption that receiving relatives will only exploit their charges, doomed the appeal of 

Athanassios Poulous, a 15-year-old Greek orphan destined to his brothers in Albany. His casefile 

included a letter from U.S. Commissioner Borden H. Mills, who divulged that he assisted the 

elder brothers in compiling evidence and affidavits so they could satisfy all of the 1907 law’s 

requirements, and also noted he personally felt that “this seems to be a worthy case… all the near 

relatives he has in the world are two brothers in America,” who are “amply able to take care of, 

maintain, and educate him.” But Ellis Island officials remained suspicious. “He claims to be an 

orphan,” Assistant Commissioner Byron Uhl wrote in his summary memo. “I am inclined to 

doubt whether any relationship exists between them and believe that the boy has been brought 

here to work in a shoeshine shop.” He argued that the Bureau need not look into the suitability of 

this family: “I do not know whether an investigation at Albany would result in any further 

information, but feel that an attempt is being made to impose upon us. If the boy is actually an 

orphan and the [brothers] are, in fact, his only near relatives, it would probably be proper to 

admit him upon a bond, but … I am of the opinion he will become a public charge or an inmate 

of a penal institution if admitted.” The ultimate decision seemed to be a foregone conclusion—

the United States refused a welcome to Athanassios.285 

 
284 Casefile of Hagop Mugurdichan, 52920/250 
285 Csefile of Athanassios Poulous, 53305/124.  
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 The Bureau supposedly valued family cohesion and professed a desire to avoid separating 

children from families when possible.286 But while the cases of unaccompanied children from 

northern Europe analyzed above demonstrate that the Bureau was willing to forgo the “standard 

practice” of excluding children who left parents behind, immigration officials often rejected 

unaccompanied children from “undesirable races” even when they were destined to their parents 

in the United States. One common trend noted in the appeals files was a denial of 

unaccompanied children going to a father when the mother was living abroad. Such was the case 

for Martha Sakorafa, an 11-year-old Macedonian girl and eldest of five siblings, who landed at 

Ellis Island destined to her father’s home in Haverhill, Massachusetts. “I wanted to come to my 

father and learn English,” she told the board, and even though he was there at the port to greet 

her, the father still had to prove himself to the immigration officials. He attested to his ability to 

care for Martha, as he earned around $10 a week in a shoe factory and displayed a bank book of 

$200 in savings. But while the BSI believed he was indeed her father, they still were suspicious: 

Q Why didn’t you leave this child at home with her mother?  
A Life is not safe in Macedonia, and I intend to send for my wife and other children also. 
Q Why haven’t you carried out that intention, you have plenty of money?  
A My money is not enough to do that. 
Q You could at least have sent for a couple of the other children with that money?  
A The expenses without their mother would be too great. 

 
This exchange illustrates that the BSI held preconceived doubts that he truly cared for his family, 

and instead believed that “this man has brought her here to put her at work in his house” as his 

servant; “the board cannot think of anything that she could do in the U.S. that she could not have 

done had she remained at home, except work for her father.” The officials apparently disbelieved 

the family’s professed intentions of placing the girl in school. Their ruling then bizarrely 

 
286 Secretary of Commerce and Labor Charles Nagel wrote that family separation “works great hardship and 
frequently puts upon the service a great hardship…. It may be accepted that it is the purpose of the law to keep 
families together and not to separate them.” Report of the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, 1910, 55.  
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projected an array of supposed future crimes on Martha and her father based on this assumption: 

“The child is not able to do the work to which she would be assigned… [and] it is not likely that 

a man who would send for his daughter to come here and act practically as a servant would show 

her any consideration or kindness should she fail to do the work given her to do.” The board also 

doubted the father’s ability to appropriately rear her: “there is a likelihood of the child’s being 

morally degraded… She would have no protection or guardianship whatever, and in a factory 

town, running around the streets, we think it probable that she would be led to so conduct herself 

as to become a public charge.” They denied this father his girl: “we think he is not the proper 

guardian for this helpless child in view of the circumstances…Her place is with her mother.”  

His handwritten appeal begged immigration officials to reflect on the consequences of 

Martha’s exclusion. “I consider this decision of the Board as cruel and unjust because my 

daughter will be totally unprotected in going back,” he wrote, as she would be returned to her 

departure point, a Greek port, and not to Macedonia where her family resided. He reiterated that 

he brough Martha to the U.S. to “educate her here in the country of civilization and later on to 

send for the rest of my family,” because in Macedonia “there is no hope of development on 

account of oppression by the Turks… With tears in my eyes, I pray you to pity me and my 

daughter and admit her to the U.S.” The appeal file also included a telegram from the Boot and 

Shoe Workers union, affirming that the father was a member in good standing, “permanently 

employed in one of the shoe factories, and to the best of our belief, is perfectly able to provide 

for his family.” But it was to no avail. Commissioner Williams wrote that he seconded the 

Board’s “excellent summary,” and Keefe agreed, noting “The Bureau believes the proper place 

for this girl is with her mother,” since “her alleged father’s…intentions in bringing her to this 



 
 

223 

country are not founded solely on the best interests of the alien.”287 Under the provisions of the 

Immigration Act of 1907, these men were empowered to decide the child’s “best interests.” 

Despite the Bureau’s assertion that they strove to honor family cohesion, numerous case 

files reveal attempts to keep out an unaccompanied child even when both parented lived in the 

U.S. For instance, in May 1910, Ellis Island detained Michail Podrjak, an 11-year-old Russian 

who initially departed with his sister, but she not allowed to board the ship due to trachoma and 

remained abroad. Michail’s father pleaded for release on appeal, noting he earned over $18 a 

week as an expert machinist, his wife made $8 a week as a seamstress, and that the whole family 

intended to live in the U.S. permanently. “It would be a great hardship to deport my son thus 

separating us, especially because there is no one left of my family in the old country able and 

willing to care for him,” he wrote. But Commissioner Williams was not moved, calling Mikhail 

an “extremely poor physical specimen. We do not want to admit such people if we can help it. 

The question is whether we can help it here seeing that his parents are in Rochester,” Williams 

wrote to his superiors in Washington. “As this boy has an uncle and a sister abroad, perhaps you 

will see your way clear to deny his admission on bond. I put it this way merely to let you know 

what I would like to see done. I recognize that you may feel compelled to admit.” But Keefe felt 

no such urge, just the opposite: “The fact that his sister will be with him on the other side lessens 

to some degree the hardship which of necessity accompanies a refusal to permit him to join his 

parents. His father and mother did not object to leaving him before, and of this act of their own 

 
287 Casefile of Martha Sakorafa, 52920/69. This is only one of multiple files where the board disbelieved professed 
parents; for instance, in the case of 11-year-old Syrian Youssed Hankesh, 53550/335, denied entry to his peddler 
father who lived in Wheeling, WV, as there was “doubt in the minds of the board as to whether the claimed 
relationship actually exists between the boy and this witness … But even if the witness is the real father, he has no 
established home of his own to which to take alien.” See also the denied appeal case of Diebe and Adibe Elias, 
52920/607, Syrians aged 17 and 13, “The Board does not believe the witness is the mother of these children.” The 
mother pushed back against the BSI: “Is it possible that I would not know my own children?” When she said she had 
lived in the U.S. for six years and the Board responded, “Your daughter says you have been here 5 years?” She 
pointedly stated the obvious: “My daughter is a child. What does she know about the length of time?” 
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volition they should not now be allowed to take advantage by advancing the plea of 

separation.”288 Apparently these officials did not view all families as deserving of reunions. 

Were Keefe’s and Williams’ judgement of character clouded by prejudice? After all, 

these commissioners advocated for the admission of unaccompanied British and Irish children 

who were later deported, despite these officials’ surety that the children and their receiving 

adults were of upstanding character. For instance, Commissioner Williams argued that Herbert 

Lange, a 15-year-old English-German boy destined to “a well-to-do friend of his father’s” 

despite his mother living abroad, “should unquestionably be admitted.” A few months after his 

entry, Herbert spent eight weeks in jail for stealing $50 from that family friend; the Bureau 

deported him in lieu of more jailtime.289 In another case, 15-year-old Irish girl Greta Fitzgerald, 

arrived with just $2.50 and a ticket to her cousin in Detroit, but on receipt of an affidavit from 

the cousin swearing she would never become a public charge, Commissioner Williams wrote this 

“meritorious” girl “should, in my opinion, unquestionably be admitted to go to her cousins” and 

without having to post bond. But a year later, that same cousin informed Ellis Island that she had 

been sick with tuberculous for months, perhaps even prior to her landing. An inspector reported 

“the girl is clearly afflicted… and will eventually become a permanent public charge upon this 

community. He desires her returned to her home in Ireland… but the girl refuses to go, and Mr. 

McCarthy does not feel that he should be held responsible for her support.” The government had 

little recourse without the bond to enforce. Limerick-born Christina Butler, 11, landed in New 

York with only $1.17 and her sisters’ address. Commissioner Keefe approved her appeal on 

 
288 Casefile of Michail Podrjak, 52920/278 
289 Casefile of Herbert Lange, 53625/491. The boy earnestly responded to the warrant charges: “I prefer to remain in 
this country. In Germany there is no chance for me; I can stay here, and they send me to jail, when I get out I can get 
a fresh start. But I have thought it all over and I know that there is no reason why they should allow me to remain in 
the country. The warrant is true. I know that I have to go back.”  
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bond, reasoning that the sisters “are not in affluent circumstances but seem to be able to properly 

care for the alien.” However, when the surety company later investigated to ensure compliance 

with all bond requirements, they discovered Christina had spent only a single morning in school 

since her arrival. The sisters divulged she simply refused to attend: “She didn’t like it and I 

couldn’t get her to go… She is stubborn, sometimes she will not obey.” The Bureau concluded, 

“The girl is anxious to return to Ireland” and therefore deported Christina back to Ireland—using 

federal funds. Note that in all of these cases marked by clear failures of these guardians’ duties, 

the government did not drag any offending children out of the attic, and the Bureau did not see 

the need to pursue exemplary punishment to teach their Irish or English neighbors a lesson.290  

But Commissioner Williams was less enthusiastic in admitting Black British subjects. 

One casefile contained the appeals of Charles Acolatse, aged 11 years, Beresford Cole, 8, and 

Walter Dolly, 7, traveling from the American missions in Ghana (known then as the Gold Coast 

colony) to the study at the Livingstone School of Salisbury, North Carolina. Their records noted 

that Bishop A. Walters of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church had already arranged for 

their education and maintenance costs at the school. Williams wrote, “It seems to me that, in no 

event, should they be admitted except upon bond and that at least nothing should be done to 

encourage the bringing here of other boys under similar circumstances.” Commissioner General 

Keefe begrudgingly admitted that “the facts of record warrant admission under bond.”291 But in 

the case of five-year-old Edith Cephas, brought by her aunt from Antigua to live with her older 

 
290 Casefiles of Greta Fitzgerald 52920/365 (landing) and 53347/56 (deportation); Christina Butler, 53305/117. 
291 Casefile of Charles Acolaste et al, 53390/509. In an amusing turn of events, Charles Acolaste completed his 
education, and at the age of nineteen, he was working as a Pullman Porter during the summers to save up money. 
One AME Zion missionary requested assistance from the Bureau, as he “desires to remain in the United States, 
instead of returning to Africa as a missionary or teacher,” and “the expenses of his education had been undertaken 
solely with the understanding that he would go back to Africa.” But Ellis Island noted “we know of no way to 
compel his return except by moral suasion.” Charles Acolaste went on to study law at Cambridge University and did 
eventually return to Ghana and served on the Supreme Court. As to the Bureau’s racism, I have found only one 
successful appeals file from a Black unaccompanied child, a Canadian boy adopted by his uncle. 
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siblings in New York, Williams urged a rejection of her appeal. Edith’s sister testified that with 

her savings of over $100 and her husband wages, “we can afford to give her a good education…I 

think I am in a position to give her good schooling and that is why I sent for her.” Edith would 

receive support from her brother, who earned $80 a month as a Pullman Porter. But the BSI ruled 

that “there is a great likelihood of her being placed in a charitable institution,” and Commissioner 

General Keefe, noting “the ‘sister’ who is but a half-sister… [is] not legally responsible for this 

child’s support” ordered her excluded. Lillian Beckles, an orphaned 14-year-old Barbadian, tried 

to live with an aunt who pledged to the BSI she would “keep her here just as one of my own 

children,” as the other aunt who had been caring for Lillian in Barbados was “getting very old 

and feeble.” But the board claimed that the girl was “liable to be placed at employment unsuited 

to her years,” as her aunt’s housekeeper. Keefe ruled that because of her “extreme youth,” Lillian 

should be excluded.292 Ellis Island granted little grace to unaccompanied Black children. 

While Irish, Ghanaian, Barbadian, and Antiguan children were all unwittingly colonized 

subjects of the British Empire, only the Irish immigrants had access to institutional power in the 

United States due to their race. Both Irish girls noted above enlisted help from State Senators and 

U.S. Congressmen, relying on networks of influence to support them and their relatives’ claims 

regarding an ability to care for them, and casefiles from other unaccompanied Irish children 

document familial or friendly connections to immigration officials that benefited their case. For 

instance, at the BSI hearing of Mary Reynolds, 14, who left behind her parents and seven 

siblings in Ireland, Ellis Island matron Kate O’Hara testified that she was “personally 

acquainted” with Mary’s receiving relatives and vouched for their character—the appeal 

received unconditional approval. In another case of three young Patton siblings detained at Ellis 

 
292 Casefile of Mary Dowling and Edith Cephas, 52920/234; and Lillian Beckles, 52920/115. 
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Island, their relative milked a personal connection with the Bureau to achieve their landing; he 

telegraphed and wrote to fellow Irish American Daniel Keefe, “I expect you will grant me this 

favor and I know you will.” The Commissioner General scrawled underneath his memo, “John 

E. Patton is a friend of mine of many years standing.” Not surprisingly, he successfully argued 

for the children’s admittance.293 These examples illustrate a key finding in whiteness studies, that 

even though Irish were originally seen as alien outsiders when that “race” first immigrated in 

large numbers, because of their white “color,” they were still able to access power channels that 

allowed for quicker assimilation and, as these cases demonstrate, benefits that could be more 

readily passed down to the succeeding generations of immigrants.294 Despite being viewed as 

“undesirables” just a few decades prior, these Irish unaccompanied children were able to use 

systemic benefits to their advantage. Perhaps the luck of the Irish was little more than access to 

the levers of power granted to them by a national commitment to structural white supremacy.  

This sample of 412 appeals files reveals that unaccompanied children received disparate 

treatment based on their race because the men adjudicating their cases placed stock in racialized 

ideology. The biases of these bureaucrats encouraged a sympathetic view of unaccompanied 

children from “desirable” races, and they thus dispensed leniency regulations about age, work 

status, and family composition towards those groups. But in deciding the cases of 

unaccompanied Greek, Italian, Jewish, Slavic, and Syrian children, officials who held stock in 

negative stereotypes of these groups enforced the restrictive provisions to the greatest extent 

possible. The racialization of these young immigrants colored officials’ judgement of their 

appeals cases, and through their discretionary powers, enacted racism onto a racially neutral law.  

 

 
293 Casefiles of Mary Reynolds, 52920/227; and of Annie, Katherine, and John Patton, 52920/152 
294 Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White; Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color. 
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Conclusion: Tempering Restriction 

The discretionary regime established by William Williams and dispersed amongst the 

Bureau faced challenges within months of its implementation. In November 1910, a collection of 

Jewish aid organizations petitioned Congressional investigators with concerns that Williams’ 

regulations for unaccompanied children “has lately led to many oppressive and unwarranted 

exclusions.” The group argued that under the 1907 statute, “the Secretary very properly 

established the rule” that barred from entry unaccompanied children seemingly imported for 

“padrone” servitude, “which implied that in other cases they should be freely admitted. It is now 

the general practice to exclude such immigrants, even where the matters referred to in the 

Secretary's rule are affirmatively and satisfactorily disproved.” They then contended that 

Commissioner Williams’ circular, which forbade unaccompanied child migration if parents were 

abroad and permitted admissions only in special circumstances on a discretionary basis, unjustly 

curtailed many young travelers and infringed on a family’s choice to send their children abroad, 

because “under such instructions, most children are certain to be excluded.” The organizations 

demanded this policy be revised, as “the statute has vested the Secretary, not the commissioner, 

with the power to regulate this matter,” and Williams’ regime overstepped his role at the 

detriment of these young migrants and their families. “The commissioner's rule obviously is 

inconsistent with the regulation and effects the deportation of young children who came over in 

reliance upon the Secretary's regulation and who are admissible pursuant to it,” and the group 

concluded their plea by questioning whether the statute “was intended to limit the admission of 

children to the extent the commissioner's rule attempts, in view of the hardships and dangers 

attending such exclusion, especially where young girls are involved.” In challenging Williams’ 

sweeping restrictions of unaccompanied children, these charitable organizations demonstrated 
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that this form of migration remained a necessary method of travel for young people and their 

families—and demanded that the Bureau respect the choices that lead to this unconventional, yet 

still valid, form of migration and family refashioning. The government would heed their call.295 

 “A radical change is to be made in the examination of children under 16 years of age 

arriving at this port unaccompanied,” the Boston Globe announced in December 1910, as the 

Bureau of Immigration had issued new regulations “which applies at all ports and points of entry 

into this country.” The Bureau’s reissued procedural manual about “Rules Relating to Admission 

or Exclusion” detailed these adjustments, in a new section delineating the “Special Method of 

Examination” for unaccompanied children. Under these retooled guidelines on how to assess this 

unique and vulnerable population, the mandate that all unaccompanied children must sit in front 

a Board of Special Inquiry remained, but it also included a clear path to admit such children if 

they met certain conditions: “(1) that they are strong and healthy, (2) that while abroad they have 

not been the objects of public charity, (3) that they are going to close relatives who are able and 

willing to support and properly care for them, (4) that it is the intention of such relatives to send 

them to school until they are 16, and (5) that they will not be put at work unsuited to their years.” 

If the child met these standards, later referred to by officials as the “five facts required of Rule 

6,” the Commissioner or officer in charge of the immigration station was to conduct a personal 

inspection. If that examination was favorable, the Board could admit the unaccompanied child 

without having to appeal to the Secretary. Even if doubts remained about the child’s case and 

they were “not clearly admissible,” the board was to exclude and inform them of their right to 

appeal, leaving open the possibility for executive clemency. The Bureau explicitly noted that the 

 
295 “Statement of the American Jewish Committee, the Board of Delegates on Civil Rights of the Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations, and the Independent Order B'nai B'rith,” Reports of the Immigration Commission, Vol. 41, 
150-151; William Williams, “Information as to the Immigration Laws and their Execution,” 52779/029A-H, RG 85. 
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purpose of this new rule was to ensure that each child’s case “shall receive the attention of the 

officer in charge and thus bring about the application of substantially uniform standards as to the 

admission of those cases … as well as prompt admission where admission ought obviously to 

occur,” thus decentralizing discretion by reverting such powers back down to the ports.296 

 The Bureau issued additional revisions to this rule in 1915, further liberalizing the most 

restrictive aspects of the unaccompanied child clause. Rule 6 now noted that the child did not 

have to be held for special inquiry if “a parent appears with satisfactory evidence of relationship 

and responsibility.”297 Parental rights to receive their children traveling without them was later 

codified into the language of the law, as the Immigration Act of 1917 revised the exclusionary 

clause to “all children under sixteen years of age, unaccompanied by or not coming to one or 

both of their parents.”298 Furthermore, the Bureau’s regulations specified that even in instances 

when an unaccompanied child did not meet all of the conditions laid out in the “five facts” listed 

above, if “the case is otherwise especially meritorious” and the port’s officer in charge agrees, 

the BSI could vote to admit the child without needing to seek the Secretary’s stamp of approval. 

Finally, the Bureau created special admissions procedures for unaccompanied children seeking 

entry at smaller ports and border substations with no permanent board of special inquiry—

leeway used extensively by officials along the Mexican border, as children would often travel 

without their parents to attend school, visit relatives, or even just go shopping in towns across the 

border.299 The Commissioner General explained the reasoning behind the revisions to an 

 
296 “To Protect Children” Boston Globe, 5 Dec 1910, 5; Immigration Laws and Regulations of July 1, 1907, Eleventh 
Edition, December 12, 1910 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1910), 30. 
297 Immigration Laws, Rules of November 15, 1911, 6th edition (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1915), 24. 
298 Emphasis mine. But immigration regulations made clear that this law did not guarantee reunion—an 
unaccompanied minor destined to parents could still be excluded for disease, disability, likely public charge, etc. 
299 See, for instance, the casefile of Donato Gomez, 53714/139. In this instance, an immigration official testified that 
he knew the boy’s family well and vouched for their character, illustrating the importance of granting local control 
to the officials who lived in or near the communities they regulated. The Bureau of Immigration records are full of 
thousands of casefiles of unaccompanied Mexican children who entered the United States under these provisions. 
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inquiring inspector in charge at the port of Jacksonville, Florida: “It seems to the Bureau that a 

very large measure of discretion is given local officers by Rule 6” as these are the officials 

familiar with the customs and needs of the local populace, and the “peculiar conditions [that] 

exist at any particular port.”300 These changes demonstrate the government’s recognition that 

unaccompanied children’s cases did not always fit into tidy circumstances and therefore every 

child’s case needed to be assessed on an individual level, and using flexible guidelines instead of 

rigid regulations. Given the differing realities at each port and the unique needs of these 

vulnerable child migrants, the immigration apparatus needed to be nimble—not tied to the 

opinions and biases of one man in Washington. 

 The restriction of unaccompanied child migration under the 1907 act led to race-based 

disparities through the discretionary clause, whether through deportations or in assessing an 

unaccompanied child’s eligibility for admission at ports of entry. The racialization of these 

immigrants meant that officials viewed young travelers from England, Germany, Ireland, and 

Scandinavia as “desirable additions” and granted them leniency when upholding the law’s 

provisions, but unaccompanied children from “undesirable” races faced a higher—and 

sometimes impossible—standard in proving their admissibility. But these children, their families, 

and their advocates placed pressure on the implementation of these restrictions through media 

campaigns, mutual aid, and direct lobbying of the government. In response to this criticism, the 

Bureau of Immigration tempered the most restrictive provisions of the exclusionary clause, 

adding clear and standardized exceptions to streamline admissions, codifying the rights of 

parents in the U.S. to receive their unaccompanied children, and providing immigration officials 

 
See 54281/036A-Q. This incredibly rich collection of sources deserves more in-depth analysis (and some of these 
records are microfilmed); I imagine a scholar would uncover interesting themes regarding race/class/gender 
dynamics that led border officials to note many of these children as belonging to the “better class of Mexicans.” 
300 Casefile: General matter regarding admission of children under 16 by BSI, 54281/General, RG 85. 
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with more leeway to recognize the special circumstances of “meritorious” cases, thus shifting 

decisions back to the authorities “on the ground,” the port-level officials who personally dealt 

with these children and their families and who better understood the local conditions and needs. 

Such adjustments demonstrate that the law was not simply a top-down mandate from the Bureau 

or from Congress but was subject to pressures from unaccompanied children and their families, 

the media, immigrant aid groups, and public advocates. While discretionary powers still in place 

left open the potential for personal bias to color these children’s admissions, by the end of the 

law’s first decade in 1917, its tempered provisions enabled a more just enforcement. 

 The First World War drastically reduced immigration, but the aftermath of the Great War 

brought another critical moment for unaccompanied immigrant children during the final years of 

the “open door” era. The stowaway mascot boys featured in the next chapter demonstrated the 

power of media and the susceptibility of immigration officials to be swayed by popular 

conceptions of race, fitness, and what kind of children promised to make the best future 

Americans; highlighting the advantages and pitfalls of intense mass media coverage and 

government discretion in deciding the cases of unaccompanied immigrant children. 
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Chapter 5 Champion Stowaways and Doughboy Daddies: Mascot Boys of World War I 
Confound the Bureau of Immigration, 1917-1927 

 
Marcel Dupuys could not hide in the drum case for much longer. Raucous sounds of 

joyful doughboys drifted through the bored airholes, some probably still intoxicated from 

Christmas celebrations the evening prior. Over three thousand demobilized soldiers were 

crossing the Atlantic along with the stowaway on the troopship Matsonia, one of the first vessels 

to bring home troops of the American Expeditionary Forces (A.E.F.). The ship had already been 

at sea for three days since departing Bordeaux on December 23, 1918, and the fourteen-year-old 

French orphan was running out of provisions. Pangs of hunger and loneliness overtook Marcel’s 

fear of being caught. He rapped loudly on the case that once stored a bass drum—the instrument 

Marcel stealthy replaced with himself so that he would be smuggled aboard with the regimental 

band’s cargo—and tumbled out clutching “several pieces of chocolate in his right hand and a 

bottle of red wine in his left.”301 Though slightly seasick and with his miniature army uniform 

disheveled, Marcel was thrilled to be on his way to America. The California regiments onboard 

heralded Marcel’s appearance as a Christmas miracle, for the boy was well known by the men. 

He had lived amongst them for months in camp as the “mascot” of the 144th Field Artillery. 

Marcel, like countless other French and Belgian boys “mascotting” during the First 

World War, held an honored role amongst the ranks. Though too young to officially enlist, child 

mascots attached themselves to a military unit and were informally adopted by the men, 

assuming a position complete with pay, assigned duties, and their own khaki uniform cut down 

to kid size. While mascots were officially barred from camp, A.E.F. commanders recognized that 

these boys served a number of purposes: providing entertainment and boosting morale, 

performing odd jobs and refilling canteens, but most importantly to those under fire, mascots 

 
301 “Drum Stowaway in with 7,000 Troops,” New York Sun, 4 Jan 1919, 14.  
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were thought to bring good luck to the regiment. Therefore, officers often ignored the prohibition 

and overlooked the dangers inherent in having unchaperoned children in a military camp.  

Marcel was one of the thousands of orphelins de guerre in Europe, or children who had 

lost one or both parents during the war, a trait shared by many of the boy mascots. His father, a 

captain in the French army, was killed in action at the Battle of Verdun, and Marcel claimed his 

mother died of a broken heart shortly thereafter. Authorities placed him in an orphan asylum, but 

likening his treatment there to a prison, Marcel ran away to join the “Poilus,” the nickname for 

French infantrymen. Four times Marcel joined his comrades in charging “over the top” of the 

trenches, and like a true lucky mascot, he was never wounded. Marcel lived content among the 

Poilus, that is, “until the Americans came along and he deserted the fleur de lis to follow the 

screaming eagle.”302 Enticed by their “Yankee smiles and Yankee cigarettes and chocolate,”303 

Marcel settled in with two American artillery regiments at Camp de Souge—the 143rd Field 

Artillery, also known as “Mary Pickford’s Own California Regiment of He-Men,” and the 

“California Grizzlies” of the 144th. The men “brought him up like a regular American boy by 

teaching him baseball, football” and a few other activities not fit to print in a family newspaper. 

When word came that the California regiments would be one of the first units to return home, 

Marcel was distraught that he could not join them; Army orders forbade taking orphans out of 

Europe because “France needs her sons to rebuild her shattered homes.”304 But Marcel, perhaps 

with assistance from some sympathetic doughboys, was determined to follow his comrades. 

The men in various regimental companies aboard the Matsonia competed with each other 

over who would claim the mascot. At first, a young private pledged to adopt Marcel and wrote to 

 
302 “Grizzlies and Part of the 143rd F.A. Regiment to Land in New York Today,” Ponoma Progress, 3 Jan 1919, 1. 
303 “Grizzlies Welcomed in U.S. Port" San Francisco Examiner, 4 Jan 1919, 1. 
304 Tod Clowdsley, “The French Waif, Orphaned by War, Who Was Appropriated by Peter B. Kyne After Battery C 
Smuggled Him,” Stockton Daily Record, 29 Jan 1919, 2. 



 
 

235 

his parents back home on their Utah ranch to purchase a pony for Marcel, “as the littlest Poilu 

had said that was his fondest desire—to be a cowboy and have a horse.” But when Captain Peter 

B. Kyne, the company commander and also a popular novelist, argued “that he alone possessed 

the magic key that would unwind all the red tape necessary to land the boy in America,” the 

enlisted men begrudgingly relinquished their claims on the mascot. Marcel’s photograph was 

taken on board and printed across the country, so that by the time the Matsonia steamed into 

New York Harbor on January 3, 1919, Americans were already pining to see the boy who “did a 

man’s work in the war.”305 Kyne correctly predicted his bureaucratic pull: Marcel still had to sit 

in front of a Board of Special Inquiry, like any child under sixteen unaccompanied by a parent, 

but he was granted entrance into the country under the custody of Captain Kyne.306 “I had quite a 

time getting him past Ellis Island,” he later told the Santa Barbara Press. “The authorities finally 

melted and waived the rulings, and now Marcel is one of us.”307 The pair received a hero’s 

welcome as they paraded through the streets of New York and San Francisco. Kyne promised “to 

make a thorough Californian of him,” and the newspapermen agreed that due to Marcel’s 

courageous, fighting spirit, “he is sure to succeed to a high type of manhood.”308 

This preceding narrative is how American media sold the inspirational story of Marcel 

Dupuys, the first of many mascot boys who entered the United States as stowaways on returning 

troopships in 1919, a unique sample of unaccompanied immigrant children that further illustrates 

how the interplay of American media and popular racial conceptions influenced the rulings of 

immigration officials. In a year that many people envisioned would be marked by peace, 

 
305 “Soldier-Author Adopts French Boy Who Was A Mascot--Marcel Dupuys is Only Ten, but Every Inch Soldier 
and Gentleman,” New York Evening World, 4 Jan 1919, 2. 
306 3 Jan 1919, SS Matsonia Manifest, Records of Aliens Held for Special Inquiry, 1. Accessed via Ancestry.com 
database: New York, Passenger and Crew Lists (including Castle Garden and Ellis Island),1820-1957.  
307 “Peter Kyne in Santa Barbara with his French Orphan,” Santa Barbara Morning Press, 27 March 1919, 10. 
308 All other quotes in this paragraph from Clowdsley, “French Waif,” Stockton Daily Record, 29 Jan 1919, 2. 
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rebuilding, and family reunification, mascot boys like Marcel became powerful symbols for a 

country struggling to make sense of the prior years’ destruction. Their stories of tragic loss, loyal 

service, and noble rescue imprinted on the national tapestry of memories that formed American 

understandings of the Great War, morphing into what I call “martial fairytales.” In the face of 

such senseless death and brutality in Europe, these mascot boys purposely refuted the Old World 

in order to follow their heroic American saviors and start a new life with the opportunities that 

only the United States could offer; such a choice would undoubtedly be successful under the 

tutelage of American families and with the model of American manhood. But the reality of most 

boys’ experiences in the United States did not end happily ever after. 

These stowaway mascot boys represented American exceptionalism, Christian charity, 

and above all, the right kind of whiteness for “desirable” immigrants. Their role in joyful 

homecoming stories celebrated fighting American manhood and redemptive American families 

in the midst of 1919’s upheavals—labor strikes, bombing campaigns, race riots, anticommunist 

hysteria, and a deadly flu pandemic. In a year marred by the Red Summer, as white Americans 

terrorized Black communities and African American veterans could be lynched just for wearing 

their military uniforms, and the beginnings of the First Red Scare, where the government 

confronted the specter of Bolshevism with the Palmer Raids and mass deportations, these boys 

seemed to be a stark contrast to the so-called “dregs of Europe” immigrating to the United States. 

These mascots from northern Europe had already been vouchsafed by A.E.F. vets, and as they 

had clearly proven their mettle in the trenches, they should be welcomed as ideal future 

American citizens. In a world gone mad, the U.S. can still be seen as a promised land for the 

“right kind” of children, bolstering the belief that the country was chosen because of its strong 
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pull factors, obscuring the fact that children were pushed out of their homelands and were 

looking for any safe place to begin again.309 

These martial fairytales became a national sensation because of their popularity with 

American media producers; gripping narratives of the boys’ tragic adventures and photographs 

of mascots bedecked in tiny uniforms smiling up at their soldier saviors undoubtedly led to good 

copy. Journalists covering the troop transports’ arrival often included tales of the stowaway 

mascot boys, “for every troopship that comes in has one at least, as surely as she has a rudder."310 

Yet, historians of American media note this time as a transitional era for newspapers—diverging 

from the period of yellow journalism, but not quite sold as the neutral, fact-based reporting that 

dominated mid-twentieth-century media.311 This context raises a few questions about the veracity 

of Marcel’s narrative: how much of his story was embellished by a child spinning yarns that he 

knows will earn him adult affection, how much was reimagined by a public figure trying to 

bolster his popular image, and how much entirely fabricated by newspapermen wanting to gin up 

their copy? But even if all details cannot be verified by additional sources, the repetition of 

archetypes seen in this chapter demonstrates that these stories had immense pull for American 

readers.  

This era in media history also witnessed the blossoming of new fields such as 

photojournalism, and the expansion of old tools like the newswire, two technologies that would 

be pivotal in the creation and spread of martial fairytales surrounding mascot boys. Photographs 

of these stowaway mascot boys highlight an earlier example of Laura Briggs’s theory on the 

 
309 See Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2004), 5. 
310 “Transport Held Up 18 Hours by Parade," New York Sun, 12 Sept 1919, 5. 
311 For instance, see Bonnie Brennan and Hanna Hardt (eds), Picturing the Past: Media, History, and Photography 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1999); Christopher Daly, Covering America: A Narrative History of a 
Nation’s Journalism (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012); Frank Luther Mott, American Journalism: 
A History of Newspapers in the United States (New York: MacMillan, 1962). 
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“visual iconography of rescue.”312 Whereas in later eras, Americans saw themselves as saviors of 

foreign children tropes, whether starving Ethiopians or traumatized Vietnamese, in this instance, 

the stowaway boys’ race meant these children could seamlessly be imagined as part of white 

American families. He is automatically “one of us,” unquestionably welcomed into American 

hearts and homes. And with the widespread use of newswires, situations that were once local 

news became national sensations. Marcel’s story was not only printed in the New York World 

and the San Francisco Chronicle, but also in smaller papers like the Butte Miner and the 

Chattanooga Daily Times, demonstrating how such stories resonated with Americans throughout 

the country. The Tallahassee Democrat printed a fictional story written by a local high school 

student about Marcel, reimagining that he was caught onboard the Matsonia because the sound 

of troops singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” roused him out of hiding, as “he remembered that 

his poor mother always told him to stand when he heard it.”313 Marcel embodied the martial 

fairytale—an innocent youth, wronged by the Old World ways and rescued by Americans, who 

chose to follow them to the promised land he already loved so much. Such affirming tales could 

sooth any disquieting thoughts about the errors of war and the faults of nationalism.  

These stories were sensationalized, exploitative, and influential on the immigration 

officials tasked with deciding to admit or exclude the stowaway mascots. Commissioner General 

Anthony Caminetti and other officials in the Bureau of Immigration reveled in the good press; 

they could be seen as kindhearted when turning over a mascot to his “big brother” or adopted 

father, or conversely, praised for making the difficult yet necessary decision of turning away a 

scrappy waif with no guardian to claim him. These stories were especially beneficial given the 

 
312Laura Briggs, “Mother, Child, Race, Nation: The Visual Iconography of Rescue and the Politics of Transnational 
and Transracial Adoption,” Gender & History 15, no 3 (August 2003), 179-200. 
313 “French Orphan Finds A Father,” Butte Miner, 4 Jan 1919, p10; “The Transport Stowaway,” Tallahassee 
Democrat, 17 Jan 1919, p1. 
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negative publicity the Bureau of Immigration faced from the rising xenophobia and 

antiradicalism. Facing pressure to deport suspected radicals, the Bureau welcomed positive press 

received from waiving firm standards for these deserving boy immigrants. As in previous 

chapters, we see once again how media narratives influence the official actions taken in regards 

to unaccompanied immigrant children. Papers focused on the mascot boys’ “devotion” to and 

love for the country, portraying them as desperate to get into the land of the free; but according 

to the boys’ testimony, they were driven by other factors, like seeking adventure, especially as 

their ties to Europe had been destroyed in the war; finding work, as they had done in camps, in 

the trenches, and along the roadways where armies marched; and following the only living adults 

who had cared for them, even if in unconventional ways, like sharing cigarettes and chocolate 

rations. But for the American media and the immigration officials who recast their stories, these 

boys were being summoned to cross the sea by the irresistible promises of the American Dream. 

This narrative is a combination of national infatuation with American fighting men, those world-

saving heroes who can do no wrong, and the national myth of inherent immigrant desirability. 

Not only are these boys comrades-in-arms to American soldiers and vouchsafed by them, but 

they have an unquenchable desire to grow up American and become quintessential citizens.  

In addition to the thousands of newspaper articles documenting the escapades of these 

boy adventurers, immigration casefiles stored at the National Archives provide further evidence 

about the mascot’s life and immigration experience. These records contain testimonies from the 

boys and the adults desirous of adopting them, as well as records of the bureaucratic wrangling 

over what to do with these stowaways who were beloved by the public, but had entered the U.S. 

in clear violation of the law. Because Marcel was admitted on his initial hearing, his case was 

never appealed to Washington, and therefore not preserved. However, scores of other 
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unaccompanied boys arrived after Marcel, and like all children under sixteen years old traveling 

without their parents, they were automatically detained and questioned by the Board of Special 

Inquiry. In many instances where the boys appealed an exclusion ruling to Washington, their 

testimony is preserved in the National Archives; I have located the casefiles of 62 young boys 

who served as military mascots. But newspaper reports and immigration records provide 

evidence of other young mascots outside of that sample: those who were sixteen and not subject 

to automatic detention, and others who evaded detection by immigration authorities all together. 

Therefore, the total number of unaccompanied child mascots who entered the U.S. may be closer 

to one hundred separate cases. The Bureau of Immigration also dealt with other unaccompanied 

children impacted by the war: patients of Red Cross nurses, assistants to Salvation Army 

Chaplains, even benefactors of wealthy Americans assessing the ruins of postwar Europe, 

brought to the U.S. under promise of adoption. I draw from some of these children’s stories, too. 

In this chapter, I argue that the admission of stowaway mascot boys from northern 

Europe demonstrates that the regulations established to protect unaccompanied children were 

readily waived when those children appeared to confirm American ideal of paternalism and in 

support of white supremacy. As media organizations pushed a narrative of American 

exceptionalism that only Americans could save these children—the New World rescuing the 

Old—and Americans were uniquely qualified to raise boys into men, the broader public 

clamored at immigration officials to “open the gates” to these stowaway boys. Because of this 

bias, government officials were willing to stretch rules and regulations created by the 

Immigration Act of 1907, exposing some of these vulnerable children to further trauma, abuse, 

and exploitation. This chapter is yet another demonstration that outcomes for unaccompanied 

immigrant children were not dependent on the legislation, but on the state actor implementing 
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the law. Even though new wartime passport regulations added another level of bureaucratic 

barriers for unaccompanied children seeking entry, these boys often received waivers and were 

granted access to enter the country. 

The stories of WWI boy mascots immigrating to the United States have never been told, 

but this chapter will draw from the burgeoning historiography of international adoption. This 

historical moment is perhaps the first examples of Americans adopting children from overseas, 

and further demonstrates the need for systemic protections of adoptees when that practice 

involves the removal of children from their families and their native lands.314 Recent works have 

focused on how World War II created a crisis of unaccompanied children in war-ravaged 

Europe, including “mascots” of American troops, such as Tara Zahra’s The Lost Children: 

Reconstructing Europe’s Families After World War II and Lynne Taylor’s In The Children’s 

Best Interest: Unaccompanied Children in American-Occupied Germany, but this chapter 

reveals that American government officials grappled with these vulnerable children decades 

beforehand. Finally, military historians briefly mention mascots as an interesting curio of the 

soldiers’ life, but with no analysis into the meaning of child mascots—the psychological and 

emotional benefits these boys rendered to men at war and the anxious public back home 

desperate for good news and reassurances. This chapter, while only focusing on the final 

adventures of mascot boys’ wartime experience, will include the first examinations of these 

fascinating young “relics of war.”315 

The mascot boys who stowed away on troopships were exploring new worlds after theirs 

was irreparably destroyed. And yet, many boys were met with disappointment during their time 

 
314 While not addressing mascot boys, one recent article examines how sponsoring and adopting children in the 
aftermath of WWI served political purposes, see Emily Baughan, “International Adoption and Anglo-American 
Internationalism, 1918-1925” Past and Present, no 239 (May 2018), 181-217. 
315 Byron Farwell, Over There: The United States in the Great War (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999). 
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in the United States. While it may seem shocking to modern observers that immigration officials 

would release these children into the custody of essential strangers, soldiers and war workers 

were seen as the most reliable people in the country—hadn’t they just saved Europe and toiled to 

make small nations free? Who better to take on these unexpected young immigrants? And so, the 

laws crafted nominally to protect unaccompanied children were waived, exposing vulnerable 

children to new dangers. This chapter explores what happens when devotion to the “martial 

fairytale” of rescuing mascots supersedes adherence to child protection policies. 

Les Mascottes en France 

 While mascots are ubiquitous today, the concept was not popularized until the 1880s. The 

term comes from a French derivative of the Provençal word mascoto meaning spell or 

bewitched,316 and the concept was introduced to American audiences with the 1881 Boston 

premier of the French opera La Mascotte, a romantic comedy about a maiden farm worker who 

brings good luck to her employer so long as she remains a virgin. Traveling performances and 

sheet music sales soon spread the concept across the country. As one Missouri newspaper 

explained in covering the local amateur production, “It is often asked, what is the meaning of this 

word. It really has no counterpart in English, but signifies literally a luck-bringer, for where-ever 

a mascot lives, good fortune dwells.”317 By the end of the decade, mascots could be found on 

baseball teams and college campuses, within acting troupes and fire departments, anywhere 

superstitious people depended on luck. Whereas today mascots are more likely to be thought of 

as “representing” a team and performing silly antics to entertain audiences during the downtime 

 
316 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Mascot,” accessed August 24, 2020, https://www-oed-
com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/view/Entry/114553?redirectedFrom=mascot&  
317 The Lexington (MO) Intelligencer, 1 October 1881, 3. 
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between plays, in the first decades of this concept, mascots were closely associated with a 

magical, luck-granting ability.318 

Soldiers of the First World War kept a variety of mascots, ranging from small trinkets 

and amulets to living creatures, including birds, dogs, and even orphaned child refugees.319 As 

Red Cross Major Percy Smith explained to an Ellis Island Board of Special Inquiry during a 

stowaway mascot’s hearing, “They sort of drift into camp” and attach themselves to friendly 

soldiers, becoming unofficial members of the regiment and often taking on the duties “of a mess 

orderly. In a certain sense of the word, might be considered part of the army.” Their role, though 

unsanctioned, still supplied integral physical and emotional labor for the adult troops. In addition 

to their miniature uniform, mascots received a helmet and mess kit, and often spent “some 

considerable time” travelling alongside troops, forming bonds with the officers and men alike. 

As the Red Cross Major explained, “it is considered of high moral value in the army to have a 

mascot. Whether is it a cat, goat or boy.”320 Sometimes, companies would be in playful 

 
318 See Jennifer Guiliano, Indian Spectacle: College Mascots and the Anxiety of Modern America (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2015) and Adrian Burgos, Jr., Playing America’s Game: Baseball, Latinos, and The 
Color Line (Berkeley: Univeristy of California Press, 2007), 59-62. 
319 Troops have taken pets while taking up arms long before the term “mascot” was coined. Some of these animal 
comrades became well-known, like the wolfhounds of the Royal Irish Regiment and the 8th Wisconsin Volunteer 
Infantry Regiment’s bald eagle, “Old Abe.” The bird clearly had emotional symbolic importance: at the Battle of 
Corinth, Confederate General Sterling Price remarked, "that bird must be captured or killed at all hazards, I would 
rather get that eagle than capture a whole brigade or a dozen battle flags." These animals were kept more like 
companions; although some superstition was attached to these animals, they were not widely thought of as “good 
luck” charms like mascots in the Great War. For WWI soldiers, dogs and cats were the most popular mascots, prized 
for their skill at catching trench rats, but there were also birds, goats, raccoons, foxes, snakes, donkeys, bears, and 
famed Lafayette squadron of American pilots kept a lion cub named Whiskey, after its penchant to lick a nip from 
nearby flasks. This practice was common in all combatant armies, and was one of the few humanizing aspects of 
enemy forces reported in American media. For instance, when one newspaper reported that German sailors were 
forced to eat their own pig mascots, the article is sympathetic towards the sailors who slaughtered the animals “with 
tears streaming down their face,” and does not portray them as bloodthirsty Huns. See “Wilhem Crew Forced to Eat 
Their Mascots,” Daily Press (Newport News, VA), 15 April 1915, p1. As for the talismans carried by soldiers, these 
items could be a pocket Bible or a token from home, but the most common mascot item by far was “Nénette and 
Rintintin,” a connected pair of yarn dolls thought to ward off danger when worn around the neck. When an American 
solider found German shepherd puppies in an abandoned kennel, he named two after these popular fetishes. The dog 
Rin Tin Tin was brought to the U.S. and later became an international celebrity. 
320 Casefile of Leon Robert, 54575/421, RG 85 
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competition with each other as to who could win their regimental mascot’s affections, enticing 

the boys with extra rations, silver wristwatches and other accoutrements. These relationships 

were seen as mutually beneficial—the boys received wages, protection, and adventure, while the 

soldiers earned good luck, novel company, and the self-satisfaction of rescuing a brave, yet 

helpless war waif.321 

In fact, “rescuing” the orphaned 

children of Europe was already a component of 

American responses to the war, years before 

the nation entered the fray. When the Great 

War began, numerous organizations sprang up 

to fundraise for Belgian orphans; these groups 

offered a path for Americans to offer 

humanitarian support, but still appear neutral 

and not offend various ethnic groups that 

favored one side over the other. American 

media companies also deployed their 

infrastructure and public reach in support of refugee orphans. In the fall of 1914, the Chicago 

Tribune unveiled a plan to offer American homes to needy European children. “The war orphans 

are in need,” editors splashed across the front page of the Saturday Tribune. “Left to themselves 

hundreds will starve, other hundreds will freeze, while… suffering and disease will visit 

hundreds of thousands. On the other hand ours is a blessed land. God has been good to us.” The 

Tribune solicited applications from patriotic and caring families, noting that because this is the 

 
321 See “Q.M. Chevrons Give Way to Medicos’—And They Don’t Speak Now, All Because of Stolen Mascot,” 
Stars and Stripes, 11 Oct 1918, 6. This article is about one “Marcel Duplisse,” perhaps a misspelling of Dupuys. 

Figure 5.1. Uncle Sam Takes Cares of Belgian War 
Orphans. From Chicago Tribune, 12 Nov 1914, 5. 
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greatest war in history, “There are more widows, more orphaned children, more ruined homes, 

more starving babies—more need for the people of the United States to open their own arms and 

hearts to the little ones who else are likely to perish.”  Stories about Belgian refugees were 

printed alongside pitiful photographs, illustrating what Laura Briggs calls the “visual 

iconography of rescue” – or the deployment of archetypical images of a suffering (foreign) child 

crying out for help that only an American could give. When paired with images of stable and 

successful American families ready to adopt, readers could envision themselves playing a role in 

such righteous rescues.322  

Notably, the Tribune assured people they would only bring in “certain types” of orphans, 

bolstering Emily Baughan’s argument that the beginnings of international adoption were rooted 

in the rise of racial eugenics.323 Thus, instead of adopting “foundlings,” often infants born out of 

wedlock to working-class Irish or other immigrants, these “respectable” Europeans would make 

for better future citizens. As one expert interviewed by the Tribune noted, “the best kind of 

refugee is the little boy or girl who can be brought up in this country and trained in accordance 

with our ideals.”324 The paper assured readers that examining doctors would keep out 

undesirables and, “see that no children are accepted except those free from taint of every sort—

strong, sturdy, bright-eyed, clean-limbed children such as can be welcomed in The Tribune 

homes with safety.” Initiatives like the Chicago Tribune’s adopt-an-orphan campaign primed 

Americans to see themselves as charitable saviors of European children and to imagine these 

 
322 Laura Briggs, Somebody's Children: The Politics of Transracial and Transnational Adoption (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2012); Kimberly Jensen, Mobilizing Minerva: American Women in the First World War (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2008); Peter Grant, Philanthropy and Voluntary Action in the First World War: 
Mobilizing Charity (New York: Routledge, 2014); “War Makes Orphans Cry for U.S. Homes” Chicago Tribune, 8 
Nov 1914, 1. 
323 Baughan, “International Adoption,” Past and Present. 
324 “Mrs. Funk Asks to Take Belgian War Orphan Boy” Chicago Tribune, 9 Nov 1914, 5. 
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children living in American homes. Thus, years before the first doughboy set foot in Europe, 

Americans had already envisioned their countrymen rescuing “les orphalines de guerre.” 

The orphan rescue trope became so popular that the Stars and Stripes, the official 

newspaper of the U.S. armed forces, initiated their own campaign to “adopt” French and Belgian 

orphans. This program was similar to what is known as “sponsorship” today, in that A.E.F. units 

did not literally adopt the children, but contributed 500 francs to fund Red Cross support, and in 

turn, these mascot children would write letters of thanks to their “godfathers.” Finally, troops 

could have their child mascots sanctions by military brass! American newspapers stateside 

reprinted these letters and encouraged their readers to “adopt” a Stars and Stripes orphan, as 

well.325 Just as the mascots were used as good luck charms, these children are used to give war 

meaning, a purposeful creation not just for soldiers, but also for those on the home front. One 

Montanan newspaper noted how the solider-orphan adoption scheme reflects positively on the 

A.E.F.: “as they are fighting for democracy and humanity, so are they practicing what they 

preach and fight for. The mascots are French waifs left destitute by German devilishness.”326 The 

Stars and Stripes echoed similar sentiments, arguing that “one of the most heartening and 

cheering things about this whole business of war making is the infinite capacity for mutual 

friendship that exists between the children of France and the soldiers of America.”327 This 

practice brought a powerful message to media consumers: not only are American soldiers fierce 

fighters, but they are also steadfast protectors and providers. The world seemed to be crying out 

for American assistance—the nation would rise to the call, whether through strength or succor. 

 
325 This practice became so widespread that when one Kentucky shopkeeper was shuttered for price gouging, the 
FDA ordered him to adopt a Belgian baby and support it for two years as part of his punishment. See Associated 
Press, “Punished Food Violations” Enid (OK) Daily Eagle, 2 Dec 1918, 1. 
326 “Mascots of American Soldiers,” Conrad (MT) Independent, 13 June 1918, 4. 
327  “War-Worn Youngsters Given a New Life Start,” Stars and Stripes, 1 March 1918, 8. 
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 Nevertheless, soldiers found the “in-person” mascots too irresistible to quit. Photographs 

of French boys in tiny uniforms holding American flags accompanied newspaper dispatches 

about the mascots in camp. In one article, soldiers from Buffalo sent their hometown paper a 

photograph of Charlie Monet, the “pitiful fragment of a family” destroyed by German atrocities, 

who is now raised under the watchful eyes of American fighting men. Once “a ragged, dirty, 

half-starved little French boy, a perfect sample of Hun Kultur in flower,” Charlie is now “in 

process of being a real American.”328 A common thread amongst these stories is a desire to send 

the boys to the United States for an education, foreshadowing the mascot exodus of 1919. The 

Los Angeles Times reported that the California troops caring for Louis Martiens, an orphaned 

mascot five and a half years old, had “definitely decided” to bring the boy home for American 

schooling. “They have even begun to tell little Louis of the wonders of Los Angeles and what is 

in store for him here.”329 The New York Evening World quoted one soldier explaining his unit’s 

fundraising for the education of eight-year-old Jean Passard, “He’s our kid and our mascot, and 

he isn’t going to be brought up an ignoramus.”330 Even while the war raged on, Americans 

imagined themselves as future caretakers of their allies’ orphans. 

 Military records indicate that boy mascots became so prevalent amongst the troops that 

civilian officials intervened. On October 28, 1918, in response to the French government’s 

concerns that “boys under military age are running away from their homes and from public 

orphan asylums to join units and organizations of the A.E.F.,” General Pershing decreed that the 

practice “will be discontinued at once” and ordered officers to undertake all “proper steps… to 

cause the immediate separation of any French boys under military age from A.E.F. organizations 

 
328“French Waif, Reclaimed by Sammies, Is Company Mascot” Buffalo Evening News, 5 April 1918, 16 
329 “Cavalry Adopts French Lad Who May Come Here,” Los Angeles Times, 1 Sept 1918, 17. 
330 “American Regiment in France Adopts French Boy as Mascot,” New York Evening World, 12 Aug 1918, 5. 
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and units.”331 Instead of reading this General Order as a reprimand, the Stars and Stripes deemed 

it “the highest compliment ever paid” to the U.S. armed forces, and questioned if officers would 

really have the heart to organize such a “divorce court.”332 But the issue would soon be 

overshadowed; the sudden Armistice less than two weeks later focused attention elsewhere. 

The Boys Are Coming Home 

 As hostilities drew to a close, the American military began the monumental task of 

shipping servicemen back home—but what to do with the mascot boys who had faithfully 

followed the troops? Officially barred by French and U.S. military authorities from departing 

with the Americans, the majority of mascots boys were abandoned at the port. One officer at the 

Brest embarkation camp described the heart-wrenching scene:  

The last service the soldiers can do for their mascot is then usually done by passing the 
hat among the company and a neat sum of money is presented to him. That does not heal 
his broken heart though, and the mascot is a pitiful picture as he stands on the dock 
watching the only friends he has in the world sail away. He tries to be brave like the 
soldier he thinks he is, but when the ship’s siren blows, lines are let go, and the band 
plays “Homeward Bound,” the poor little mascot loses his composure and cries like the 
child that he is.333 
 

Nevertheless, scores of European children successfully crossed the Atlantic as troopship 

stowaways. Many boys snuck aboard on their own initiative, such as Eugene Cantot, a young 

orderly on the U.S. Hospital Ship Mercy who hid below deck after his rounds a few days before 

the scheduled departure.334 Another popular stowaway method involved hiding oneself in cargo 

like Marcel Dupuys. In fact, Stars and Stripes joked that the “de-orphanizing of all musical 

instruments” was now standard procedure for embarkation camps.335 Others were stealthily 
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332 Stars and Stripes, 8 Nov 1918, 1. 
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334 Board of Special Inquiry transcript, casefile of Eugene Cantot, 54575/185, RG 85. 
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brought aboard by soldiers and sailors, such as when one mascot was reportedly hoisted up from 

the docks by a rope that sailors’ had thrown overboard. Finally, others simply walked on board 

with their compatriots and claimed to face no resistance—perhaps a sweet smile (and a bribe) 

convinced the naval officer in charge to overlook their absence on the manifest, or their 

miniature uniforms camouflaged them in the sea of khaki. These boys vociferously argued 

against being labeled a stowaway upon their arrival. Mascot boys had survived through years of 

deprivation and war; it is not surprising that they would not suffer Army regulations or 

governmental mandates to stand in the way of their next dangerous adventure.336  

 Upon arrival at American ports of entry, these boys were met with both old and new 

bureaucratic barriers to admittance. Like all unaccompanied children after the passage of the 

1907 Immigration Act, mascots under sixteen were detained until a suitable guardian claimed 

them and posted bond, if necessary. But in addition to the restrictions detailed in the last two 

chapters, these children faced new wartime regulations requiring a passport and visa for entry. 

That change made it almost impossible for any stowaway to gain admittance, as arrivals would 

not only have to sit for the Board of Special Inquiry and successfully appeal a deportation order 

to Washington, but they also had to gain approval from the U.S. State Department to waive the 

visa requirements.337 And yet, that request was frequently granted for mascots, as it was 

understood that these boys often did not have documentation of their birth or family relations, 

nor were they able to reach a consul office to obtain proper visas. Such constraining conditions 

would be faced by many children in wartime, but as was seen in the last chapter, discretionary 

 
336 See transcripts of BSI and warrant hearings of Arthur Depres, 54647/6, and Harry Valentin, 54575/550, RG 85. 
337 In March 1919, one official denied a 19-year-old stowaway: "Under the circumstances the Department is not 
willing to waive the passport regulations in this case. It is quite within the bounds of possibility that this alien has 
been refused a visa by an American Consular Officer abroad and has sought to evade the passport regulations by 
stowing away. I believe the practice should be discouraged in every possible manner particularly at this time when 
the danger of the introduction into this country of dangerous political characters is so acute." 54575/132, RG 85. 
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powers were frequently grounded in officials’ bias. As young comrades and proteges of 

American soldiers—perhaps the most deserving of immigrants—these boys were granted more 

leniency. Not all stowaway boys from war-torn lands received the same grace.338 

An analysis of the testimonies given before Boards of Special Inquiry reveals that a 

variety of factors motivated the boys and their adult sponsors. The boys’ most common response 

was they wanted to go to school or were looking for work. Many also noted that they were lured 

to the United States by the promises of their soldier friends. As one mascot stowaway told the 

BSI, “A sergeant of the Marines took me on board the ship at Port Bassan, Bordeaux, France… 

[and] told me if I would come to the U.S he would fix it nice for me.”339 Demobilized troops 

repeated the same patriotic language of American largess found in media reports, and 

emphasized that the United States offers the best, perhaps only, hope for these children. As one 

soldier wrote in support of a mascot’s appeal, “If you send him back he will become one of a 

vast army of unfortunates that France cannot and will not take care of. He is an innocent victim 

of Hun Kultur, [but if] you let him in, I will educate and take care of him and give him a fair start 

in life.”340 These American doughboys had internalized their ordained role of soldier-saviors.   

Another predominant motivation was tied to family reconstruction—young men felt 

sympathy for orphans and desired to give them a home with his parents, and husbands thought to 

bring the child into the care of his wife. One Naval officer promised the BSI he wanted to adopt 

a mascot stowaway and would “care for him as I would my own child. We had a boy and lost 

him, and I spoke to my wife about him and she would like to have him very much.”341 However, 

 
338 See Craig Robertson, The Passport in America: The History of a Document (New York: Oxford University Press, 
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aspiring foster fathers sometimes failed to warn parents and wives before the young refugee 

reached U.S. shores. When one widowed mother was questioned if she took part in her son’s 

stowaway scheme, she testified, “The first I heard of him was when John telephoned me [from 

New York] on his way home for Christmas and he asked me if I had an extra bed because he had 

a French boy with him.”342 Immigration officials asked another man, “Have you consulted your 

wife in regard to adopting this child?” who replied “No, I have not. I know her though–I know 

that she wanted me to get a child and she will be much pleased.”343 Less than a month later, 

however, immigration officials opened deportation proceedings against that boy, as he had been 

relinquished to the State Charities Aid Association and therefore deemed a public charge. 

But not all stowaways were granted admittance, as some mascots did not have a soldier 

friend to claim them and post bond, such as Eugene Cantot, the stowaway on the USHS Mercy. 

Even though the Chaplain of the Hospital Ship appeared before the BSI on Eugene’s behalf, 

testifying “it would be very bad to send him back to France. He would make an intelligent 

citizen; they all liked him on the ship. He is bright, intelligent and worked cheerfully and he had 

a certain amount of pluck to do what he did,” no adult stepped forward to claim guardianship. On 

March 14, Assistant Commissioner Uhl wrote to Caminetti recommending exclusion: “The case 

is one which appeals to my sympathies, but is probably only one of many similar cases we may 

have in the immediate future. The facts presented amply justify the excluding decision, and 

unless some enforceable bond can be obtained, there seems to be no alternative but to return him 

to his native country.”344 As an unaccompanied child, and as a stowaway “practically destitute,” 
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Eugene was deemed an alien likely to become a public charge, and sent back to France within a 

month. 

Newspapers Publicize Mascots 

From the first arrival of mascot boys, the national and local press capitalized on these 

touching stories of brave orphans anxious to see the land so loved by their heroic saviors. Boy 

mascots added extra spark to already joyful copy, and the photographs of boys like Marcel 

surrounded by brave comrades and marching through the streets in a victory parade could swell 

the heart of the most cynical, unpatriotic readers. These boys brought a sense of wholesomeness 

to the band of returning warriors. In contrast to the marauding German Huns, American soldiers 

were noble fighters and gracious caretakers. And Marcel Dupuys was only the first of many 

celebrity stowaways to grace the pages of American press in 1919. 

In those heady opening months of demobilization, newspapers all along the eastern 

seaboard featured mascots arriving in their city’s debarkation port. The front page of the Boston 

Globe announced the landing of the troopship Patricia with the smiling faces of 12-year-old 

Belgian Louis LaPere and 14-year-old French boy Jean Berdie, “war orphans who want to 

become ‘Real Yanks,’” and respectively clad in miniature uniforms of an American sailor and 

soldier.345 The Philadelphia Inquirer covered the cases of Emil Gerard and Marcel Barratt, two 

former mascots detained for months across the Delaware River at Gloucester City Immigration 

Station, yet reportedly thrilled to be “at last in the land of promise—America, where everyone is 

kind to children.” When news came from Washington that Marcel’s appeal was successful, the 

Inquirer reported that the 13-year-old Belgian broke into tears of joy, as “from now on he will be 
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permitted to live the life of a normal, healthy child, without fear of Hun cruelty or Hun abuse.”346 

How could any feeling American even consider turning these boys away?  

 Media coverage was not limited to the coast; inland newspapers ran stories about the 

mascot boys coming to live in their town. The Des Moines Tribune reported that Joseph 

Richards, who “in spite of his misfortunes, smiles and is merry like any boy—except when the 

word ‘Hun’ or ‘German’ is spoken,” was bound for Oxford, Iowa.347 The Courier-Journal of 

Louisville, Kentucky, noted that Arthur Deprez was to be “the first French refugee seen in this 

part of the country” when Lt. John Powell returned home with him.348 Local papers also covered 

the happenings of mascots who served alongside troops from that state, even if the boy was 

destined elsewhere. For instance, the Raleigh News and Observer reported that twelve-year-old 

Belgian Henri Simons, a mascot “rescued” by North Carolina troops, was settling in 

Cleveland.349 And while Noel Teysseire, the fourteen-year-old French mascot of the 303rd Field 

Artillery Regiment band, was detained in the Norfolk Immigration Station after landing in 

Newport News, Virginia, his arrival and backstory was covered in newspapers across the 

country. The Baltimore Sun and the Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported on Noel because Marylander 

and Brooklynite troops were also on board the transport Antigone. The Chicago Tribune quoted 

Private R.R. Burch, who was attempting to bring Noel home to his wife in the Chicago area, as 

vowing to “give him a chance to make a man of himself.”350 And like countless other papers that 

picked up Noel’s story from the newswire even though there was no local connection, editors at 
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the Kansas City Times thought that the landing of a French orphan who wanted to be “a real 

honest to goodness American”351 was front page news. The stories of arriving mascots were 

deemed newsworthy by papers large and small, and people across the United States devoured 

stories of how brave boys chose to make a home in their country, now known by all to be the 

greatest in the world. 

Even as new mascots arrived, Marcel Dupuys continued to attract public attention. A 

photograph of the Kyne family teaching young Marcel how to use a typewriter was reprinted 

across country, from the Boston Globe to the Tombstone Epitaph, showcasing the warrior writer 

and his war-trophy boy settled down at last in domestic bliss (figure 5.2).352 Papers gushed over 

Marcel’s meeting with Charlie Chaplain in 

Los Angeles, retelling how the comedic star 

coaxed out a smile from the stoic teen as the 

pair went “romping over the studio grounds. 

The wistful little fellow of sad memories was 

once again a happy boy.”353 Marcel toured 

the West Coast with his “Captain Daddy” as 

they gave speeches, visited French Clubs, and 

promoted Kyne’s writings in the Saturday 

Evening Post. Marcel’s story had become a 

comforting national narrative, an embodiment 

of the noble war effort. Here is an innocent 

 
351 “His Heart in Right Place,” Kansas City Times, 17 Feb 1919, 1. 
352 “Little French Orphan, Who Saw Service at Front, Adopted by Fighting American Writer,” Tombstone Epitaph, 9 
Mar 1919, 2. 
353 “Charlie Chaplain Host to Orphan,” The Seattle Star, 26 April 1919, 3. 

Figure 5.2. Stowaway Mascot Marcel Dupuys 
Adopted by Captain and Mrs. Kyne. From 
“Orphan Adopted by Fighting Writer,” St. Joseph 
(MO) Gazette, 17 Feb 1919, 3. 
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child, the makings of a successful future citizen, wronged by the Old World ways but redeemed 

by American manhood and family values. 

A Dark Turn  

By the spring of 1919, American officials had grown troubled by the number of mascots 

tagging along with their regiments into the crowded, muddy, and hastily-constructed 

embarkation camps of Bordeaux, Brest, and St. Nazaire. Demobilization was increasingly hectic 

as troops poured in to camp faster than ships were available to carry them home, and 

unsupervised children loitering around with the men soon became more than just a nuisance. 

“These are sad days for many boy mascots of the A.E.F, who despite the G.O. to the contrary, 

are still appearing at base ports with many organizations,” ruefully observed a Stars and Stripes 

reporter after yet another tearful “goodbye at the gang plank.”354 On the evening of April 17, a 

train collision outside of Le Mans killed 33 people, including sixteen American soldiers and their 

ten-year-old mascot, Louis Savy.355 Days later, Pershing’s headquarters issued another General 

Order further restricting mascots, extending the limitations “to all children of whatever 

nationality” and ordering officers “to immediately separate all children from their organizations 

and see that children do not accompany the organizations in any movement.”356 But as is often 

the case, military orders from above did not lead to immediate action on the ground. 

While much coverage of the train wreck excluded mention of the boy’s death, worrisome 

news about the mascots in Europe still continued to creep into American media. News briefs on 

returning transports mention multiple stowaways being ejected from troopships as sentries made 
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final sweeps before departing, and newswires transmitted sad stories of abandoned mascots in 

France. For instance, the Associated Press circulated a story about the former mascot of an 

American aviation squadron, a “bright curly-haired English boy named George Loveridge,” now 

unable to support himself and facing vagrancy charges. George had no family and “Only the 

Yanks” were his friends, but as he explained to the Magistrate, “Now they have returned to 

America. They tried right hard to take me, but the Government said I couldn’t go.”357 Readers 

must have been aghast that the same leaders who sent the soldiers to battle would now force 

them to abandon their wards to the uncertainties of postwar chaos. 

Stateside, commissioners at U.S. Ports of Entry sought guidance from the Bureau of 

Immigration’s political leadership in Washington. On May 13, Ellis Island Commissioner 

Frederic C. Howe flagged the file of Henri Le Jeandre, a 14-year-old Belgian who had spent the 

past six months with the 325th Infantry working in the camp kitchen, and requested 

Commissioner General of Immigration Anthony Caminetti grant “general permission to hold 

such cases awaiting discharge of soldiers or such special inquiry as may be necessary to ascertain 

what is the best thing to be done.” Howe expressed dismay that the boys are brought here “by 

returning soldiers under promise of adoption,” but due to their age and the fact they are 

“practically destitute,” some boys are deported before their soldier friends can be discharged and 

return to claim them. “These cases seem to be to be worthy of rather special attention, where the 

boys are healthy and are not excluded on other grounds than infancy,” Howe continued. “I 

hesitate to send these boys back to homes that may be destroyed and to very uncertain conditions 

of life in their respective countries.”358 Surely, new and sympathetic standards could be devised 

for these smallest of doughboys. But in an unfortunate twist of irony, because Howe forwarded 
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Henri’s casefile along with this correspondence, the boy’s appeal was never officially filed at 

Ellis Island. He was deported the next day. 

Meanwhile, Assistant Commissioner Byron Uhl, the career man at Ellis Island who 

reviewed the appeal cases before transmitting his opinion to the politically appointed bosses in 

Washington, also requested assistance regarding the other influx of unaccompanied children 

whose lives were marred by war; not mascot youths attached to soldiers and sailors, but toddlers 

and young children who caught the eye of Red Cross nurses, Salvation Army chaplains, and 

other volunteer war workers. As Uhl noted in his summary of Roland Lotte, a 4-year-old 

illegitimate child brought over by Red Cross Nurse Edna Odell, who treated Roland and his 

mother at her hospital in Versailles, “Several children have already reached this port under 

circumstances somewhat similar to those prevailing in this case, and I have no doubt that others 

will arrive from time to time, so that it seems essential that the Department establish some policy 

which is to be pursued.” Uhl warned that “in this instance, the child has been an inmate of a 

public institution and, aside from the sympathy aroused by his tender years, the case possesses 

no special merit.” But even though Ms. Odell was unmarried, she was “fairly well-to-do” and 

could afford to raise him, and therefore Caminetti overruled Uhl and granted admission.359 

The Bureau of Immigration in Washington eventually settled on a standard practice of 

admitting the mascots on a temporary bond when there is a responsible adult there ready to claim 

the unaccompanied child, and immigration inspectors would reassess the placement after one 

year to see if the boy’s adjustment and new living conditions were satisfactory. But if no 

guardian came forward, then like any other immigrant suspected of becoming a public charge, 

any unaccompanied child under sixteen, and most stowaways, the boys were to be excluded. 

 
359 Byron Uhl to Caminetti, 6 May 1919, Casefile of Roland Lotte, 54575/366, RG 85. 



 
 

258 

Ports of entry now had explicit guidance from Washington, but Ellis Island’s Assistant 

Commissioner Uhl was not pleased. From his viewpoint, the admissions of these boys were 

almost always flawed, and he would continue to contest the idea that these mascot boys were 

shining examples of future citizens.  

After all, Uhl had already witnessed multiple examples of stowaway boys exaggerated 

their war experience to extract the most sympathy (and cash) from adults. In fact, the very first 

newswire coverage of a French stowaway arriving on American troopships was based entirely on 

a fabrication. In December 1918, papers across the country printed reports of how the Jersey City 

Children’s Aid Society sought a home for Fernand Dornier, a French war orphan who stole 

passage on the troopship Leviathan and escaped to the streets of Hoboken.360 But further 

investigations revealed that the boy had already been in the country for some time prior, and only 

posed as a stowaway when questioned by police to obfuscate his running away from home.361 

Nevertheless, his tale and pitiful image continued to spread on the wire for weeks, with only 

some papers reporting on the revelations behind the original fib.362 More fraudulent press came 

from “General” Jacques Ducace, a stowaway on the transport El Oriente—“The biggest thing in 

the way of war news and the smallest thing in the way of stature,” according to the New York 

Sun, “whose shrunken leg made his weazened body seem smaller than it really is.” Jacques told 

tales of how he was “bayonetted by the Boche” after witnessing the murder of his family, but 
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medical examiners at Ellis Island uncovered no battle wounds and ruled that his braced leg was 

most likely due to a birth defect. Jacques was sent back to Europe on a returning troopship.363  

Another issue arose from stowaway boys claiming American nativity when threatened 

with deportation, causing the Bureau to dispatch inspectors in attempts to verify addresses or 

find witnesses, lest they deport natural-born citizens. Uhl was displeased that such expenditures 

always failed to confirm the boys’ claims, and his correspondence with Washington reveals a 

developing bias against the boys. He was concerned not just with the Bureau of Immigration 

coffers and soldiers’ cash, but what happens after these boys’ scams are discovered. "I do not 

think it inappropriate to advise you that it is already developing that stories told in behalf of these 

boys are not always well founded,” Uhl warned Caminetti when forwarding one boy’s appeal. 

“Some of those who have secured admission of lads by reason of their sympathy for them, are 

notifying this office of their disillusionment, and expressing the hope of being released from the 

obligations assumed by them."364 A crisis was brewing as the troopships continued to anchor.  

Johnny Simpson was one such case of an admitted mascot who was later discovered to be 

a fraud. Upon his landing In April, newswires spread another story of this stowaway mascot 

across the nation. As the transport Harrisburg was about to depart from Liverpool, “a ragged, 

downcast 13-year-old boy was observed loitering near the gangplank.” He was discovered once 

the ship was out to sea and was “adopted” by the famed “Fighting 69th” New York regiment. The 

papers reported the ship’s crew and soldiers started a collection for an education fund that 

amounted to several hundred dollars. Papers reported that if his only living relative could not be 

located, a sister who he thought lived in Boston, “the personnel of the transport will become the 
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self-constituted guardian of the youngster.”365 After the State Department initially refused to 

waive visa rules, a Navy chaplain who met Johnny on board the transport intervened. Chaplain 

Francis Albert wrote to his former employer, now the Assistant Secretary of State, asking him to 

overrule the Visa Bureau and grant a waiver, as “the boy will make a very desirable American 

citizen. He has an unusually winning personality.” Albert claimed to be acting on behalf of the 

wishes of every man and officer aboard the transport, as all agreed that “There is no reason why 

he should go back to England, for he has not a relative there – and he so much wants a chance in 

God’s country.” Even Uhl was charmed by Johnny, and noted in his report to the Commissioner 

General that the teenager “created a very favorable impression at the personal interview and is 

undoubtedly above the average in intelligence.” But when the Chaplain later sought out Johnny’s 

extended family in England, he discovered that both of the boy’s parents were alive and well. In 

fact, they had pressed charges against Johnny for stealing his father’s gold pocket watch and 

chain. His mother said she was “quite willing to let the case drop” if he stayed in the United 

States, but Johnny’s sponsor sent him back to England within months of his landing.366 

 As warmer months brought more troopships and even more stowaways, the situation at 

Ellis Island bubbled into a crisis. “The continued arrival of these boys is creating a very difficult 

situation,” Uhl wrote to Washington, pleading for the Bureau to involve Army officials and the 

State Department in stopping the flow of mascots.367 And while Ellis Island faced difficulties, 

other ports of entry had even poorer facilities and less staff. No immigration station was set up to 

detain unaccompanied children for extended periods of time, and the boys were not secluded 
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from the other detained aliens, exposing these children to a series of dangers. The casefile of 

Fred Mack Raimond illustrates such hazards. Upon his arrival on the USS Ohioan in March, 

Ellis Island doctors determined that Fred’s gas-induced vision loss would most likely lead to 

permanent blindness, and his admission was denied. Immigration officials balked at deporting a 

disabled child to a former warzone, but dithered on next steps. Fred spent months in detention, 

even breaking his leg during a scuffle with another detainee, further complicating his impeding 

forced departure. Two months after his appeal was sent to Washington, Uhl wrote to Caminetti, 

“He has proved to be a most troublesome inmate of our detention quarters and his behavior 

seems to grow worse rather than improve the longer he is held here. Incidentally, a considerable 

bill is being accumulated and it is not unlikely that it will be chargeable to our appropriation, 

inasmuch as he arrived on a transport.” (Uhl was right—the Navy refused to cover Fred’s $96.25 

worth of expenses).368 Ten days later and still with no word from Caminetti, Uhl sent a telegram: 

“alien obstreperous and abusive and creating much trouble…Please wire decision.” On July 25, 

Emmet White, the Director of Civilian Relief for the American Red Cross who was assisting 

with Fred’s case, wrote to the Bureau of Immigration requesting to be notified when the boy’s 

deportation was scheduled, “in order that we may notify the American Red Cross representatives 

in Belgium to give him proper care and attention upon his arrival,” and coordinate with the 

appropriate European agencies. The next day, the Red Cross received word that the fifteen year 

old had already been deported, almost three weeks prior.369 

 

 
368 Found in the casefile of Alexandrine Boyer, 54575/274, RG 85. A fascinating story unfortunately outside of this 
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Media Frenzy 

While the Bureau of Immigration grappled with how to best handle the influx of 

unaccompanied children, newspaper coverage of these stowaway boys underwent a noticeable 

shift in narrative. Now, a new emphasis was placed on immigration officials standing in the way 

of these brave boys finding a happy home in the United States—heartless bureaucrats denying 

access to these young immigrants so obviously well-suited for citizenship. As immigration 

authorities struggled against public perception that they were failing to stem a flood of 

Bolsheviks and radicals, now they were also depriving these brave young heroes of American 

families and the American Dream. Articles claiming that the “Canker of Anarchy” was spreading 

in the United States because alien agitators and “red revolutionists” supposedly waltzed through 

Ellis Island ran alongside reports of mascot boys being cruelly separated from their soldier-

fathers, suffering from long detentions and even facing deportation. How could foreign-born 

radicals like Emma Goldman sow chaos across the country while these deserving boys be kept 

out? As the following cases demonstrate, negative media coverage towards the Bureau of 

Immigration and the frenzy of public sympathy towards the stowaway boys swayed official 

decisions, even as the soundness of admitting these boys remained in doubt.370 

As most people in the American heartland were unaware of the intricacies of immigration 

law, local media would describe why children under sixteen were not admitted and revealed how 

children could be detained for extended periods of time. For instance, a frontpage story in the 

Leavenworth Post under the headline “Kansas Boys in Trouble With Immigration Officers Over 

French Lad” detailed one mascot’s predicament. The article noted that the governor promised to 

intervene for Leon Robert, this “child of the army” who “to the mid-westerners he has been pet 
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and mascot for over a year.”371 Records from the boy’s casefile confirm that Gov. Henry Allen 

telegraphed the Bureau of Immigration to guarantee that Leon would not become a public charge 

if released to the Kansans, securing his release into the custody of an army private.372  

But not all mascots had such influential backers, and papers also publicized the boys’ 

painful experiences of separation, detention, and deportation. In covering the BSI hearing of two 

mascots detained near Philadelphia, the Camden Morning Post sympathized with the orphaned 

boys’ challenge to their deportation ruling, as both “declared that they do not want to go back to 

the old country again to see the horrors of the war.” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle recounted that 

Cecil Marchand, “a little French stowaway who risked everything that he might come to the 

United States and be ‘Americain,’” was denied admission into the country. Alas, the mascot of 

the 29th Division now “sits weeping in his brig on his way back to France,” but not before poking 

his head out of the porthole “to get a last glimpse of the land of his choice.”373 The Baltimore 

Sun covered the tearful separation of Armand Poupou as he watched his friends from the 

demobilized 115th Infantry march away. “At his side stood a resolute immigration official, who 

said emphatically ‘No’ to every request of the boy to accompany the soldiers.” The Sun 

explained that Armand snuck aboard the USAT Artemis when it was docked at St. Nazaire, and 

he eluded capture from investigating sentries until they were at sea for a few days. “Everything 

had been sunshine for Poupou on the way over. Why shouldn’t it be? He had been adopted by a 

real American officer,” Lt. Col. Amos Woodcock from Salisbury, Maryland. Plans were made 

for Armaud to immediately travel home with him, but “then came the cruel immigration 

officials.” Woodcock procured endorsements from the Secretaries of State and Labor to admit 
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the boy, but when he communicated with the Norfolk immigration officials detaining the mascot, 

he was told that Armaud was no longer there and they “believed the boy had been sent back to 

France.”374 Readers must have been left wondering how many other deserving mascot boys had 

their dreams of American homes dashed by the Bureau of Immigration’s ineptitude.  

One stowaway mascot truly embodied this narrative, a fourteen-year-old orphan whose 

persistent misadventures and tussles with the Bureau of Immigration became an international 

media sensation: Michael Gilhooley, the “Champion Stowaway of the World.” According to 

newspaper reports, Mike’s arrival on the Santa Paula in late May 1919 was his third attempt to 

clandestinely enter, but no immigration records or troopship manifests confirm that claim.375 

This freckle-faced redhead was born of an Irish father to a Belgian woman in the city of 

Charleroi, that is, until “the Germans dropped a bomb from the sky, blowing up and down the 

house they were living in.” According to the New York Sun, “after he dug out he decided to 

emigrate.”376 Newspapers were infatuated by this spunky Irish-Belgian whose love for the 

U.S.A. led to a steadfast determination to challenge the barriers thrown up by the “stony-

hearted” immigration bureaucrats. As one wire story described, Mike “protested that he wanted 

to become an American citizen and would keep making the trip across the Atlantic until he was 

allowed to land, but the immigration authorities hustled him off to Ellis Island again to await 

deportation.”377 

Such glowing coverage of this charming stowaway complicated matters for the Bureau of 

Immigration. In Byron Uhl’s recommendation to Commissioner General Caminetti, he noted, 
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“You have probably seen some reference to this case in the public press but, as usual, the 

statements contained therein were not in strict accord with the facts.”378 This report highlights a 

problem faced by the Bureau, as the press would make boys younger, their family history more 

tragic, and their war service more glorious. While this tactic may have sold more papers, it also 

muddied the facts and public awareness. When one woman in Connecticut requested help from 

her congressman to adopt Mike, she wrote “My knowledge of the Belgian young man’s case 

comes through the newspaper accounts of his predicament.” After reading about Gilhooley’s 

exploits, Mrs. Tammany felt “that a Belgian youth who appreciates the opportunities which 

America offers so much that he makes the trip to America three times a stowaway ought to be 

permitted to live in this country of freedom and opportunity. Therefore it would be a pleasure for 

me to assist in bringing about this result.”379 Here, we see Americans not only repeating the 

savior narrative, but actually acting on the demands of this belief. Her congressman was 

successful in temporarily halting Mike’s deportation order, but his ordeal did not end there. 

Considerable debate ensued amongst immigration officials over what to do with Mike 

Gilhooley. There was no surprise as to where Uhl stood on the matter, as his report to Caminetti 

stated: “he impressed me as being a rough, tempestuous, little lad, who would make it difficult 

for anyone to control…. As usual there is the sentimental side of the case, but it is my opinion 

that the facts amply justify the excluding decision, and that deportation should ensue.” 

Nevertheless, Caminetti ruled that “despite the negative report from Commissioner Uhl,” he 

believes the Gilhooley kid deserves admission and authorized his landing. But when problems 

with certifying a bond delayed Mike’s release, Uhl seized the initiative and wrote to Mrs. 

Tammany, “I do not know whether you know the lad, or have even talked with him, and 

 
378 Uhl to Caminetti, 31 May 1919, casefile of Michael Gilhooley, 54575/447, RG 85 
379 Catherine Tammany to Rep. Lonergan, 2 June 1919, casefile of Michael Gilhooley, 54575/447, RG 85. 
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therefore deem it but proper to inform you that during his detention here he has proven to be 

most obstreperous and almost, if not quite, incorrigible.”380 The tactic worked. Mrs. Tammany 

wrote to Rep. Lonergan, “Previous information which has come to me represented him as an 

ambitious youth, anxious to remain in America because of the opportunities this country affords. 

But the Immigration Commissioner today writes me that the boy’s behavior is bad, and that he 

has, since his arrival at Ellis Island, been practically incorrigible. … I of course do not wish to 

take any further action in the case.”381  

While Gilhooley awaited his fate in Ellis Island detention, the press continued to churn 

out gushing stories about the Irish-Belgian and offered predictions about his promising future. 

The Detroit Free Press Sunday magazine ran a feature on this loveable hooligan. “Mike has 

curly red hair and freckles and an innocent face. You might picture him singing soulfully in a 

Cathedral Choir, if it weren’t for his habit of swearing at you sideways though clenched teeth 

when he’s mad.” Despite the bad habits he picked up amongst the doughboys and gobs of the 

U.S. Army and Navy, he “would make a good American if the immigration authorities didn't 

persist in deporting him.” One reason offered for this good-citizen guarantee was Gilhooley’s 

ethnic background, sure to endear Mike to Detroit’s Irish-American reading audience. The article 

quoted Ellis Island Commissioner Frederic C. Howe as saying of Mike, “Sure he’s Irish. Why, 

he’s got the map of Ireland on his face, and mighty proud he ought to be of it too,” before 

reminding readers that “Commissioner Howe, it might be added, is a good Irishman himself.”382 

In such stories, we can clearly see a double standard granted to Gilhooley and these mascot boys 

from northern Europe when compared to unaccompanied children from “undesirable races.” 

 
380 Casefile of Michael Gilhooley, 54575/447, RG 85. 
381 Tammany to Lonergan, 28 June 1919, Casefile of Michael Gilhooley, 54575/447, RG 85. 
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Editorial pages in newspapers large and small argued that the laws implemented to 

protect unaccompanied children and keep “undesirables” out of the country should be waived for 

Gilhooley’s sake. “‘Course laws should be enforced,” the Daily Commonwealth of Greenwood, 

Mississippi acknowledged, but in Mike’s case, it seemed only fair that “somebody might look 

the other way and let the boy sneak in.” One Minnesota paper argued, “Mike is made of the right 

stuff—he is determined to become, either by hook or crook, an American citizen, and in his case 

arrangements should be made so that he may realize his ambitions.” The San Francisco 

Chronicle praised Gilhooley’s grit, arguing that “A youth like that is not likely to become a 

public charge.”383 For many postwar Americans, Mike’s repeated attempts to illegally enter the 

United States was nothing more than admirable perseverance from a nascent patriot—

manifestations of a valuable character trait that proves he is deserving of citizenship, whereas 

such actions were deemed as a sign of criminality when performed by children of a different 

racial background. 

Mike became such a sensation that papers spun stories about other mascot boys based on 

their claimed connections to Mike Gilhooley. Roger Goby, a mascot of the 309th Machine Gun 

Battalion and “the newest Belgian Atlantic shuttlecock” who stowed away on the USAT 

Argentina, also hailed from Mike’s hometown of Charleroi. Roger claimed that he and Mike 

were next door neighbors, and he believes that they “have done enough for the American Army 

to entitle them to land here and do something for the civilians.”384 He was enticed not just by the 

promises of the American Dream, but by the generosity of American doughboys to their 

stowaway mascots, as he witnessed his friend “Easy Money Mike” return “always with plenty of 

 
383 The Princeton (MN) Union, 5 June 1919, 4; The Daily Commonwealth (Greenwood, MS), 6 June 1919, 2; The 
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American money.”385 Roger told journalists that the Marines on board took up a collection on the 

first anniversary of Belleau Wood, and gave him $150. “Now I am willing to pay Uncle Sam to 

permit Michael and I to come in and go to work.”386 There were also reports of an unsuccessful 

stowaway boy who claimed to be a cousin of Gilhooley. Jacques Bodini, 11, tried Marcel 

Dupuys’ stowaway-via-bass-drum-case strategy, but was discovered when the regimental band 

readied to play at the troopship’s departure. Sympathetic officers took up a collection for him, 

and as he was escorted off the ship with $110, Jacques supposedly called out, “Tell Mike I’m 

coming, too.”387 

June 1919 set the record for American soldiers’ Atlantic crossings, as over 340,000 men 

returned home in a flotilla of 173 troopships, and immigration inspectors saw no shortage of 

stowaway mascots that month.388 The press delighted in these boys arriving on American shores, 

predicting that “if the United States transport service holds out long enough, Belgium promises 

to be the Country Without a Boy.” The New York Times covered the arrival of the “youngest, 

smallest, and most interesting stowaway,” a blue-eyed, brown-haired Belgian named Harry 

Valentin. Even though Harry was only eight years old, he claimed to be fluent in five languages. 

When the New York Evening World interviewed Harry, “the latest of King Albert’s youthful 

subjects to arrive in New York,” the boy recounted his harrowing experience as mascot of the 

106th Supply Train and his multiple attempts to reach the United States. “I want to be an 

American,” he reportedly told the World. “There must be somebody in a big country like yours 

who wants a boy.”389 Media reports were overjoyed that this “Little Soldier of Misfortune” 

 
385 “’Gilhooley’s Kid’s’ Pal Here as a Stowaway,” New York Tribune, 4 June 1919, 5. 
386 “Another Stowaway Comes, A Pal of Mike Gilhooly,” New York Evening World, 3 June 1919, 2. 
387 “Stowaway Hiding in a Drum Case Didn’t Cross Sea,” New York Evening World, 19 June 1919, 16. 
388 Benjamin King, Spearhead of Logistics: A History of the United States Army Transportation Corps (Washington: 
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389 “Little Stowaway, Aged Eight, Lands From Troopship,” New York Evening World, 24 June 1919, 11; “Boy 
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would be released into the care of an Army nurse, despite Uhl expressing his “grave doubt as to 

the advisability of admitting this lad even temporarily.”390 When soldiers did not step forward to 

claim mascot boys, nurses were the next best thing—just as they healed soldiers in Europe, so to 

would these angels of the battlefield tend to Europe’s orphans on American soil. 

Newspapers were aghast when the standard immigration rules regarding unaccompanied 

children were applied to mascot boys. “Just when little Franc Yoons, eleven-year-old Belgian 

war orphan, got his first long look at the Statue of Liberty and everything seemed all right at last, 

trouble…came crashing down on his small khaki clad shoulders once more,” wrote the New York 

Sun. “This time it was that the great United States, about whose greatness, kindness, and 

superiority to all other nations he had heard so much from homesick doughboys, would not let 

Franc put foot on American soil.”391 This boy was brought over by Red Cross Nurse Verna Snell 

after his company’s departure left him alone in Bordeaux. Other newspapers were similarly taken 

aback at Franc’s treatment. “The government is holding Franc a prisoner at the immigration 

detention station” declared the Los Angeles Times, while the New York Evening World asked, 

“Will red tape prevent this helpless Belgian orphan from enjoying the tenderness of a big 

American sister’s love and send him back to some over-crowded French or Belgian 

institution?”392 The very same law that newspapers clamored for just a decade prior to prevent 

unaccompanied Greek boys from immigrating was now seen as a cruel and unnecessary 

bludgeon against northern European boys. 

Two media darlings united into one sensational story when news broke that Elsie Janis, a 

Broadway and vaudeville star whose entertainment overseas earned her the sobriquet “kid sister 
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of the A.E.F.,” would be adopting her very own war orphan. “Miss Janis has obtained her pick of 

the stowaway boys” from the fifteen or so detained mascots deemed the “Ellis Island Stowaway 

Club,” when she selected Enrico Cardi, an Italian boy mascot who wore three wound stripes and 

the Croix de Guerre. As the pair left Ellis Island for the Janis home, the Baltimore Sun noted that 

Cardi was now assured access to “colleges and motorcars…in addition to several of his foster 

mother’s excellent kisses,” while the New York Daily News teased its readers, “Don’t be Jealous, 

He’s Only Fourteen.” Not all papers were starstruck, as one Vermont paper asked if Janis would 

have adopted the boy “if he had not won a French and an Italian war cross?” The boy known as 

the “Little Corporal” could clearly take care of himself; “The question is who is going to be big 

enough hearted to adopt the thousands of uninteresting, unbedecked little urchins who need a 

home quite as badly, if not even worse.” After Elsie claimed Enrico, newswires carried the brief 

onto hundreds of newspapers; but whether by journalistic error or purposeful Anglicization of 

the boy, the wire stories all reported on a “Michael Cardi” being adopted by the star.393 

Playful coverage of the mascot stowaways continued throughout the summer. One story 

noted that at Ellis Island, “the portal to America through which Europe has been wont…to pour 

her hordes into the New World,” officials were grappling with “a gang of human hyenas,” 

consisting of “some two dozen youths, of every nationality…who are now awaiting the decision 

of Uncle Sam as to what will become of them.” An unnamed official was quoted as saying 

“They’re not bad. But frisky! Oh, boy!” and noted the various pranks Gilhooley and his gang 

supposedly pulled on the guards and bureaucrats.394 Newly created tabloids like the New York 

Daily Illustrated News displayed portraits of mascots, and one article even featured the rare girl 
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stowaway, “As for Lucy Manfredi, you couldn’t find a more appealing war orphan,”395 

advertising this 12-year-old war waif as an option for childless New Yorkers to adopt. 

Meanwhile, Gilhooley was quietly deported on the George Washington, but his return to Europe 

would be brief.  

As newspaper readers across the country devoured news of Elsie Janis’s boy hero and the 

hijinks of those stowaways left at Ellis Island, Uhl continued to recommend that Washington 

exclude the boys, especially now that some foster families tried to return their “incorrigible” 

charges. “I do not wonder that these lads arouse sympathy by their appearance and the stories 

they tell, but we know that several well-intentioned persons… greatly regret their interference 

and are endeavoring to be relieved of their responsibilities.”396 In addition to the incoming 

stream of scrappy mascots and the most attractive looking orphans, now Ellis Island was also 

grappling with departing boys whose sponsors sought relief from their self-imposed “burden.” 

Uhl forwarded to Caminetti one such request to deport 11-year-old Charles Loue: "This is at 

least the fourth case in which persons who have brought French or Belgian orphans (alleged) to 

this country and secured their admission, principally upon sympathetic grounds, have tired of 

their bargain within a few weeks and endeavored to be rid of their responsibility by merely 

turning the alien back to the Immigration Authorities.” Even though Washington persists in 

being ruled by soft hearts, Uhl argued that “Actual experience is confirming the opinion 

heretofore expressed by me that lads of the character referred to should not be admitted."397  

Although the Assistant Commissioner’s comments appear callous, he was duly warning a 

department unwilling to hear the pressing concerns of officials who dealt with the ramifications 
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of bending the standard rules. In addition to the problems of long detention discussed above, Uhl 

saw that not all martial fairytales had a happy ending. Upon release, some boys were subject to 

exploitation and unscrupulous adults cashing in on their fame. One casefile noted that a mascot’s 

guardian “took him to various places of amusement in New York City and used him somewhat 

as an exhibit or curiosity.”398 Another mascot, Georges Baudry, a fifteen year old who lost his 

arm in a bombardment, garnered so much publicity that his foster family wished to relinquish 

care: “The townspeople lionized and feted the boy so that when John McCown returned to the 

Navy, George became too great a problem for Mrs. and Miss McCown because of the over-

sympathetic public.” Georges spent his sixteenth birthday detained at Ellis Island, awaiting 

deportation.399 

Releasing a child into the care of an unvetted stranger unleashes the possibility of abuse, 

as the casefile of 13-year-old Roger Hippeau 

suggests. Roger was “masccotting” for the 301st 

Field Artillery regiment when he met Sergeant E. 

Norris Clough at the Artillery Camp de Souge, 

where, according to Sgt. Clough, Roger “dispelled 

many a night’s gloom with his singing & affection 

for the boys, whom he loved very much.” After the 

BSI denied admission to the boy, the sergeant 

personally wrote to the Secretary of Labor: “I wish 

you might know just how miserable I feel because of 

the board’s decision & how much faith I am pinning 

 
398 Uhl to Commissioner General, 23 June 1919, Casefile of Enrico Cardi, 54575/425, RG 85. 
399 Casefile of George Baudry, 54682/8, RG 85. 

Figure 5.3. Picture Postcard of the French 
Mascot and American Doughboy. From the 
Casefile of Roger Hippeau, 54575/329. 
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to you.” Although Sgt. Clough helped Roger file an official appeal, he also sent the letter 

because: “I’ve been tearing about frantically all day to see if there was anything at all that I could 

do… so that I can rid myself of this awfull depression which is almost suffocating.” He argued 

about the extreme stakes in this case, positioning himself as a savior to the boy: “This is a life & 

death case, for it would be better that Roger be put to death than to go back into the environment 

& conditions from which I took him.” Clough also provided a visual aid to demonstrate their 

affection, enclosing “a picture of Roger & myself taken in France, & you must return it to my 

home address, as it is the only one I have of him, & there is not money enough in the world to 

buy it” (figure 5.3). The sergeant concludes his letter by referencing his wartime service and 

appealing to the Secretary’s Christian sympathy: “I will not add more to convince you of the 

justness of my claims–my honorable discharge papers ought to be enough…. My hope is that 

you are American, a Christian, & a Father. If so, I know I will realize my heart’s desire. In 

closing will simply state that my breast is still wet from the tears of my little boy & wish I might 

so easily find relief, I ask you in God’s name to help us now.”  

Sergeant Clough was relentless in his mission to obtain Roger’s release. He penned 

another desperate missive to the Secretary of Labor the very next day: “I have taken this matter 

so much to heart that I find it impossible to eat and sleep to any degree. All I can do is walk & 

walk, wonder and worry if all my carefully laid plans concerning a home life & the kiddo are to 

fail at the hands of the Government I have faithfully served and sacrified so much to.” Clough 

once again leans on his veteran status in hopes of garnering sympathy for his desire, as he 

continued, “it would indeed be a crushing blow to see him forced back away from me. In fact it 

could not but help severly shake my faith in the justice of my country.” Clough’s breathless pleas 

for intervention span pages, and concludes, “These are the blackest days I have yet existed 
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through, and now I ask you to write me, just a line which will end this awfull nightmare, and 

assure me that my boy and I will very soon be free to go our way in the pursuit of happiness.” 

Five days pass before Clough sends yet another letter to the Secretary: “I have as yet received 

absolutely no reply although I go daily to Ellis Is[land] to see my little son. If you could but 

realize how this has taken a hold on me, and how every moment is freighted with anxiety which 

closely borders on black despair… Believe me, I would far prefer to be in the trenches than to 

experience this awfull feeling. Won’t you please, please, give me my little son, & allow us to 

depart for our home.“ Perhaps Sgt. Clough really was just driven by paternal affection for Roger, 

but when reading these records with modern knowledge about “child grooming” and the need to 

distrust adults who desperately seek time alone with children, such emotional pleas become a 

chilling warning sign. Immigration officials eventually released Roger into the custody of Sgt. 

Clough, despite Uhl’s opposition over doubts that “an unmarried man will be able to control a 

lad who has been in or about an army camp for some seven or eight months.”400 But less than a 

year later, the thirteen year old was removed from the home by the Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Children, based on numerous complaints that “the boy had been badly mistreated.” 

Roger was deported back to France, as a newswire story euphemistically explained, due to his 

“lack of a proper guardian.” Newspapers reported that Roger was tearful at his departure, telling 

journalists he was saddened to leave the country, for he loved “everything in it, except the 

American sergeant.”401 

 
400 Casefile of Roger Hippeau, 54575/329, RG 85.  
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Although there is no explicit mention of assault in Roger’s casefile, the immigration 

records of another young boy who crossed the Atlantic in 1919 demonstrate the dangers children 

may face when constantly surrounded by grown men. Fifteen-year-old Giuseppe Carlizzi was 

serving as a crew member on an Italian vessel, a position he abandoned when the ship anchored 

in New York. Transcripts from his hearing with an immigration inspector reveal why: 

Q. Did you desert the ship at New York? 
A. Yes; I ran away because they did very bad things to me. 
Q. What did they do to you? 
A. I don’t want to tell you; I am ashamed. I told the policeman. It was the first officer. He

 did a very bad thing to me. He forced me. He did it two times. (Alien in tears.) 
Q. Did you tell the captain? 
A. No; I was afraid. Another fellow tried it, and I told the captain what he wanted me to 
do, and he swore at me and called me bad names, so I was afraid to go to him again. I 
was as afraid of the first officer too; he said he would throw me in the sea if I told 
anybody.402 
 

Twenty-first century readers readily understand a terrible truth not yet recognized in 1919: that 

predators are not always shadowy characters, but are just as often doctors, priests, soldiers, and 

sailors—men cloaked in uniforms that demand unquestioning respect. 

“The Land of Promise Has Kept Its Promise” 

Even though transport traffic lessened that autumn as the demobilization process wound 

down, newspapers continued to find heartwarming stories of war orphans rescued by Americans 

and photographs of brave boys desperate to join their former comrades. Emile Callet was too 

young to serve as a military mascot before a Red Cross nurse brought him to the United States, 

but his adoptive uncle, a former star athlete at the University of Pennsylvania, still found a way 

to summon the acclaimed good luck of a war waif. “Penn is to have the most novel mascot of 

any football team in the country,” pronounced the New York Sun, as this “bright eyed four-year-
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old French orphan” was officially adopted by the Quakers.403 When a photographer from the 

Philadelphia Inquirer captured Emile standing on the sidelines during Penn’s home opener, clad 

in a miniature Quaker jersey and clutching a football the size of his leather-helmet-encased head, 

newspapers across the country reproduced his adorable likeness.404 As one Iowa paper assured its 

readers, “The world seemed a rather gloomy place to little Emile [Callet] a year ago. He was in 

France and fatherless.... But now everything is all right.”405 Here was a beautiful European child, 

rescued by American men and now nurtured by American womanhood, reveling in the most 

American of sports—martial fairytales really can come true.  

While Emile’s story inspired, another boy’s story enraged readers. Henrik “Harry” 

Gillman, a Dutch boy “scarcely twelve years old,” and yet a “sturdy little fellow” who was 

wounded and gassed at the front as he “carried ammunition and water for the marines for more 

than two years” was detained at Ellis Island as an unaccompanied minor while American 

newspapers drummed up sympathy for his case.406 The New York Daily News tabloid captioned a 

photograph of the stoic child waving from the deck of a transport: “Memories of seeing the Hun 

kill his father and mother, of six months in a Boche prison camp and of four years of bloody 

warfare—not pretty things for a boy of twelve to carry through life, are they? Yet those are the 

impressions stamped on the mind of Harry Gillman.”407 Meanwhile, wire stories highlighted the 

injustice of detention, and the Indianapolis Star’s headline hints to the editors sympathy: 

“Immigration Laws Tear Boy Mascot from Marines.”408 But Henrik’s casefile reveals a more 

complicated story. As Red Cross Nurse Eva Sorenson explained to the BSI, “He is one of many 
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‘mascottes’ that the Army kept and promised to take home without looking at the regulations, 

and left stranded at many places in Belgium and France. I took a number of these boys that were 

left and took care of them.” Nurse Sorenson testified that a Marines Colonel stationed with the 

U.S. Army of Occupation in Germany took Henrik from Coblenz to the embarkation depot in 

France, where he was abandoned. “I found him running wild in the big camp in Brest and... I 

finally took him myself.” In fact, Ellis Island sanctioned his release into Nurse Sorenson’s care, 

even with Assistant Commissioner Uhl’s blessing: “He presents a very attractive appearance and 

notwithstanding the rather unsatisfactory experience we have had with a number of similar cases, 

I recommend admission.” The media’s righteous indignation was misplaced in this instance.409 

On September 10, papers marveled at the incredible stories of two mascot stowaways on 

the Northern Pacific, the same ship that carried the Belgian Ambassador Baron de Cartier and 

Cardinal Désiré-Joseph Mercier, who was well known to the American public for his vocal 

resistance to the German occupation of Belgium. Once again, newspapers heralded the arrival of 

these heroes and denounced any detention as unjust—Jules Liaunais, 15, and Maurice Bailey, 16, 

“have done their share by passing out cigarettes and chocolate, caring for the wounded and 

dodging shells, and both are firmly convinced that the U.S.A. is the place for them.” When Jules 

was detained at Ellis Island, journalist surmised that with the interventions of the Belgian 

dignitaries, along with a $1,000 collection reportedly pooled for him by his 10th Field Artillery 

comrades, surely “Jules will get into the land of the free.” This prediction was correct, as Uhl 

noted in his report, “The Bureau is well aware of my general views as to these lads, but inasmuch 

as a number have been admitted temporarily, I presume the situation will not be complicated by 

allowing one more to land temporarily on bond.”410 The other stowaway boy claimed to be born 
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in Maine, leading the New York Sun to note that “Maurice Bailey is better off than Jules, for even 

a cantankerous immigration inspector cannot keep an American citizen from coming home, even 

if he did stowaway.”411 The press marveled at this young hero, who earned the Croix de Guerre 

for helping rescue two wounded officers, and cheered his supposed homecoming.412 Even though 

Maurice actually was born in France, a fact that would soon complicate matters, his casefile 

confirms that he simply walked off the gangplank with the other doughboys.413  

But these stories were soon overshadowed as the very next day, champion stowaway 

Michael Gilhooley had returned on “his fourth attempt to break into these United States without 

papers, parents, passage money or anything else.”414 Every major paper in New York City 

carried the story, from the serious Times to the sensational Sun, in addition to the countless 

newspapers across the country that picked up the wire story. Evidence of Mike’s engrossing 

popularity can be found in these pages: “The paramount issue before the American people to-day 

is not the League of Nations, not the Plumb Plan, not profiteering, but Mike Gilhooley, late of 

Charleroi, Belgium.”415 For war-weary citizens who longed to turn away from international 

crises and internal corruption, Mike’s relentless quest to become an American emphasized the 

United States as a Promised Land desired by all freedom-seekers.  

Newspapers highlighted the supposed rivalry between Gilhooley and Ellis Island 

officials. The Associated Press wire story noted that Mike “has numerous friends among the 

doughboys of the A.E.F. But his friendship does not extend to the immigration authorities.” 

According to the New York Sun, Mike stowed away again because he had a hunch “that the 

 
411 “Young Hero in War Here as Stowaway,” New York Sun, 10 Sept 1919, 20. 
412 Associated Press, “Mere Lad Wins French War Cross For Bravery,” Winston-Salem Journal, 11 Sept 1919, 1.  
413 “Cardinal Mercier Good to Stowaway” New York Daily News, 10 Sept 1919, 3. Casefile of Maurice Bailey, 
54846/24, RG 85.  
414 “Belgian, 15, is Here Again as Stowaway,” New York Sun, 11 Sept 1919, 20.  
415 “Gilhooley, Belgian Stowaway, Gets to America Again, and is Bound to Stay Here if He Can,” New York 
Evening World, 11 Sept 1919, 3. 



 
 

279 

immigration authorities, slaves to duty as they are, would not look too darn hard for him … he 

popped into the coal bunkers, intending to remain there until after his immigration enemies in 

New York had combed the ship for him.” The Champion Stowaway reportedly told the paper, “If 

they’d let me land the first time neither me nor the immigration guys nor anybody else would’a 

had any trouble. If they send me back this trip, though, I’m just goin’ to keep a comin’ like I 

always do.” The Sun glibly predicted that with Gilhooley in the vicinity, “New York would 

shortly be in for a reign of terror that will make Boston’s little difficulties [of a controversial 

Police Strike] look like a whispered conversation in a Quaker meeting house. Unless of course 

Ellis Island bows to the inevitable and lets Mike land.” Even if Gilhooley has a bad mouth and is 

a bit too fond of shooting craps (or “African Golf” as the New York Times called it), the 

unflappable Irish-Belgian boy was undoubtedly worthy of citizenship. But Mike was deported 

just two days later; as a front-page article of the New York Tribune explained, he was “banished” 

because “the red tape that involves the intended citizen of the United States was too much for 

him. The immigration laws are as iron where he is concerned.” Once more, the bureaucrats 

cruelly prevented a fine future citizen. One wire story recreated the moment of departure: 

“’You’ll see me again’ shouted Mike from the steamer’s rail. ‘I’ll be back soon, and I’ll keep 

right on coming back if I have to keep up this stowaway game for the next 10 years, become I’m 

going to be an American citizen.’”416 

Editorial pages across the country were aghast at the Bureau’s decision to deport the 

Champion Stowaway. “The judgement of the immigration authorities can be questioned,” argued 

the Dayton Herald. “Such tenacity of purpose and resourcefulness certainly should entitle the 

 
416 Associated Press, “Mike Gilhooley, War’s Champion Stowaway, Who Made Four Trips to United States, 
Deported” Boston Globe, 13 Sep 1919, 6, also found in San Francisco Chronicle, Atlanta Journal, and many others; 
“Vets Cheer When Told Mike is Here,” New York Sun, 12 Sep 1919, 8; “Mike Gilhooley Banished 4th Time as 
Stowaway,” New York Tribune, 13 Sep 1919, 1; “Stowaway Again Deported,” Cincinnati Enquirer, 13 Sep 1919, 4. 
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fifteen-year-old lad to more consideration.” There was obviously no way he could ever become a 

public charge, the paper argued, because “Perseverance is one of the primary ingredients of 

success” and if “Michael persists as tenaciously in working his way through life as he has in 

working his way into the United States, he should achieve no little fortune.” Another Ohio paper 

fumed, “And they sent the lad Gilhooly back because he got into mischief! How did they know 

that he was not starting out to be a United States senator?” Gilhooley was seen as the 

quintessential future citizen—this child’s fighting spirit produces the future men needed to lead 

the country, a sentiment echoed in the Washington Times: “What kind of travelers from abroad 

does this country need more than this Mike Gilhooley type, finding his way, alone, without 

money, across the ocean four times? He should be kept here, sent West to found Gilhooleyville 

and become governor.”417 Compared to those so-called “New Immigrants,” this Irish-Belgian 

boy looked and acted like an ideal American. 

Not all papers portrayed Mike in a sympathetic light, as some tried to bring awareness to 

the predicaments of immigration officials. The New York Tribune ran a lengthy piece explaining 

why stowaways were detrimental to the country, and Gilhooley’s popularity in the press only 

complicates the issue: “he has been introduced to his public—for Mike has a public—through the 

rose colored light of heart-affecting publicity. This little stowaway, known as Michael, gathers 

his public through the phenomena of printed words. He is pictured as a bright little boy, 

fascinated by the trappings of war, and one who would gladly follow soldiers to the end of the 

earth.” But alas, no amount of positive press should trump the reality of immigration law. “Ellis 

Island, the sieve through which the immigrating nations of the earth are strained, holds up a 

hand. Now there is a tumult of sympathy” as commissioners are bombarded with letters and 
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telegrams. “Little Michael has become the dead centre of a tiny whirlpool that sometimes is 

referred to a public sentiment.” But regardless of the sympathetic outpouring, “he will break 

forth with the same spirit that made of him originally a juvenile derelict, and, if in his nature 

there is anything of the emotional defective, he has a capacity for genuine harm. In sum, while 

there is no want of picturesqueness about these little Michaels, there is considerable lack of 

practicality.”418 Therefore, the Tribune argued, Ellis Island officials must undertake the difficult 

but necessary task of keeping out even the most appealing stowaways. But such praise for 

extending restrictions to mascot stowaways was in the minority; appeals to emotion made for 

much better copy.  

On October 7, news broke that “the most persistent stowaway that ever tried to break into 

America” had kept his vow and returned on the transport Orizaba. The media was enraptured. 

The Boston Globe joked that Ellis Island officials will have to “buy an adding machine to keep 

track of the number of times Mike Gilhooley, stowaway extraordinaire, tries to sneak in,” while 

the New York Evening World, a Democratic paper perhaps pre-emptively defending the 

Immigration Bureau’s unpopular but inevitable deportation ruling, calculated that Gilhooley 

“cost this government, as its uninvited guest, about $1,000.” Gilhooley’s grit was on full display 

as he told journalists, “Anybody who thinks I’m going to stay in Europe after the A.E.F. has left 

has another guess coming.” This “chronic stowaway” affirmed he will never quit trying: “I 

s’pose they’ll take me to Ellis Island and give me the bum’s rush. But as long as the Statue of 

Liberty keeps on standing I’ll be coming back. Why can’t I be an American? My people are 

dead, I’ve got $25, and lots of people would be glad to give me a job.” And once again, editorials 

demanded his admission, such as the Buffalo Enquirer arguing that “Somebody ought to help 
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Mike. We believe he would make a good citizen.” But as Mike awaited word on his appeal to 

Washington, Uhl’s contempt of the boy was laid bare as he told reporters: “Mike is always 

bothering and annoying women, and is generally a very bad boy, always up to some deviltry.”419 

Such media attention had a clear impact on Gilhooley’s case, as the Bureau of 

Immigration received hundreds of telegraphs from people all over the country wanting to adopt 

Mike. Sometimes these offers were submitted in coordination with the local press, as the 

Milwaukee Journal wired Commissioner General Caminetti the credentials of Mr. and Mrs. 

Charles Pulford, “most estimable people” who wanted to bring the Champion Stowaway to 

Wisconsin. Caminetti assured the inquiring press that he would allow Gilhooley to land, as soon 

as he determined who would be the most suitable guardian. “It’s just like a horse race,” 

Caminetti mused. “I can’t decide whether to let him go to New York or Milwaukee. He will go 

to one place or the other and become a citizen." This publicity surrounding this case provided 

great press for Caminetti’s Bureau at the exact moment that officials were criticized over delays 

in Emma Goldman’s deportation. It seems that Mike Gilhooley was the ultimate distraction, for 

citizens and commissioners alike. 420 

Eventually, Mike was released into the custody of Mrs. Marion Curry, a wealthy 

Manhattanite whose maiden name was Gilhooley. As she explained to the New York Sun, she 

was “so impressed…by the way he simply wouldn’t give up trying to be one of Uncle Sam’s 

boys” and thought we “couldn’t have Gilhooleys knocking in vain at this country’s door,” that 
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1919, 1. 
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283 

she traveled to Washington to 

personally appeal to 

Commissioner General 

Caminetti. “It seems to me that 

the so called ‘incorrigible boy’ 

has merely showed 

resourcefulness and the ability 

to look out for himself, and I 

think he should have a chance." 

As word spread that Mike was 

living large at the Vanderbilt 

Hotel and enjoying “finger 

bowls and marble bathtubs,” 

tabloid photographers sought to 

capture such a glorious 

welcoming. The New York Illustrated Daily News ran a front-page spread of Gilhooley in 

luxurious trappings and being served from a silver platter by a white-hatted chef, as “The 

Happiest Boy in the Whole United States” crowded out other headlines about “Radical 

Longshoremen” and Gary steelworkers on strike, and superseded stories praising Congress for 

extending “war-time passport restrictions so as to keep radical and undesirable aliens out of the 

United States.” Mike’s grin appeared in newspapers nationwide (figure 5.4), and it seemed that 

the boy was finally reaping his well-earned benefits of the Promised Land.421 

 
421 “Gilhooley’s Name to Be Passport” New York Sun, 16 Oct 1919, 7; New York Daily News, 17 Oct 1919, 1. 

Figure 5.4. Mike Gilhooley Poses for the Press at the 
Vanderbilt Hotel. These photographs appeared in many 
papers, such as this clipping from the Louisville Courier-
Journal, 24 Oct 1919, 2. 
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Editorial pages were united in praise for Gilhooley—a true pull-yourself-up-by-your-

bootstraps story, as his persistence paid off handsomely. The Buffalo Enquirer’s editors wrote if 

they ever meet the Champion Stowaway, they would say, “Mike, my boy, you are all right, all 

there and just the kind of a youngster we want for a citizen,” noting that “he has the right stuff” 

in him. Editors for the Philadelphia Inquirer drew a more explicit comparison between Mike and 

other immigrants: “Even if Mike does not justify the confidence of his new protector, it may be 

fairly assumed that he will be a less dangerous addition to the population than many immigrants 

who have come in unchallenged."422 The once-tepid editorial page of the New York Tribune 

proclaimed joy that Gilhooley “made up his mind to become an American, and no trifles like 

immigration rules and steamship companies could daunt him.” After all, Gilhooley was in sharp 

contrast with the “plenty of agitated aliens already within our borders who show not the slightest 

appreciation” for the blessings the U.S.A. has to offer. Juxtaposing Gilhooley with the cyclical 

migrations of some laborers and the immigrants who filled the ranks of radical organizations, the 

Tribune argued “It is a safe bet that he is not coming here for a few years of rich wages or to 

wave a red flag, or even march in a procession behind one.” The editorialist concluded by linking 

Gilhooley with the native stock of pilgrims and pioneers of yore: “He is the sort of stuff that 

made America—for we are all descended from just such resolute adventurers, with the same 

spark of courage and will to achieve, at any rate.”423 In the eyes of these newspapermen, 

Gilhooley and his mascot compatriots represent the next generation of all-American warriors, 

ready to man the future fight against the red flag of Bolshevism.  

Michael Gilhooley’s success convinced readers that martial fairytales can indeed have a 

storybook ending in the United States, and American media readily communicated this happily 
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ever after. “The Land of Promise has kept its promise to Mike Gilhooley,” one International 

News Service wire story proclaimed in retelling his tale. “All Mike wanted was to be allowed to 

land and live in the United States. He didn’t expect to be a man of affairs immediately or a gilded 

youth.” After all, he was only chasing those fine young “men who went over to save Belgium. 

He says they are all he wants to remember about Belgium…It is not strange that our American 

men impressed the little fellow, their daring and courage, giving him assurance to carry out his 

adventure. Mike loves America.” And it was the American soldier’s example of bravery, 

according to the wire story, that inspired his ceaseless quest. “Mike wanted to be one of those 

Americans. But America wouldn’t let him. Immigration officials, who must perforce probe a 

fellow’s innermost soul, discovered Mike had great aptitude for rolling the bones.” Gilhooley’s 

successful entrance into this cherished nation strengthened his martial fairy tale: “’Yes!’ was the 

answer to the question as to whether he thought this the greatest country in the world; if he 

intends to become a great man; if he came because he liked the samples of people that went 

over… ‘No!’ was his equally emphatic answer when asked if he had ever thought of boarding a 

ship bound for Australia, Canada or other British possessions.” Obviously, the Land of the Free 

and the Home of the Brave was the only choice for him. “All Mike dared to want of America 

was the opportunity to land here and grow up to citizenship,” and he was not begging for 

handouts. The message was clear: unwavering persistence and unquestioning loyalty should be a 

model for all immigrants.424 

Michael Gilhooley entered the zeitgeist of postwar America. Here was the hero of a 

martial fairytale that was so well-known, his smiling face was seen in advertisements, in tobacco 

shop windows, and even in a phrenology textbook, as his forehead supposedly denotes he “will 
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not follow instruction but will work out a way of his own” and therefore will “be a good citizen.” 

Mike continued to garner cameo references in newspaper articles. In December 1919, the 

Washington Times said he inspired twelve other waif stowaways to come to 

“Mikegilhooleyland.” An article in the New York Herald Sunday Magazine detailing how 

customs officials search for smuggled liquor in ships docking at New York Harbor opened with 

nod to that famed champion stowaway: “Persistence won an American home for young ‘Mike’ 

Gilhooley… but John Barleycorn hasn’t a chance at the same game.” In 1922, a 16-year-old 

stowaway was said to be “emulating Mike Gilhooley” when he was caught on his fifth attempt, 

although by then, quota laws erected more barriers to potential future citizens. Mike’s freckled, 

smiling face symbolized and confirmed for many readers the immigrant narrative of the United 

States as a chosen promise land, where hard work and determination is all anyone needs to 

achieve one’s dreams—a national fairytale that continued long after the guns fell silent and the 

gates slammed shut. 425 

“Is Waif Adoption a Fad?” 

As 1919 drew to a close, the U.S. government instituted a renewed hardline stance 

against stowaways. An Associated Press wire story noted the announcement that “drastic steps” 

and “the greatest vigilance” would be exercised to prevent stowaways from entering, as “Many 

of the most objectionable radicals are believed to have reached this country in such as manner.” 

This crackdown on stowaways led to a re-criminalization of the act in the public eye, once more 

painting broad strokes of vice on these “sea hobos.” At the State Department, a new chief of the 
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Visa Office issued a blanket refusal to grant waivers for stowaways. “It may be taken as a 

general proposition that stowaways are not particularly desirable additions to our population,” he 

wrote to the immigration commissioner at Norfolk, Virginia, and therefore advised that all alien 

stowaways be deported “whether or not they be admissible under the immigration laws.”426 The 

once-glorious adventures of stowaways were now portrayed as inherently suspect. 

Assistant Secretary of Labor Louis F. Post deemed 1920 the year of “Deportations 

Delirium” due to the Palmer Raids and the First Red Scare, but several mascot boys faced a 

similar fate. The “Little Corporal” Enrico Cardi was reportedly discovered to have wealthy 

parents who were stilled living, although no evidence or further information can be found in 

newspapers reports or his immigration casefile. He was sent back to Italy in January, a fact Elsie 

Janis failed to mention in her diary.427 The front page of the New York Evening World reported 

that young Harry Valentin was causing trouble with his foster mother. “Now she says she will 

have no more of him around her home… there will be no place for him but the streets unless he 

is deported.”428 And after a year of reports of Marcel Dupuys running away from the Kyne home 

and his general “incorrigibleness,” he was eventually deported for “constitutional psychopathic 

inferiority.”429  

That year also saw the arrival of some previously deported stowaways; however, they 

were not welcomed triumphantly like Gilhooley’s multiple attempts, but were now seen as an 

unsavory bunch of criminals. Johnny Simpson’s return trip garnered much less favorable press 

than when he first departed Liverpool as the stowaway mascot of the Fighting 69th Regiment. 

 
426 Visa Chief J. Stanley Moore to Norfolk Immigration office, 54774/18, RG 85; Associated Press, “To Wage War 
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The Brooklyn Daily Eagle reminded readers that on his last arrival, Johnny lied about how his 

family perished “in some tragic catastrophe” and that his only remaining hope was to join his 

doughboy friends as he “looked longingly towards his fancied land of the United States, a land of 

milk and honey, bright prospects of millionairing, lofty ideals of freedom and justice and all that 

sort of thing.” Johnny has returned to spin another “sad, sad yarn, but officials are on to the lad 

now.” As Assistant Commissioner Byron Uhl reminded Commissioner General Caminetti, he 

“previously secured admission by appealing to the sympathies of well-intentioned people by the 

grossest kind of falsification.” Believing that appearance revealed personality faults, Uhl 

continued, “He is undersized, effeminate in appearance, unquestionably has little regard for the 

truth,” and therefore the excluding decision was undoubtedly correct.430 Stowaway boys were no 

longer automatic heroes deserving of citizenship, but nascent criminals threatening debauchery. 

When the Bureau of Immigration investigated the boys at the expiration of the temporary 

bond, inspectors uncovered decidedly mixed experiences. Some chaperones reported positively 

on the mascot boys, aside from typical teenage grumbling. Even Assistant Commissioner Uhl 

was pleased with Franc Yoons’ progress: “Unlike so many of these cases, this boy appears to be 

turning out very satisfactorily.” Others’ situations turned out not so favorable, as some guardians 

expressed dissatisfaction with their charge’s progress in becoming an American. “He does not 

seem to appreciate the opportunity of education and advancement that is being given to him,” 

foster father Jack Peters wrote in his report to Ellis Island, “There is no reason why he should not 

make good if he will only try to do so, for he has it in him if he will but forget his Old World 

leanings and selfishness.” Sometimes, these boys demonstrated their displeasure in these new 

homes by running away. Fourteen-year-old John Le Maire fled because his Protestant foster 
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family forbade him from practicing Catholicism, as he explained to the immigration inspector: 

“Mr. Perry beat me up once and forced me to attend his church. Matters kept getting worse until 

I couldn’t stand life with the Perrys longer.” When adoptive father Sgt. Henry Spath was asked 

about progress of fourteen-year-old Jean Berdie, he reported that “the boy had left his custody 

and that he did not know his present whereabouts, but that he had left a note stating he was going 

to California to join the Movies.” But the Bureau of Immigration declined to prosecute this 

obvious bond violation, as they did not want to press charges against a veteran. No word was 

ever received on Jean’s whereabouts.431  

Clearly, not everyone was up to the task of raising a mascot boy. People may not have 

recognized how boys’ wartime trauma manifested in unruly behavior, and when the children 

acted out, this was taken as evidence of moral weakness. The threat of deportation was often 

used as disciplinary technique. Some “doughboy daddies” expressed sadness during such 

situations, such as Max Thornburg when he asked to have his protégé deported: “For ten months 

I, personally or thru relatives did all I knew to make little Wilhelm Rudi a good American boy 

and at the end of that time was forced to consider myself incompetent to develop properly the 

good qualities I believe him to have.”432 Failures to live up to one’s roles in the martial fairytale 

must have been a palpable sting. And yet, media reports on these sad endings rarely placed 

blame on Americans families, but instead pointed to the boys inherent “wanderlust.” The New 

York Daily News wondered “Is Waif Adoption A Fad?” as this passing fancy failed to pan out for 

many boy mascots. When yet another protégé faced deportation, the paper summarized his 
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experience: “Just one more stowaway boy, petted and pampered by the rich, weighed in the 

balance, found wanting, and fired back to the land whence he came."433  

The stowaway mascots of 1919 illustrate how immigration officials stretched their 

discretionary power to admit certain unaccompanied minors—children not seen as a labor threat 

or as race degradation as shown in previous chapters, but as ready-made Americans full of 

promise. The end results of these stowaway mascots demonstrated to many observers that even 

the most promising appearances can be faulty, as these boys were now branded as criminal, with 

latent psychopathic inferiority, despite hailing from the “right” nations. Policy makers and 

immigration officials gleaned a harsh lesson from such experiences: the Bureau must hold fast to 

the most stringent of measures in admitting immigrants, and even then, only at tightly controlled 

numbers. The boys’ supposed failures demonstrated a startling new truth to some observers, that 

whiteness is not enough, and immigrants must also possess the “right” kind of genetics. As 

immigration restrictionists lobbied to build on the recent passage of literacy and I.Q. tests to keep 

out the “feebleminded,” years of quota-based immigration rules would follow.   

Coda: The Second Coming 

In the summer of 1927, a decade after American entry into the First World War, 

newspapers discovered that Mike Gilhooley was working as a farmhand in Hobart, New York, a 

small town near the Catskill Mountains. The once-adoring press disseminated a pitiful image 

through the newswire: “Only a few years ago everybody knew the story of Michael Gilhooley… 

easily the most widely heralded hobo of the high seas ever at Ellis Island. Persons all over the 

United States clamored for the honor of adopting him. They wanted to take into their hearts the 

lad who marched with the American knights of khaki.” But the young man had hit a rough patch. 
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“Mike’s transition from city hero to farm hand may have been for the best, but he failed to take 

the changes tranquilly.” The sudden fame at 14, and the just-as-sudden forgetting, took its toll on 

the stowaway whose fate was once front-page news. “Mike it seems, never forgot the after-war 

adulation he fell heir to. Even today he thumbs old clippings with a wistful, faraway 

expression… he speaks of the old days when the name of Michael Gilhooley was on every 

sentimental tongue.” Alas, was his trouble all for naught? “Gone are the illusions which caused 

Mike five times to knock at the doors of democracy… The land of opportunity has failed to pan 

out” for the world’s champion stowaway.434 Just two months after this unflattering portrait 

spread across the newswires, Mike “suffered another poke in the nose by his long-time 

acquaintance, old man Hard Luck,” as the sudden death of his banker-patron revealed that he 

was cut out of the will. It seemed that Mike, now escaping his lost childhood celebrity with the 

thinly veiled pseudonym Leo Fayette, was destined for the unglamorous life of milking cows and 

wrangling tractors.435  

Later that year, in commemoration of the ten-year-anniversary of U.S. mobilization, the 

American Legion held its annual reunion in Paris. Like any army worth its salt, this “Second 

AEF” also had a boy mascot. Only this time, the child talisman was not a European war waif, but 

six-year-old Jay Ward, from Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania who was selected out of over 1,000 

applicants to earn the title “Typical American Boy.” While young Jay brought some levity to the 

assembled delegation, a foreign specter still loomed large, as General Pershing assailed the “the 

destructive waves of internationalism and communism that seek to swamp us in their flood. The 

enemy is within our gates at this very moment.”436 The little native-born mascot symbolized a 
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transformation in the American consciousness; quota laws were now firmly entrenched in 

immigration policy and the United States turned inward, just as the nation turned its back on the 

foreign stowaway mascot boys of the First World War. The 1920s wrought a new era of 

American immigration restriction, isolationism, and indifference to the children of the world. 

What happened to the boy mascots of the A.E.F. who grew up on American shores? 

While many boys suffered hardships, as noted in the cases above, some lives epitomized the 

“American Dream” that doughboys promised to their proteges. Emile Callet Donaldson, the tiny 

mascot of the 1919 Penn football team, became a Major in the United States Air Force, raised 

two sons with his wife, Hazel, and lived to the age of 96.437 Pierre Michel Bourdain, a fourteen-

year-old French stowaway on SS Kroonland who for a short time adopted his foster father’s 

surname Murphy (as the New York Daily News put it, “He’s Irish now”), reverted back to his 

birth name soon after he reached the age of majority. So even though Pierre died when his only 

child was nine years old, his French family name was passed on to his grandson, Anthony 

Bourdain, who later became a renowned chef, writer, and documentarian.438 

But for the celebrity stowaways, those boys whose dashing tales and smiling faces so 

enraptured Americans in 1919, their lives were largely marked by tragedy. The unusual landing 

of Maurice Bailey, the war hero who claimed to be an American, was flagged after he applied for 

a passport to work as a merchant sailor. No evidence of his American birth could be found, and 

therefore he was deported as an illegal entry. Marcel Dupuys stowed away twice more after his 

first deportation. During his third entrance in the United States, the now 18-year-old Marcel 

enlisted in the U.S. Army and filed his first citizenship papers while stationed at Camp Travis in 
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San Antonio, Texas.439 But a lark off base without leave landed Marcel in the brig, and after an 

investigation uncovered his immigration history, and he was deported one last time. Marcel then 

joined the French Foreign Legion, until a plane crash in 1925 “ended his restless and brief 

career” and he was lain to rest “in an honored grave in Morocco.”440 Michael Gilhooley—the 

Champion Stowaway of the World, the most heralded hobo of the high seas, the boy deemed 

more important to Americans than the League of Nations—stayed rooted in upstate New York. 

After a decade of farm labor, he moved to Albany and drove trucks for the remainder of his life, 

never marrying. He died in his apartment of a self-inflicted gunshot wound in 1952.441 

Just as the American doughboys used these mascot boys for good luck, newspapers used 

them to sell a story of American promise and affirm American exceptionalism. As a result, 

immigration officials stretched the laws to accommodate the martial fairy tale of 1919—perhaps 

as a distraction from the negative press surrounding “alien anarchists,” but also truly believing in 

American soldiers and war workers’ capacity to care for these children. The Bureau of 

Immigration proved very willing to accommodate entry for these children from Northern Europe, 

to bend the regulations meant to shield unaccompanied immigrant children from danger and 

exploitation. Officials were blinded to these dangers by faith in American exceptionalism and 

white supremacy. But what is the purpose of protective legislation when its implementation is so 

haphazard, its regulations are able to be waived away so easily? The stowaway mascot boys were 

remarkably resilient agents of change, and yet many of these children faced exploitation at every 

turn—used by the media to sell newspapers and an uplifting image of American righteousness 
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and desirability, and quite often literally used by the people into whose care they were entrusted. 

People can certainly debate over what Americans “owe” children in other nations, but in 1919, 

American public opinion was convinced that the United States was a beacon for brave orphans 

who, though wronged by war, were willing to work for the blessings of American citizenship. 

This martial fairy tale sold a false notion of national meaning and character that crumbled under 

the slightest bit of boyish resistance. Instead of grounding one’s patriotism in a chimera, 

Americans must eschew leaders who pursue policies of war that create orphans and refugees, and 

instead bolster strategies that allow children to grow up healthy and safe in their home 

communities—wherever that home may be. 
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Conclusion 

 “Jenny Lisette Flores, a minor.” Atop a list of plaintiffs of unaccompanied children in a 

1985 class-action lawsuit against the Immigration and Naturalization Service and the U.S. 

Attorney General, this name has come to represent the protections supposedly guaranteed to 

children detained in U.S. custody without their parents, delineated in the Flores Settlement 

Agreement of 1997. Jenny, a 15-year-old girl from El Salvador fleeing that country’s brutal civil 

war, sought to reunite with her mother then living undocumented in Los Angeles, but Border 

Patrol agents apprehended Jenny near the U.S.-Mexico border. Immigration officials detained 

Jenny and other unaccompanied children alongside unrelated adults in makeshift holding pens—

overcrowded rooms of an old motel in Pasadena, barricaded by razor wire, with no opportunities 

for schools, recreation, doctor visits, or family contact. Not only did the detained immigrants 

endure prison-like conditions and receive little sustenance, but some immigration agents 

subjected children to regular body cavity searches. Alarmed human rights lawyers sought to free 

the unaccompanied children, especially since many had relatives already in the country, but the 

government would only release children into their parent’s custody, many of whom feared 

claiming their children would reveal their undocumented status. As one lawyer involved in the 

lawsuit explained, “Children were being indefinitely detained. The government was using them 

as bait to arrest their parents.”442 Therefore, the class-action lawsuit argued that not only was the 

government responsible for ensuring that basic child-welfare standards were met for detained 

immigrant children, but also that the INS should release these children to competent and 

available adult relatives or vetted sponsors as soon as possible, and not subject children to 

endless detention until a parent claimed them. In response to this lawsuit, a judge ordered the 

 
442 Carlos Holguin quoted in Miriam Jordan, “The History of Migrant Children Protections in America Started with 
Two Girls in Los Angeles,” New York Times, 20 Aug 2018. 
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release of the unaccompanied children into the care of American citizens appointed by their 

mothers, and Jenny was released into an uncle’s care, ending her nightmare at the hands of 

federal government agents. Not satisfied with this victory alone, the lawyers pursued a 

nationwide injunction that would guarantee these terms to all children in federal custody. The 

case reached the Supreme Court in 1993, and although the Justices decided Reno v. Flores in the 

government’s favor, immigration officials in the Clinton administration continued to negotiate 

with the legal groups, finally signing the Flores Settlement Agreement in January 1997. This 

consent decree, still in force today, set strict nationwide standards mandating that children must 

be released from immigration detention within a certain number of days, either into the care of a 

responsible adult guardian or kept in the least restrictive setting possible, such as a youth-focused 

housing facility. This watershed agreement honored the unique needs of unaccompanied children 

and recognized the importance of prompt family reunion.443 But as my research has shown, what 

is written into laws and regulations is not always what is implemented by state actors. 

This dissertation has argued that unaccompanied child migration was an acceptable form 

of travel for many generations, but when the federal government first began to regulate this 

practice, the discretionary powers endowed to immigration officials meant an ability to enact 

race-based disparities in treatment and admission. The men tasked with deciding whether to 

admit or exclude unaccompanied children were often swayed by contemporary ideological trends 

regarding racial fitness, correct family fashioning, and what kind of immigrant were “desirable 

additions” or likely to become a public charge. The ensuing racialization of these children under 

these tropes shaped how the federal government first grappled with unaccompanied immigrant 

children. Additionally, newspaper coverage played a pivotal role in forming the discourse around 

 
443 Rebeca M. López, “Codifying the Flores Settlement Agreement: Seeking to Protect Immigrant Children in U.S. 
Custody,” Marquette Law Review 95, no 4 (Summer 2012): 1637-1676. 
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these children, from influencing public opinion, to helping young migrants plead their case, to 

serving as a mouthpiece for immigration bureaucrats. While media coverage could inflame 

public sentiment with menacing stories about these children sneaking in foreign threats, the press 

could also conversely sway opinions and motivate private individuals to agitate for improved 

detention conditions or demand the children’s release. The trends elucidated in these chapters 

continued throughout the twentieth century, and into to the present day.  

The Quota Laws enacted in the 1920s ensured that only certain unaccompanied children 

could enter the nation, and these only within prescribed numbers. Thus, the racial disparity of 

admissions created by individual discretion became codified through racist quotas.444 The 

discretionary powers remained in force to adjudicate the unaccompanied children who entered 

under the quotas; however, a series of federal court rulings during this decade chastised 

bureaucrats for the discriminatory enforcement of the polices. In 1926, the United States Third 

Circuit Court of Appeals heard the case of Chaim and Marja Berman, 13- and 12-year-old Polish 

siblings and presumably Jewish by their names. The two left their mother, a war widow, abroad 

to join a wealthy uncle in Connecticut, but Ellis Island denied them entry as unaccompanied 

children likely to become a public charge and denied the relative’s offer to post bond. The Court 

ruled that this “finding is not lawful for the obvious reason that no lawful decision can he made 

without any evidence to sustain it… Returning to the record, we find no evidence ‘however 

slight’ which supports the finding that the petitioners are likely to become public charges.” The 

Court argued that the “Commissioner of Immigration is exceeding his power” in this case and 

deemed their exclusion was “an abuse of discretion because of a failure to exercise discretion, 

and, therefore, unlawful.” Thus, the Bureau erred by not using discretionary powers to allow 

 
444 For more on the effects of quotas, see Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects; Libby Garland, After They Closed the 
Gates: Jewish Illegal Immigration to the United States, 1921-1965 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014). 
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entry for these two unaccompanied children clearly suitable for entry. The Berman siblings could 

now lawfully enter the U.S. almost three years after their initial application. In this case, the 

Third Circuit court confirmed the arguments laid out in chapter 4, that officials unjustly wielded 

discretionary powers, and mandated a more equitable deployment of discretion.445 

But in the next decade, American politicians’ inflexibility in lifting quota barriers in 

times of crisis caused immeasurable harm to children seeking safety from war and persecution in 

the interwar years. Facing antisemitism and persecution in Nazi Germany, humanitarians sought 

to work around quota restrictions by seeking entry for just child refugees. If Americans would 

not allow entry for Jewish adults, surely the nation would feel sympathetic to unaccompanied 

children under threat and extend them a welcome. Months after the Kristallnacht attacks, 

Congress debated the bipartisan Wagner-Rogers Bill, which would have temporarily increased 

the quotas to allow entry for 20,000 Jewish children. But the bill never came to a vote, and the 

beginning of the Second World War soon afterwards ended hopes for further action for these 

children. A comment from Laura Delano Houghteling, a cousin of President Franklin Roosevelt 

and wife of the U.S. Commissioner of Immigration, hints at why this initiative failed, as she 

mused that “20,000 charming children would all too soon grow up into 20,000 ugly adults.”446 

Historian Judith Tydor Baumel-Schwartz has chronicled this shameful moment in American 

history, offering a contrast to the successful rescue of hundreds of Jewish children to the United 

 
445 United States ex rel. Berman v. Curran, 13 F.2d 96 (1926); AP Wire, “Allow Children of Slain Veteran to Enter 
America,” Reading (PA) Times, 29 May 1926, 2. This ruling was affirmed in United States ex rel. De Sousa v. Day, 
22 F.2d 472 (1927), regarding a similar situation, only with a single boy destined to a less “well-to-do” relative; as 
Circuit Justice Augustus N. Hand wrote, “but that is a matter of degree, and we regard the proof ample that the uncle 
here was able and willing to care for and educate the immigrant. It is true that the burden was upon the immigrant to 
show that he did not belong to any of the excluded classes. But we find that he has met the burden by showing that 
he was destined to an uncle who was able and willing to care for and educate him. In view of this proof… it [was] 
unlawful to treat the fact that the uncle was not under legal obligation to assist the alien as a ground of exclusion.” 
446 Marc Shapiro, “When Jewish Children Were the Ones Being Separated,” Baltimore Jewish Times, 19 Jul 2018. 
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Kingdom through the “Kindertransport” program.447 But in this moment, too, unaccompanied 

children received disparate treatment at the hands of immigration authorities—while efforts to 

rescue young Jewish refugees faltered, the United States granted special entry to a number of 

unaccompanied British children.448  

More work needs to be done to uncover the breakdown of American efforts to rescue 

Basque children from Francisco Franco’s fascist armies during the Spanish Civil War. In the 

wake of the April 1937 bombing of Guernica, a group known as the American Board of 

Guardians for Basque Refugee Children sought to bring 2,000 such children to the United States 

as non-quota visitors. However, the drive faced resistance from Catholic organizations who 

argued that the children should remain in Europe, where there was “less danger of their being 

subjected to an atmosphere that might prove inimical to the retention of their faith.” One 

Massachusetts Senator professed he “sympathized completely” with the children’s plight, but 

“doubted the wisdom of removing them so far from their homes.” Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., the 

other Bay State Senator, also noted that he “did not believe it to be the best interest of the 

children to separate them from their families and bring them 3,000 miles away from their 

homes.” The Massachusetts Governor Charles Hurley insinuated some ulterior motives, “We 

should know who is back[ing] this plan,” as some believed the organization to be a secret 

Communist plot.449 The effort stalled, and no Basque children found refuge in the United States. 

 
447 Judith Tydor Baumel-Schwartz, Unfulfilled Promise: Rescue and Resettlement of Jewish Refugee Children in the 
United States, 1934-1945 (Juneau, AK: Denali Press, 1990) and Never Look Back: The Jewish Refugee Children in 
Great Britain, 1938-1945 (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 2012). Some independent “Mercy Ships” 
organized by American aid workers successfully brought in a few dozen Jewish children. See Steven Pressman and 
Paul A. Shapiro, 50 Children: One Ordinary American Couple’s Extraordinary Rescue Mission into the Heart of 
Nazi Germany (New York, NY: Harper, 2014). 
448 See for instance Alistair Horne, A Bundle from Britain, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994). 
449 “Plan to Bring Basque Refugee Children to U.S. Draws Opposition” National Catholic Welfare Conference News 
Service, 1 June 1937, TheCatholicNewsArchive.org; “M.C.O.F. Convention Is Told Refuge for Basques Here 
Fosters Communism,” Boston Globe, 26 May 1937, 2. See also “Spain: Relief of Basque Children,” digitized folder 
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 Whether due to the national shame of failing to rescue children from the Holocaust or to 

new geopolitical calculations, the United States government took an entirely different course in 

the Cold War Era and welcomed thousands of unaccompanied child refugees. Historians 

analyzing this era have produced works on the thousands of unaccompanied children airlifted out 

of Cuba in Operation Pedro Pan and Vietnamese orphans in Operation Babylift, as well as the 

adoption of Korean children after war marred their homeland, and other transracial, transnational 

adoptions during this era. These scholars question whether such actions were truly humanitarian 

efforts or if the children were mere political pawns. But while these rescues of unaccompanied 

children received much publicity, perhaps as a balm to suage the pangs of Cold War wrongs 

done in Americans’ names, the proxy wars and CIA-backed coups in Central American countries 

led to a less publicized mass exodus of unaccompanied refugees, children like Jenny Flores. The 

continued instability and poverty in these countries ensures that unaccompanied children will 

continue to brave treacherous passage to the United States to find some semblance of safety.450 

 I first envisioned this project in the wake of the 2014 “influx” of Central American 

unaccompanied immigrant children from the Northern Triangle countries of Guatemala, 

Honduras, and El Salvador.451 Moved by images of children caged in by chain-link fences, 

sleeping on cement floors, and denied access to age-appropriate education and recreation, I 

wondered if children in the past traveled without their parents, and if so, I wanted to investigate 

 
in the Gardner Jackson Papers, 1912-1965, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum, 
http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/_resources/images/hol/hol00242.pdf.  
450 Yvonne M. Conde, Operation Pedro Pan: The Untold Exodus of 14,048 Cuban Children, (New York: Routledge, 
1999); Maria de los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the U.S., and the 
Promise of a Better Future (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003); Victor Andres Triay, Fleeing Castro: Operation Pedro 
Pan and the Cuban Children’s Program (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999); Laura Briggs, Somebody’s 
Children: The Politics of Transracial and Transnational Adoption (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012); Arissa 
H. Oh, To Save the Children of Korea: The Cold War Origins of International Adoption (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2015). 
451 I was inspired by Tasneem Raja, “Child Migrants Have Been Coming to America Alone Since Ellis Island,” 
Mother Jones, July 2014. https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2014/07/child-migrant-ellis-island-history/. 
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how the federal government handled this population. Seeing how President Barack Obama’s 

administration struggled to adequately care for these children, was there a usable past that could 

illuminate a better way to meet the unique needs of unaccompanied immigrant children? My 

dissertation reveals there was indeed a long history of Americans grappling with this population; 

while there were certainly continuities in the racism displayed by immigration authorities, there 

was also some recognition that these children were not all threats, but vulnerable children placed 

in impossibly difficult circumstances, and it is in everyone’s best interest to reunite these young 

immigrants with the capable and vetted adults who wish to provide them with care. 

 But in the midst of my research, the federal government under President Donald Trump 

committed unthinkable atrocities, as the 2018 “zero tolerance” policy actually created 

unaccompanied minors through forcibly separating children from their parents and guardians 

when detained at the border. I wondered—how could this be possible? As I was analyzing the 

fearful experiences of unaccompanied children in the past, my government was not tempering or 

mitigating these conditions, but actively creating them. As Laura Briggs has demonstrated in 

Taking Children: A History of American Terror, this tactic also had a long history, as officials 

have separated children from their families as a tool to terrorize indigenous, Black and Latinx 

peoples.452 And while the federal government eventually rescinded the policy of family 

separation in response to massive public outpouring of disapproval, the Trump administration 

then took aim at the Flores Settlement, and sought to end the protections guaranteed to minors 

and the responsibilities placed on the government in caring for these children.453  

 
452 Laura Briggs, Taking Children: A History of American Terror (Oakland: University of California Press, 2020). 
453 Dara Lind and Dylan Scott, “Flores agreement: Trump’s executive order to end family separation might run afoul 
of a 1997 court ruling,” Vox, 21 Jun 2018, https://www.vox.com/2018/6/20/17484546/executive-order-family-
separation-flores-settlement-agreement-immigration. Accessed 8 Mar 2022. 
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 The Flores Settlement is now 25 years old, but the protections it guarantees to 

unaccompanied child migrants remain under threat, as far-right politicians attempt to inflame 

their base voters by disparaging immigrant children and attempt to enact greater suffering on 

these most vulnerable of immigrants. In 2017, U.S. Representative from Iowa Steve King 

proclaimed, “We can't restore our civilization with somebody else's babies.” In 2018, President 

Donald Trump lumped undocumented immigrants with the MS-13 gang, saying “these are not 

people, these are animals,” and in referring to immigrant children, the President of the United 

States remarked, “They look so innocent. They are not innocent.”454 And as of this writing, 

Florida Governor Ron DeSantis is attempting to block state funding for the shelters that house 

unaccompanied immigrant children in humane living conditions. The standards of care 

established in the Flores Settlement should be seen as the bare minimum of treatment for these 

vulnerable children, and yet, the protections enshrined in this consent decree are instead treated 

as a political battleground. Whether Greek, Irish, and Italian, or Cuban, Haitian, and El 

Salvadorian, unaccompanied minors are still children facing impossibly difficult situations, and 

all of these most vulnerable of immigrants deserve guaranteed protections and standards of care. 

As this dissertation has argued, families have long made the difficult decision to send children 

abroad by themselves, or children with few other options make such a daring move on their own 

accord. Such young travelers deserve support, not scorn. If the United States is to welcome the 

stranger, it must start at the meekest. There is a better way to treat these children, these potential 

future citizens. We have done better in the past; we must do better in the future. 

 

 
454 Steve King (@SteveKingIA), “Wilders understands that culture and demographics are our destiny. We can't 
restore our civilization with somebody else's babies,” Twitter, 12 Mar 2017, 1:40PM 
https://twitter.com/SteveKingIA/status/840980755236999169; Jordan Fabian, “Trump on MS-13: ‘These are not 
people, these are animals’” The Hill, 23 May 2018; https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/389037-trump-on-
ms-13-these-are-not-people-these-are-animals. Accessed 8 Mar 2022. 
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Appendix A: Annual Numbers of Excluded Unaccompanied Children under the 1907 Act 
 

“Race or People” 1908 1909 1910 1911 1912 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 

African  3 2 8 13 11 10 22 13 22 11 

Armenian  2 1 4 6 5 9 14 0 0 0 

Bohemian and 
Moravian (Czech) 

0 0 0 3 0 2 2 0 2 0 

Bulgarian, Servian, 
and Montenegrin 

21 1 44 17 13 8 22 8 7 2 

Chinese 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Croatian and 
Slovenian 

1 0 4 10 5 9 24 1 0 1 

Cuban 0 0 0 5 1 2 0 2 1 2 

Dalmatian, Bosnian, 
Herzegovinian 

0 4 2 7 1 4 6 1 0 0 

Dutch and Flemish 0 0 1 0 0 2 2 2 1 8 

East Indian 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 

English 3 2 6 30 30 46 44 65 82 80 

Finnish 0 0 0 1 2 2 0 1 1 3 

French 1 3 5 20 27 29 35 41 78 59 

German 0 4 9 32 12 20 26 19 17 13 

Greek 11 64 32 59 25 25 74 31 51 19 

Hebrew 2 0 17 81 20 23 45 37 30 31 

Irish 1 1 2 21 17 8 13 12 38 37 

Italian (Northern) 0 1 4 12 7 15 14 0 1 3 

Italian (Southern) 20 10 65 63 40 65 61 29 22 7 
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Japanese 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 

Lithuanian 1 1 1 11 2 5 4 0 0 0 

Magyar 0 1 0 13 5 3 13 4 1 2 

Mexican 1 2 5 7 50 56 117 195 213 257 

Pacific Islander 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Polish 0 6 24 40 18 24 27 4 5 2 

Portuguese 4 5 14 7 5 16 1 2 4 12 

Roumanian 5 12 3 4 3 3 19 2 3 0 

Russian 1 1 2 4 3 9 15 1 0 0 

Ruthenian (Russniak) 2 3 5 13 14 14 18 4 5 3 

Scandinavian 1 1 3 11 7 4 10 8 11 10 

Scotch 1 1 2 7 14 14 16 23 24 26 

Slovak 0 1 4 8 9 3 15 1 1 0 

Spanish 0 0 3 5 13 10 14 4 8 3 

Spanish-American 0 0 1 0 1 2 0 1 2 1 

Syrian 1 1 13 28 21 36 36 11 2 2 

Turkish 0 5 0 0 1 5 1 0 0 0 

Welsh 0 0 1 0 0 2 0 2 0 0 

West Indian (except 
Cuban) 

0 0 0 2 1 1 4 1 2 0 

Other peoples 6 5 12 9 11 4 4 4 9 6 

Total 88 138 296 549 395 492 718 539 643 601 
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Appendix B: Comparative Percentages of Annual Immigration and Child Exclusion 
 
Percentages of (a) Total Annual Immigration, and (b) Excluded Unaccompanied Immigrant Children, 
according to the Bureau of Immigration’s “Race or People” classifications 
 

“Race or 
People” 

1908 
    (a)        (b)  

1909 
    (a)        (b)  

1910 
(a)        (b) 

1911 
(a)        (b) 

1912 
(a)        (b) 

1913 
(a)        (b) 

English 6% 3% 5% 2% 5% 2% 7% 5% 7% 8% 5% 9% 

German 9% 0 8% 3% 7% 3% 8% 6% 8% 3% 7% 4% 

Greek 4% 13% 3% 46% 4% 11% 4% 11% 4% 6% 3% 5% 

Hebrew 13% 2% 8% 0 8% 6% 10% 15% 10% 6% 8% 5% 

Irish 5% 1% 4% 0.7% 4% 0.6% 5% 4% 4% 4% 3% 2% 

Italian 
(Southern) 

14% 23% 22% 7% 18% 22% 18% 11% 16% 10% 19% 13% 

Scandinavian 4% 1% 5% 0.7% 5% 1% 5% 2% 4% 2% 3% 0.8% 

Syrian 0.7% 1% 0.4% 0.7% 0.6% 4% 0.6% 5% 0.6% 5% 0.7% 7% 

 
 
Percentages derived from Appendix A and the following annual immigration rates, pulled from statistical 
charts found in the Bureau of Immigration Annual Reports: 
 

 1908 1909 1910 1911 1912 1913 

English 49,056 39,021 53,498 57,258 49,689 55,522 

German 73,038 58,534 71,380 66,471 65,343 80,865 

Greek 28,808 20,262 39,135 37,021 31,566 38,644 

Hebrew 103,387 57,551 84,260 91,223 80,595 101,330 

Irish 36,427 31,185 38,382 40,246 33,922 37,023 

Italian 
(Southern) 

110,547 165,248 192,673 159,638 135,830 231,613 

Scandinavian 32,789 34,996 52,037 45,859 31,601 38,737 

Syrian 5,520 3,668 6,317 5,444 5,525 9,210 

Total 782,870 751,786 1,041,570 878,587 838,172 1,197,892 
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