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e x e C u t i v e  s u m m a r y

Th e East Boston Immigration Station (Immigration 
Station) at 287 Marginal St. was the only federally-
constructed, purpose-built immigration facility in 
Boston’s long history of accepting new arrivals to the 
United States.  Built in 1920, well aft er the highest 
number of immigrants had come through the Port 
of Boston, it functioned for 34 years as a detention 
center for the United States Immigration Service in 
Boston.  Its sole function, like other federal detention 
centers in key United States ports of entry, was to 
provide a central location for further examination of 
incoming immigrants who had paper work which was 
not in order or were suspected of having a contagious 
disease. Most of these immigrants were eventually 
allowed to enter the United States. It is estimated that 
only approximately 10 percent of the 230,677 im-
migrants who landed in the Port of Boston during the 
time of its operation were sent to the station in East 
Boston.1 Others, who were deemed likely to become 
a public charge or of being criminals or of being men-
tally unsound, and therefore unacceptable by law as 

future citizens of this country, were deported and sent 
back to their country of origin. 

Th e story of the building’s construction, a 12-year 
eff ort that resulted in a facility much smaller than 
Boston immigration offi  cials had hoped for, is one of 
a drawn-out struggle to get a building erected at all. 
From the earliest years of the 20th century the need 
for a centralized immigration processing center was 
recognized, as arriving immigrants came to docks 
arrayed around Boston Harbor and were processed 
there or on board ship. An immigration station in 
rented space on the second fl oor of a building at 
Long Wharf served as a detention center beginning 
in 1901, but was not big enough to centralize all 
operations.  By 1908, offi  cials were asking for a free-
standing government building to act as a complete 
processing center for immigrants.  A fi ve-story build-
ing was designed in 1910, succeeded by a three-story 
building in early 1918, but the funds for construction 
of such buildings on the harbor, complete with a 
seawall and a water approach were never appropriated 
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by Congress. A one-story building was finally built 
in 1918-1920, and two partial stories were added ten 
years later. It had less floor space than the previous 
facility at Long Wharf, meaning that inspections and 
processing of arriving immigrants continued to take 
place on board ship or on the various arrival piers, as 
they had in previous decades. 

From the beginning, the East Boston Immigration 
Station suffered from physical inadequacies.  The roof 
leaked and the heating was faulty. Proper supports for 
the bunk bed system had not been built. The money 
for a sea wall had not been appropriated, and the sea 
wall was not constructed until 1923. The building was 
often too small for the number of detainees that it was 
required to confine. As a result, the partial second and 
third stories were constructed in 1929-1930, adding 
office space above the first floor and freeing space on 
that level for detention facilities.

In the 1940s and 1950s the role of the Immigra-
tion Station in the detention of arriving immigrants 
gradually became less important. During World War 
II, when immigration slowed to a trickle, the station 
was also called upon to serve as a detention center 
for “enemy aliens,” residents of the United States who 
were born in countries with whom the United States 
was at war. After the war, the station remained open 
until 1954, when immigration services moved their 
offices to Tremont Street in downtown Boston and to 
Logan Airport.

Declared “excess” by the General Services Admin-
istration in 1959, the building was auctioned by the 
federal government twice—the second time in 1963 
after a foreclosure on a mortgage—and was owned 
by Bethlehem Steel for a time and used for storage. 
The Massachusetts Port Authority (Massport) ac-

quired the building in 1985 and leased it to tenants 
who also used the premises for storage.

The building was located in a Designated Port Area 
(DPA), pursuant to Massachusetts statute and regula-
tion. As such, the building or any successor must be 
used to support the maritime industry, in a so-called 
“maritime industrial use.” It has been vacant for nearly 
two decades. The building fell into a state of disrepair 
as various owners and shipyard operators struggled to 
maintain a viable maritime industrial business in the 
shipyard. In September 2009 the Immigration Station 
was declared a safety hazard and recommended for 
demolition; demolition occurred in April 2011. 

Nonetheless, Massport recognized the historic sig-
nificance of the building and its role in the larger story 
of immigration to and through Boston from various 
parts of the world.  Accordingly, Massport has docu-
mented the history of this building with photogra-
phy, historical research, and interviews. A visit to the 
building in May 2010 provided the information for 
an architectural description, which is included in this 
narrative.  The purpose of this narrative is to provide 
a comprehensive story about a facility that was but a 
part of the long and significant history of the Port of 
Boston. 
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East Boston Immigration Station, ca. 1925, courtesy of Boston Public Library.
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Th e story of the East Boston Immigration Station 
is not told in any book, and uncovering its his-
tory required research in a number of archives that 
contained primary sources of information, includ-
ing correspondence, memos, and building plans  
Th e  research eff orts included visits to the Boston 
Public Library, the U. S. Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Services (USCIS) Historical Reference Library 
in Washington, D. C., and the National Archives 
and Records Administration (NARA ) centers in 
Waltham, MA, and the National Archives in Wash-
ington D.C. and College Park, Maryland.  

Th e NARA  archive in College Park is the repository 
for all of the drawings and plans of the East Boston 
Immigration Station from 1910 into the 1930s as it 
went through design changes that resulted in the ex-
isting building. Th e other NARA  archives contain all 
of the paperwork that relate to this building over the 
years. Librarians from the USCIS Historical Refer-
ence Library, who previously had done research on 
the East Boston station, were helpful in providing 

fi le reference numbers to relevant material in the 
extensive NARA  archive in Washington D.C.  Mar-
ian Smith of that library also provided the draft  of a 
paper she had writt en on the Immigration Service 
in Boston in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Th e NARA  archives hold correspondence relating 
to the eff orts to appropriate funds for the building, 
details about alterations over the years, and corre-
spondence and memos regarding the closing of the 
building in the late 1950s and its auctioning by the 
General Services Administration.

Th e “East Boston Immigration Center” binder in the 
Social Sciences Department at the Boston Public 
Library contains duplicate copies of many of the 
NARA  documents, although it is not a complete 
collection.  Th e Social Sciences Department also has 
a collection of materials related to immigration into 
East Boston, of which the aforementioned binder is 
a part, which includes copies of newspaper articles, 
announcements, photographs, and books related to 
this topic.  A review of the reference materials avail-
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able in the Boston Public Library Fine Arts Depart-
ment revealed few items relevant to the East Boston 
Immigration Station and its history or context; the 
Annual Reports of the Supervising Architect of the 
Treasury Department for the years 1918 and 1920 
yielded little mention of the facility and provided 
no new information that could not be gleaned from 
other sources.  The Boston city directories currently 
available in the Microtext Department of the Boston 
Public Library were used to confirm occupancy for 
the building in recent decades.  

Extensive online searches revealed annual reports 
for the Massachusetts State Board of Health, Lu-
nacy, and Charity and for the Annual Reports of 
the Commissioner General of Immigration to the 
Secretary of Labor, both of which had responsibility 
for immigration operations during different periods. 
These reports provided some description of the 
immigration agency’s operations, as well as some 
statistics.

Other libraries and archives in the city were investi-
gated but not visited in person. An online catalogue 
search of the East Boston branch of the Boston 
Public Library did not indicate any material directly 
relating to the Immigration Station. The Massachu-
setts Archives has lists of the names of immigrants 
who arrived by ship between 1848, when the Com-
monwealth began keeping such records, and 1891, 
when the federal government took over record-
keeping.  The Massachusetts Historical Society 
catalogue lists documents on the various attitudes of 
New Englanders toward immigration over the years, 
but none directly relating to the East Boston Im-
migration Station or the processing of immigrants 
in Boston. The Immigration Station building was 
visited in May 2010. Personal inspection of the in-

terior and exterior of the structure yielded informa-
tion about the details of its construction, materials, 
and its current condition. Because of the extreme 
deterioration of the stairs, however, no access to the 
upper floors was available.

More research on the cases of individual detainees 
is possible using records at the National Archives in 
Washington D.C.  Records on individuals younger 
than 75 years of age, however, are not released to the 
public. When any file is requested for research, it 
must be reviewed by a federal archivist to make sure 
such personal material is not included. 
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n a t i o n a L  i m m i g r a t i o n  P o L i C i e s 
a n d  P r a C t i C e s

National Immigration Policy in the 
19th Century

Until the mid-1850s, no major legal restrictions on 
immigration to the United States existed, although 
anti-alien sentiments certainly were present. Th e 
individual states handled immigration processing 
until 1875, with national statutes that att empted to 
bring central control and restriction of immigration 
fi rst being passed in 1864. In 1875 the Supreme 
Court reversed an earlier position that had left  
control in the hands of the states and major changes 
in national immigration policy followed.1  Th e Act 
of March 3, 1875 established the policy of direct 
federal regulation of immigration by prohibiting 
for the fi rst time entry to undesirable immigrants, 
defi ned as criminals and prostitutes. It also prohib-
ited the bringing of any Oriental person without 
their voluntary consent and declared the contract-

ing to supply “coolie” labor a felony. Th e Act also 
assigned the inspection of immigrants to collectors 
of the ports.2 

In the late 19th century as immigration to the Unit-
ed States grew tremendously —in the two decades 
from 1881 to 1900 over nine million immigrants 
entered the United States—restrictions on immi-
gration began to increase. In the 1870s and 1880s 
intense anti-Chinese feelings, and in the early 1900s 
also anti-Japanese feeling on the West Coast became 
the focus of much immigration restriction activity.3  
A renegotiation of the Burlingame Treaty of 1868, 
which had provided for unrestricted immigration 
both ways between China and the United States, 
allowed the United States in 1880 to restrict Chi-
nese immigration and resulted in the fi rst important 
immigration restriction act. Th e Chinese Exclusion 
Act of May 6, 1882 was the fi rst in a series of Chi-
nese immigration restriction acts. Th e Exclusion Act 
restricted immigration of Chinese nationals as labor-
ers and barred Chinese from becoming naturalized 
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American citizens, a prohibition which lasted until 
1943.4  The next significant exclusionary legislation 
was the Act to Prohibit the Coming of Chinese 
Persons into the United States of May 1892 (27 
Stat. 25). Referred to as the Geary Act, it allowed 
Chinese laborers to travel to China and reenter the 
United States but its provisions were otherwise 
more restrictive than preceding immigration laws. 
This act required Chinese people to register and 
secure a certificate as proof of their right to be in the 
United States. Imprisonment or deportation was 
the penalty for those who failed to have the required 
papers or witnesses. 5 

The 1880s was also the beginning of an immense 
surge of emigration from southern and eastern Eu-
rope. In the latter half of the 19th century spreading 
industrialization and commercialized agriculture 
in Eastern Europe led to reduced numbers of farms 
that were large enough to support families, along 
with a concurrent increase in the population. As a 
result the flow of emigrants from this region, which 
had begun with artisans and farmers, increased to 
include apprentices, day laborers and farm hands. 
An exception to this pattern was the Jewish popula-
tion of Eastern Europe. They were fleeing poverty, 
religious persecution, and overcrowding in the 
Russian Pale of Settlement, the only region of the 
Russian Empire where they were permitted to live. 
They were not permitted to own land and so tended 
to have urban skills as artisans and in the trades. In 
Italy large estates were expanding, squeezing out 
smaller landowners or leaving them with inferior 
land. Those who emigrated tended to be in the 
middle and lower-middle echelons of the peasantry, 
along with some artisans or people in skilled trades 
such as fishermen.6   

This influx of people stirred up both opposition 
from the U.S. labor movement, which wanted to 
protect the jobs of its members from the competi-
tion posed by new immigrants, and religious preju-
dice against Catholics and Jews, who made up much 
of the immigrant population. The Immigration Act 
of August 3, 1882 was the first general immigration 
law. It established a system of central control of im-
migration through State Boards under the Secretary 
of the Treasury. It added to the classes of undesir-
able aliens by excluding persons likely to become 
a public charge in addition to criminals and prosti-
tutes, who were already excluded.7  

In 1890 the federal government set up its first im-
migration center in New York at Ellis Island. As the 
first national immigration center, it was a response 
to the confusion of varying immigration regulations 
handled by the individual states.8  The pressure 
for more restrictions on immigration had become 
greater, and was one of the reasons for the establish-
ment of Ellis Island station, which implemented 
tightened restrictions and made it more difficult for 
newcomers to enter the United States than had the 
previous processing center in New York harbor, the 
New York state-operated Castle Garden. 9 

The Federal Government Takes Over  
Immigration Processing/20th Century  
Immigration Acts

The Immigration Act of March 3, 1891 provided 
for the federal government to take over responsibil-
ity for immigration processing from the individual 
states. It established the Bureau of Immigration 
under the Treasury Department to administer all 
immigration laws except the Chinese Exclusion Act.  
Immigration was further restricted by adding to the 
inadmissible classes persons suffering from certain 
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contagious diseases, felons, persons convicted of 
other crimes or misdemeanors, polygamists, and 
aliens assisted by others through payment of their 
passage. It also forbade the encouragement of immi-
gration by means of advertisement, and allowed for 
special rules of entry along the borders of Canada 
and Mexico so as not to impede ordinary travel, and 
directed the deportation of any alien who entered 
the US unlawfully.10   In 1900 the Office of the 
Superintendent of Immigration, created by the 1891 
act, became the chief agency responsible for imple-
menting federal regulations mandated by the Chi-
nese exclusion laws. This office eventually became 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), 
today known as U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE).  Special “Chinese” inspectors, 
people designated to enforce the Chinese exclusion 
laws, were employed by the Immigration Service.11 

The Bureau of Immigration was transferred to the 
newly created Department of Commerce and Labor 
by the Act of February 14, 1903. In the years im-
mediately following, other acts were passed that 
expanded the list of inadmissible classes, made the 
requirements for naturalization more stringent, and 
the expanded the authority to deport an alien.12 

The rising tide of immigration in the late 19th cen-
tury fed rapidly growing anti-immigration feeling. 
The Immigration Restriction League, which was 
organized in 1894 by prominent Bostonians Robert 
Treat Paine, Charles Warren, Prescott F. Hall, and 
Robert Decourcy Ward among others, sponsored a 
literacy test law that would prohibit any immigrant 
unable to read in any language from entering the 
United States.13  It was hoped by many in the league 
that this would reduce the total numbers of immi-
grants and allow only “superior” applicants to enter, 

and perhaps help English-speaking groups maintain 
their dominance. The measure was passed in 1917, 
overriding President Wilson’s veto and giving the 
Restriction League the encouragement of success.14  
Specifically, the Immigration Act of February 5, 
1917 excluded illiterate aliens from entry and ex-
panded the list of those excluded for mental health 
and other reasons. It further restricted the immi-
gration of Asian peoples creating a “barred zone,” 
completely prohibiting immigration to the United 
States from an area that extended over much of Asia. 
It also broadened the class of individuals who were 
deportable.15  

The Quota Law of May 19, 1921 was the first law 
to impose quotas on members of specific national 
groups. It limited the number of aliens of any na-
tionality entering the United States to three percent 
of the foreign-born persons of that nationality who 
lived in the country in 1910. Roughly 350,000 such 
aliens were permitted to enter each year, mostly 
from Northern and Western Europe. People who 
had resided continuously for at least one year im-
mediately preceding their application in one of the 
independent countries of the Western Hemisphere 
were exempted from the quotas. Those who be-
longed to recognized learned professions and those 
employed as domestic servants were admitted on a 
non-quota basis.16  

The quota system was extended and became more 
restrictive with the Immigration Act of May 26, 
1924. This was the first permanent limitation on 
immigration and established the “national origins 
quota system.” It contained two quota provisions: 

1. Up to June 30, 1927 the annual quota of any na-
tionality subject to quotas was set at two percent 
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of the number of foreign-born persons of that 
nationality resident in the continental United 
States in 1890.

2. After June 30, 1927 (later pushed back to July 1, 
1929) immigration for those with quota status 
was capped at 150,000 and the quota for each 
country was set at the percentage of 150,000 
that equaled the percentage of inhabitants of 
the United States of that national origin in 1920. 
Preferential quota status was given to certain 
groups such as those skilled in agriculture to-
gether with their families and the minor chil-
dren, parents, and spouses of U. S. citizens. 

Non-quota status was given to wives and unmar-
ried children under 18 years of age of U. S. citizens; 
natives of Western Hemisphere countries; non-
immigrants; and certain others. The law introduced 
the provision that no alien ineligible to become a 
citizen be admitted to the United States as an im-
migrant. Also under this law no alien was permitted 
entrance to the United States without an unexpired 
immigration visa issued by an American consular 
officer abroad.17  This law thus transferred most of 
the processing of immigrants to the U. S. consular 
offices in the countries of origin of people wishing 
to immigrate. 

Post-World War II and the Cold War Acts

It was not until World War II and in years following 
that a series of legislative acts removing or loosening 
immigration restrictions began to be passed, largely 
the result of foreign policy concerns. The United 
States was now a world power and domestic fears 
about the racial and ethnic makeup of the nation 
were not dominant in immigration policy. War alli-
ances had been formed with Asian countries and in 

Europe millions of displaced persons, victims of the 
Holocaust and war refugees and those displaced by 
Stalin’s takeover of Eastern Europe, had no place to 
go. Further, American soldiers had married overseas 
and wanted to bring their war brides home. In 1943, 
Chinese persons or persons of Chinese descent 
became eligible for naturalization as American 
citizens; although a quota of 105 per year for the 
entire country was set. The War Brides Act of 1945 
waived visas and many of the provisions of immigra-
tion law for women whom American soldiers had 
married overseas. In 1946 some of these provisions 
were extended to fiancées, and non-quota status 
was given to Chinese wives of American citizens. In 
1948 the Displaced Persons Act was the first state-
ment of a policy admitting persons fleeing persecu-
tion.18  

With the onset of the Cold War in the late 1940s, 
foreign policy concerns exerted a different kind of 
influence over immigration policy. It began with 
the 1952 Immigration and Nationality Act or 
McCarran-Walter Act. Nevada Republican Senator 
Pat McCarran and Democrat Congressman Francis 
Walter from Pennsylvania led a group in Congress 
that was concerned the United States could face 
communist infiltration through immigration, and 
that unassimilated aliens could threaten the foun-
dations of American life. They felt that limited and 
selective immigration was the best way to ensure the 
preservation of national security and national in-
terests. The 1924 quota system was revised to allow 
for national quotas at a rate of 1/6 of one percent of 
each nationality’s population in the United States 
in 1920. As a result, 85 percent of the 154,277 visas 
available annually were allotted to immigrants from 
northern and western Europe. The act continued the 
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practice of not including countries in the Western 
Hemisphere in the quota system. Another major 
provision of the law repealed the last of the existing 
measures to exclude Asian immigration, allotted 
each Asian nation a minimum quota of 100 visas 
each year, and eliminated laws preventing Asians 
from becoming naturalized American citizens. How-
ever, the new law only allotted new Asian quotas 
based on race, instead of nationality. An individual 
with one or two Asian parents, born anywhere in 
the world and possessing the citizenship of any na-
tion, would be counted under the national quota of 
the Asian nation of his or her ethnicity or against a 
generic quota for the “Asian Pacific Triangle.”19   

The basic structure of today’s immigration law was 
established by the Immigration and Nationality 
Act Amendments of October 3, 1965 (Hart-
Cellar Act). It abolished the national origins quota 
system that had originally been established in 1921 
and most recently modified in 1952, but continued 
to cap immigration through quotas based primar-
ily on hemispheres and secondarily on countries. 
The act allocated 170,000 visas to countries in the 
Eastern Hemisphere and 120,000 to countries in 
the Western Hemisphere. This increased the annual 
ceiling on immigrants from 150,000 to 290,000, 
but was the first time any numerical limitation had 
been placed on immigration from the Western 
Hemisphere. Each Eastern Hemisphere country 
was allowed an allotment of 20,000 visas, while in 
the Western Hemisphere there was no per-country 
limit. Non-quota immigrants and immediate rela-
tives (spouses, minor children, and parents of U.S. 
citizens over the age of 21) were not to be counted 
as part of either the hemispheric or country ceiling. 
Family reunification thus became an important basis 

of U.S. immigration policy.  For the first time, the act 
gave higher preference to the relatives of American 
citizens and permanent resident aliens than to ap-
plicants with special job skills.20 

h i s t o r y  o f  i m m i g r a t i o n  P r o C e s s i n g 
i n  b o s t o n
Early Efforts to Control Immigrant  
Entry into Boston Harbor

In Massachusetts, even before any active regula-
tion of immigration processing existed, there was 
concern about contagious diseases brought in by 
arriving crew and passengers.  As early as the 1730s, 
Rainsford Island in Boston Harbor was used as a 
quarantine station for ships wishing to enter the 
port of Boston. It continued in this role through the 
early 19th century, when in 1832 a large hospital 
was built there, probably designed by the well-
known American architect, Isaiah Rogers. In 1847, 
the Boston Board of Aldermen formed a commit-
tee to consider what action might be necessary to 
address the growing number of immigrants arriving 
in Boston, ever larger proportions of them indigent 
Irish tenant farmers fleeing the potato famine. Deer 
Island in Boston Harbor was selected for a second 
quarantine hospital.  As the Great Famine drove 
over a million Irish citizens to immigrate to the 
United States in the 1840s, Deer Island became a 
first landing point for thousands of them. Approxi-
mately 4,800 people were treated there in the first 
two years for various contagious diseases. 21  The 
Deer Island hospital was not used to quarantine 
only immigrants. When smallpox broke out in Bos-
ton in the late 1860s, smallpox victims were sent to 
the Deer Island facility. As a result of this outbreak, 



12 t h e  e a s t  b o s t o n  i m m i g r a t i o n  s t a t i o ni i .  h i s t o r i C a L  n a r r a t i v e

the complex quickly became inadequate in size, and 
a new quarantine hospital was established on Gal-
lops Island, farther out in Boston Harbor.22 

Before the advent of federal regulation, immigrant 
processing and settlement issues were overseen in 
Massachusetts first by the Office of the State Alien 
Commissioner, then after 1863 by the Board of State 
Charity and after 1879 by the Massachusetts State 
Board of Health, Lunacy and Charity.23  One mea-
sure instituted by the Commonwealth in January 
of 1848 was the recording of names of immigrants 
who arrived by ship, a procedure which continued 
until July of 1891, when federal record-keeping 
programs superseded those of the state.24  After the 
Supreme Court decision in 1875 reversed an earlier 
decision that immigration was the sole province of 
the individual states, the federal government could 
regulate immigration. State boards or commissions 
then enforced immigration law with direction from 
U.S. Treasury Department officials. Although the 
United States paid the full cost of the processing of 
immigrants at the Port of Boston, the execution of 
these tasks was the responsibility of the State Board 
of Health, Lunacy, and Charity of Massachusetts.

Boston in the Late 19th Century - 
Processing Practices and a Surge in 
Immigration

By the 1880s, the routine for processing arriving 
immigrants was solidified. Commonwealth im-
migration officers Charles A. Colcord and Henry 
M. Billings would board arriving steamers of the 
various ship lines at several docks in Boston harbor. 
The Cunard Steamship Line, which brought about 
three-fifths of the European passengers to Boston, 
was based in East Boston. The immigration officers 
would board the ships of the Allan line, responsible 

for about three-tenths of European passengers, at 
their berths at the Hoosac Tunnel Dock in Charles-
town, and board the steamers of the Warren line 
which brought the remainder at Pier No. 6, Grand 
Junction Wharf, in East Boston. Once the immigra-
tion officers arrived at a ship, the cabin passengers 
would disembark and the officers would receive a 
list of the immigrant passengers previously prepared 
by the purser. The list would then be certified by the 
captain, under oath, in the presence of an immigra-
tion officer. The immigrants then filed through the 
forward gangway and were identified as the persons 
named on the passenger list. Passengers not on the 
list and all “lunatics, idiots or other persons unable 
to care for themselves” were held for further exami-
nation.25  These latter were then subject to additional 
inspection and either added to the passenger list, 
given a different description on the passenger list, or, 
if forbidden by law to land, reported to the collector 
of the port as persons who should not be landed. 
The collector then would notify the captain of the 
vessel or agent of the line that those persons would 
not be allowed to land. They were then subject to 
return to their point of origin in a foreign country or 
to another state of the United States, paid for by the 
shipping company.26 

The Cunard Steamship Company from Liverpool, 
England had operated a pier in Jeffries Point in East 
Boston as its American terminus beginning in the 
mid-19th century. At the Cunard dock, immigrants 
would be processed by federal officers on site before 
being allowed to proceed into the city.  Those who 
were not met by friends or relatives and who had no 
immediate place to go would stay for a time at The 
Immigrants Home until relatives came for them.27  
The Immigrants Home was founded in East Bos-
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Passengers waiting to disembark transatlantic ship, ca. 1923, courtesy of Boston Public Library.
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ton in 1881 to provide newly arrived immigrants 
with social services, and was one of several public 
assistance programs established in East Boston 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, including St. 
Mary’s House and the Church for Sailors.  In 1910, a 
five-story brick building was constructed on Mar-
ginal Street in Jeffries Point, designed by Harry W. 
Rowe, which served as headquarters for The Im-
migrants Home and the organization’s social efforts.   
A religious newsletter from the same year reported 
that the keeper of the Home, Miss Amanda Ford, 
had aided 700 people that year by providing lodg-
ing, food, clothing, and employment assistance.29   
The Immigrants Home building was remodeled in 
1972-1973 for elderly apartments and office space, 
and only the façade remains today.30 

Total immigration to the United States in the 1880s 
nearly doubled over that of the previous decade, and 
immigration from Europe alone more than doubled 
from 2,272,000 in the 1870s to 4,737,000 in the 
following ten years.31  In 1882 over 52,000 immi-
grants arrived in Massachusetts, the largest annual 
arrival of immigrants reported up to that time. The 
1886 Annual Report of the State Board of Health, 
Lunacy, and Charity of Massachusetts speculated, 
however, that the actual immigration rate for 1885 
was approximately 25,000. It pointed out that “It 

should be remembered that a large number of those 
arriving in Massachusetts by water proceed im-
mediately to other parts of the country; and also 
that there is a considerable immigration into Mas-
sachusetts by land, either from New York (where 
many immigrants disembark who afterwards settle 
here), or from Canada, which supplies a great many 
operatives, mechanics and laborers, each, to Mas-
sachusetts.” 32 

Immigration Station on Long Wharf , 
1904-1920

As stated earlier, in 1891, the federal government 
took over the responsibility for all immigration pro-
cessing from the states. In Massachusetts the U. S. 
Port Commissioner of Immigration was Stephen C. 
Wrightington, who had been in charge of immigra-
tion activities for the Commonwealth since 1879. 
His official duties as Commissioner of Immigration 
were now solely to oversee immigration matters, but 
he continued to manage the Immigration Office as 
he had the State Board of Health, Lunacy, and Char-
ity, with concern for the philanthropic institutions 
of Boston as well as administering immigration. In 
1894 U. S. Superintendent of Immigration Herman 
Stump inspected facilities at Boston, Philadelphia, 
and Baltimore and “…found at Boston that the 
inspection of immigrants was of the most superficial 
character, made as the passengers passed from the 
vessel to the dock, consuming only a few moments, 
without the aid of the manifests required by law.” 
He also noted that the medical examination was 
inadequate, owing probably to the lack of proper 
facilities.33 

By 1895, the immigration restrictions resulted in a 
large number of prospective immigrants being de-
tained at the wharves during investigation or while 

East Boston Cunard Line pier, courtesy of Dawn Doyle.
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awaiting deportation back to their home countries.  
As a result, discussion began over the best immi-
gration and detention process, as well as possible 
locations for new facilities.  At the time, the ship-
ping lines were responsible for holding passengers 
with incomplete paperwork, while the United States 
immigration inspectors completed their investiga-
tions and determinations whether passengers were 
allowed to disembark in the U.S.  These detentions 
could be expensive and dangerous, as the $300 fine 
levied for any escaped immigration detainee forced 
the shipping lines to keep all immigrants under 
investigation on the ship with surveillance, even if 
the passengers had traveled as steerage class.  The 
cramped steerage quarters for those paying the 
lowest fares had been named for their original loca-
tion close to the rudder which steered the ship and 
were especially hazardous if one of the detainees 
was sick.34   While an all-encompassing processing, 

medical, and detention facility was proposed, the 
shipping lines were split over this idea; the Cunard 
line especially felt this type of facility was unneces-
sary, since they had built processing facilities on 
their own wharves.  The other possibility consid-
ered, and preferred by many of the major shipping 
lines, was for the federal government to build a 
detention center only, and charge the companies for 
use of it.  Locations such as one of the harbor islands 
were discussed, along with recently-vacated space at 
the end of Long Wharf.  The space on Long Wharf 
was later rented for Boston’s immigration offices and 
detention facilities in the early 20th century. 35

By 1901, Boston had become the second busiest 
port of entry for new immigrants, after New York.  
At the other major east coast ports all the passenger 
ships docked at one location, but in Boston steam-
ship lines from Europe disembarked passengers at 

Long Wharf immigration facility (1904-1920), courtesy of Boston Public Library.
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eight different locations, while passenger ships from 
Canada and ships carrying cattlemen docked at ad-
ditional piers. The U.S. Congress, apparently preoc-
cupied with the building of Ellis Island, did not act 
to build a central immigration station at Boston, so 
it finally fell to the steamship companies to provide 
one. In 1904 the major lines serving Boston erected 
a new building at the end of Long Wharf. It was 
used as a steamship dock building and the Immigra-
tion Service leased a portion of the second floor of 
the two-story wood building.  This arrangement al-
lowed most—but not all—passengers to be landed 
and inspected at one point in the early years of the 
20th century. Many inspections continued to take 
place on board ship, however. 36

The station at Long Wharf was not regarded as satis-
factory by Boston immigration officials. The immi-
gration station facility on Long Wharf was described 
in 1913 by Boston’s Commissioner of Immigration 
as “part of the second or top story of a wooden 
building (sheathed on the outside with tin) used 
for the purposes of a steamship dock. The admin-
istrative offices, detention rooms, and dormitories, 
which were prepared for occupancy at considerable 
expense to the Government, are mainly of wooden 
construction. An attempt was made to protect the 
detention quarters by reinforcing the floors and 
stairways with concrete, which, it’s believed, might 
delay materially the progress of a fire.”37 

By 1914 the lack of a truly centralized facility was 
a serious impediment to the efficiency of immigra-
tion operations. A 1914 report complained that 
performing primary inspection of immigrants at 
widely scattered steamship docks was interfering 
with the efficiency of medical inspections when as 
many as 3,500 passenger arrivals per day needed to 

be processed. Medical inspections were a routine 
part of the processing because disease had been a 
reason for denying entry since the Immigration Act 
of 1891. The first immigration inspection usually 
was made on board ship as it had been in the 1880s, 
and included a medical examination. The ship’s 
decks could not be cleared until all passengers had 
been seen by medical inspectors, and this slowed 
the process of disembarkation and the offloading of 
cargo. The real problem, however, was the lack of a 
facility for secondary medical inspections for those 
who “at the primary examination are recognized and 
detained as abnormal.”38  There were insufficient in-
spectors and interpreters and no hospital accommo-
dations existed at the immigration station at Long 
Wharf. People requiring further examination, physi-
cal or mental, in the judgment of medical inspectors 
had to be transferred to various local hospitals and 
be examined by their medical staff.  This step added 
significantly to the time required to determine if an 
immigrant would be allowed to enter the country. 39

Boston in the early 20th Century –  
Processing Practices and the Effects  
of the Quota System

By 1923, a few years after the Immigration Station 
was finally opened, the steps that federal immi-
gration officials took when processing incoming 
immigrants had not changed markedly from those 
of the late 19th century. A 1923 article covering the 
experiences of immigrants arriving on the steamship 
Arabic from Italy illustrated the multi-step process 
awaiting those who arrived at the Boston port as 
their first stop in the United States40.  Twelve immi-
gration inspectors, including the Assistant Commis-
sioner for Immigration, met the ship at Common-
wealth Pier, examining the passports of the 1,600 
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passengers from Genoa and Naples, who were most-
ly men.  Further questions from the immigration 
officials ascertained the literacy, finances, and family 
situations of the passengers; the article notes that 
many of the passengers could speak English, and in 
turn that many of the inspectors spoke Italian, which 
eased the process.  The U.S. Public Health Service 
conducted physical examinations on-site.  During 
the long process of conducting interviews, checking 
paperwork, and doing physical examination, work-
ers from local welfare organizations assisted the 
arrivals with everything from looking after children 
to arranging for a place for immigrants to stay during 
their first few days in the city.   Meanwhile, people 
whose papers indicated their intention of continuing 
their travels to Canada were escorted to their point 
of departure by immigration officials.  

One of the services available to the more than 
41,000 yearly immigrants who made their home in 
Massachusetts41 was the Division of Immigration 
and Americanization, a state-run advisory organiza-
tion charged with providing answers to immigrants’ 
questions and concerns after the federal government 
had approved their admission to the United States.  
Other resources were listed on a card, printed in the 
immigrant’s native language, provided upon comple-
tion of the federal paperwork process.  If a family 
indicated their intention of staying in the Boston 
area, the names of their children were provided to 
the local Superintendent of Schools.

The 1923 article also presented information on 
immigrant quotas, specifically which countries had 
nearly exhausted their allowance for the fiscal year 
and which were still in the process of fulfilling their 
quotas.  The quota numbers varied by country, but 
the countries close to their quota limits in 1923 do 

indicate where the majority of immigrants were 
coming from at the time.  Russia had already fulfilled 
its number, along with Greece, Portugal, Albania, 
Palestine, Syria, Turkey, Egypt, and Great Britain.  
Italy had completed approximately three-quarters of 
its quota, while Germany and France, noted as less 
popular origins for immigrants to the United States, 
had only filled half of their maximum allowances.42  
Interestingly, the article notes that some immigrants 
from Great Britain utilized a loophole to bypass the 
quota number so easily exhausted by their country.  
By settling in Canada for a minimum of five years 
before immigrating to the United States, these im-
migrants could enter the country as North Ameri-
can residents without being subject to any quota.  

The Immigration Station in East Boston

During World War I, although immigration from 
Europe greatly decreased, the need for detention 
facilities increased. Henry Skeffington, the Boston 
Commissioner for Immigration, complained that 
the war seemed to be diverting Congress’s attention 
from local affairs such as the construction of prom-
ised new immigration facilities. He underlined the 
need for a new immigration station by pointing out 
that “with no hospital facilities of our own or space 
for the segregation of diseased aliens we are obliged 
to depend upon local hospitals for relief. During 
the past year, however, the local hospitals have been 
unusually crowded and at times have been unable to 
furnish accommodations.” 43 

In 1920 the new immigration station finally opened 
in East Boston. Because it was reduced in size from 
the building that had been originally planned, pro-
cessing of immigrants went on as before. The East 
Boston building functioned as a detention center 
with processing of the vast majority of immigrants 
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taking place at the piers of their respective ship-
ping lines or on board ship. Passengers requiring 
additional review included young children travel-
ing alone, passengers with communicable diseases, 
those with questionable paperwork, the illiter-
ate, the insane, criminals, polygamists, anarchists, 
prostitutes, or those identified as “immoral women,” 
those “likely to become a public charge,” and young, 
unmarried women traveling without guardians. 
These people would be brought to the East Boston 
Station for further medical inspection or administra-
tive review, and some might be deported. 44  Those 
requiring more serious medical attention were sent 
to area hospitals. For example, in the fiscal year that 
ended on June 30, 1933, 392 passenger ships were 
checked. Officers of the Public Health Service found 
149 passengers “to have defects of diseases warrant-
ing certificates. Aliens requiring detailed medical or 
mental examination were sent to appropriate hos-
pitals where they could be kept under most suitable 
and comfortable conditions.” 45 

A description of the atmosphere of the Immigration 
Station appeared in the 1923 article in the Boston 
Evening Transcript:

“The notes from a piano, hidden by the women 
who crowded close to the door, knowing 
release was momentary, mingled with voices 
that rose and fell in Latin accents or broke into 
an occasional attempt at new-born English.  
The room was well ventilated and immacu-
late.  The corridors through which we passed 
were equally so.  The men’s day room and the 
women’s day room are swept and garnished 
several times a day, said Mr. Abercrombie.  In 
the dining room the long wooden tables and 
benches were scrubbed to the bare beauty of 

natural grain and color.  On the door of the 
kitchen were tacked menus for the day, ap-
petizing to read and interesting, especially the 
penciled line ‘Rice for the Chinese.’  The bread 
was Italian, long loaves of snow-white texture, 
wide pores and golden crust- the kind that 
artists go long miles to get when they give a 
dinner party with garlic in the salad dressing.”

United States residents awaiting deportation as 
“undesirable immigrants” for illegal or politically 
unacceptable activities also were detained at the 
East Boston station. During the 1930s, Polish-born 
union activist Edith Berkman, who was involved as 
an organizer in the strike at the American Woolen 
Company in Lawrence was held at the station for 
over a year. (In the end she was not deported and 
her daughter, filmmaker Roz Payne, was born in 
New Jersey). 46 Charles Ponzi, the notorious con-
man famous for giving his name to a type of invest-
ment fraud in which the payment of purported 
returns to existing investors comes from funds 
contributed by new investors and not from returns 
on actual investments, also spent several months 
there while he awaited a ruling on the appeal to his 
deportation case. 47

The East Boston Station received favorable com-
ment from the 1941 Writer’s Program of the Works 
Progress Administration which noted in a report 
on the Port of Boston the “neat and clean quarters 
at East Boston for immigrants and aliens awaiting 
deportation or held for further examination”. Their 
report also stated “During 1936 and 1937, inspec-
tors from the Boston Immigration Station boarded 
almost 3,000 ships and barred 22 aliens from enter-
ing the country. Criminal records, communicable 
disease, and improperly attested credentials are the 
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main reasons for prohibition of entry.”48  It is un-
known how many of the 22 aliens who were barred 
from entering spent time in the East Boston Immi-
gration Station before they were they sent back to 
their country of origin.

Patterns of Immigration to Boston in the 
Early 20th Century

While Boston was second only to New York in the 
number of immigrants who entered the United 
States, not all of these people were planning to settle 
in Boston, or even Massachusetts. The Annual Re-
port of the Commissioner General of Immigration 
published tables that categorized the numbers of 
immigrants each year by the states of their intended 
future residence and their port of entry. As the years 
1921 through 1930 witnessed significantly tight-
ened immigration laws, the flow of new immigrants 
was affected.  During these years, the percentage of 
the total people entering through the Port of Bos-
ton who planned to reside in Massachusetts ranged 
from 14% to 82%. The lower percentages were in the 
years 1921-1924, before and at the date of passage 
of the Immigration Act of May 1924. During these 
years many more future Massachusetts residents 
entered through the Port of New York than through 
the Port of Boston. In 1924 the immigration officials 
at Boston cleared 36,320 new immigrants, while 
in 1925 after the passage of the Immigration Act, 
only 9,023 people entered the U. S. through Bos-
ton. From 1926 through 1930, immigration levels 
at Boston ranged between 5,000 and 9,500 annu-
ally through 1930. 49 During these same years, the 
portion of those who entered through Boston who 
planned to settle in Massachusetts ranged from 70% 
to 82%. Although it is unclear how the restrictions 
of the act would have affected the choice of port of 

entry of new immigrants, the greatly reduced num-
ber of people entering the United States appears to 
have resulted in more targeted choices of ports of 
entry where it was possible to do so. It continued to 
be true, however, that large numbers of Massachu-
setts immigrants entered the United States through 
ports other than Boston. No statistics exist by city, 
but certainly many of these new immigrants ended 
up in the cities and towns north of Boston, such as 
Lawrence and Lowell, where textile mills and shoe 
factories provided employment to large immigrant 
populations.

During the years of World War II, immigration 
numbers dropped drastically.  Only 121 people were 
admitted to the United States through the Port of 
Boston in 1942, and in 1943 only seven. When the 
war ended, however, the numbers began to rise. The 
number of new immigrants roughly doubled every 
year from 1945 through 1948, and increased over 
1300% between 1948 and 1950 to a total of 24,222. 
After 1950 the numbers dropped precipitously again 
to 2,000 to 4,000 new immigrants per year until the 
East Boston Immigration Station closed in 1954.

b u i L d i n g  t h e  e a s t  b o s t o n  
i m m i g r a t i o n  s t a t i o n :  
d e s i g n ,  C o n s t r u C t i o n ,  a n d  
m a i n t e n a n C e  h i s t o r y
Early Efforts to Build the Immigration 
Station in East Boston, 1908-1917

Plans to build an immigration station in Boston to 
replace the facilities at Long Wharf began soon after 
the turn of the 20th century.  In early 1908, the U.S. 
Senate directed the U.S. Secretary of Commerce and 
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Labor Oscar Straus to prepare an estimate for new 
immigration stations in Boston and Philadelphia, 
following up with a proposed bill to appropriate 
$250,000 “for the purchase of a site and the erec-
tion of suitable building for an immigrant station at 
the port of Boston… to be appropriated out of the 
immigration fund”. 50, 51, 52   This included $100,000 
for the purchase of a new site.  While the facilities 
at Long Wharf were recognized as cramped and a 
potential fire hazard, the Commissioner-General for 
Immigration wrote to the U.S. Secretary of Com-
merce and Labor protesting against the time and 
expense of erecting a new immigration station in 
Boston. 53 He indicated that the main impetus be-
hind the efforts to erect a new immigration facility 
was his predecessor’s efforts, further arguing that the 
steamship lines’ facilities were adequate for process-
ing immigrants, and that the fund from which the 
money for the new construction was to be drawn 
was already running dry. 54   

The Search for a Location/East Boston 
Land Exchanges

Multiple locations around Boston Harbor were 
considered, including Castle Island in South Boston, 
drawing protests from the local community at the 
prospect of losing this recently obtained parkland 
to the proposed station. 55, 56  G.A. Hibbard, Mayor 
of Boston, himself recommended Apple Island or 
Governor’s Island as more suitable locations, should 
a harbor island location be necessary.57  Following a 
tour of prospective sites by U.S. Secretary of Com-
merce and Labor Nagel,58 an East Boston location 
close to the Cunard Line pier was chosen.  On July 
6, 1909 Michael H. Cleary deeded his property on 
Jeffries Point to the United States,59 and on July 
26th, the Jeffries Point Yacht Club deeded their land 

to the United States, for a price of $34,000.60, 61    

Tensions between the U.S. Department of Com-
merce and Labor and the Boston Chamber of Com-
merce began to rise almost immediately, however.  
The Massachusetts Harbor and Land Commission-
ers had a proposal to alter the Harbor Line at East 
Boston, which would change the locations of the 
wharves and subsequent shipping lines, and possibly 
restrict water access to the Immigration Station’s 
new location.62, 63 As negotiations for the station’s 
new location stalled and the Department of Com-
merce and Labor pushed ahead with their plans, the 
Boston Chamber of Commerce insisted they had 
not been aware of the Jeffries Point deal, and did not 
find out until after the purchase was completed.64  
Insisting that the proposed deal had been widely 
publicized, U.S. Secretary of Commerce and Labor 
Nagel responded with doubts about how soon work 
on the new harbor line would commence, saying 
“I have a right to build where the lot is, and for the 
present the location could not be better.”65 The East 
Boston Company, which was involved in the new 
Harbor Line project, offered a parcel of land near 
the Jeffries Point location, in exchange for the land 
that the U.S. government had purchased for the sta-
tion.66  U.S. Secretary Nagel stated that the replace-
ment property had the advantage of being closer to 
where the immigrants landed, 67 but Boston Com-
missioner of Immigration George Billings felt the 
land was overpriced at $70,000 when just seven 
years prior it had sold for $25,000.68 In January 
1911, bill H.R. 31245 was put before Congress to 
approve the exchange of land without the expen-
diture of money.69 However, it was agreed that the 
government would purchase the larger lot from the 
East Boston Company, at the same price per square 
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foot as the Jeffries Point location.  Later the same 
month, a Senate bill was introduced (S. 10221) to 
approve an exchange of land as long as the land did 
not cost more than $30,000 in addition to the costs 
already incurred.70   

Preliminary Planning and Design 

After the exchange deal was finalized, plans for the 
building began in earnest for a five-story structure 
containing hospital and registration facilities.  Urg-
ing the necessity for more money to accomplish the 
goals of the new station, U.S. Secretary Nagel wrote 
to the House Appropriations Committee, calling the 
current station at Long Wharf “…to all intents and 
purposes a fire trap.  If a fire starts there at the shore 
end of the pier, in my judgment very few people will 
escape.”71  In February 1911, a bill was introduced in 
the House of Representatives to extend appropria-
tions by $125,000 and to allow for more than one 
building to be constructed on the site, if necessary.72   
As discussions over the necessities and size of the 

building continued, Commissioner Billings admit-
ted that the number of immigrants coming through 
Boston would decrease due to the attractiveness of 
other locations such as Canada and South America, 
and the decreasing numbers of people emigrating 
from Western Europe, a major source of immigrants 
for the Boston station.  However, he argued, a 
registration facility in the planned immigration sta-
tion was necessary because he felt that the facilities 
offered by the steamship lines were inadequate.73  
By 1912, a “larger” and a “smaller” building scheme 
were being discussed, to the chagrin of Commis-
sioner Billings.74, 75, 76  In December of that year, he 
wrote to the Commissioner-General in disgust stat-
ing that he would rather stay in the current facilities 
at Long Wharf than move into a building that would 
be inadequate for their purposes.

Over the next few years, additional appropriations 
were continuously requested while work on the 
site was mostly limited to surveying and testing.77  

Floor plans and drawings for originally planned five-story central immigration facility, 1911-1918, courtesy of 
National Archives and Records Administration.
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The U.S. Secretary of the Treasury, Franklin Mac-
Neagh pointed out to U.S. Secretary Nagel that the 
current appropriation for the immigration station 
allowed for the building(s) and site alone; not the 
approaches, sea wall, pier, or even the cost of pre-
paring the plans.  Appropriations for those would 
require separate requests.   Furthermore, since the 
water approach would be considered necessary for 
the station, and the government was not allowed to 
undertake a building whose authorization is incom-
plete, the station could not be completed without 
approval of additional appropriations.78  After the 
appropriations request was turned down by Con-
gress in 1913,79  plans were redesigned to make the 
building as economical as possible.80  A later memo 
from the Commissioner-General admitted that “It 
was therefore decided to plan a building as econom-
ically as possible with a view to securing bids which 
would show the impracticability of going ahead on 
the existing appropriation.”  In 1914, a Senate bill 
(S. 6144) was introduced requesting an additional 
$90,000 for the station, after a request for con-
struction bids all came back at least $90,000 over 

the appropriations amount, and in 1915, bill H.R. 
4722 was introduced to increase the appropriation 
amount to a total of $495,000.   

Meanwhile, concerns about inadequacies of the im-
migration facility at Long Wharf continued.81, 82  At 
least one Boston resident wrote to new U.S. Secre-
tary of Labor William Wilson, lamenting the deplor-
able condition of the current immigration station 
at Long Wharf and urging his support of the new 
appropriations bill.  “The majority of immigrants 
who are detained at this station pass out to become 
a part of our people.  Receiving them in crowded, 
unsanitary, vermin-infected quarters is demoralizing 
and will certainly not help to give them a respect 
for American standards of living which would help 
them to become good citizens.”83 

Design, Construction and Opening  
of East Boston Immigration Station,  
1918-1920

All of the federal buildings constructed between 
1857 and 1939 were designed under the auspices of 
the U.S. Office of the Supervising Architect, which 

Excerpt regarding funding for the East Boston Immigration Station in the Annual Report of the Commissioner General of 
Immigration, 1914, pg. 214.
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was under the purview of the Department of the 
U.S. Treasury.  An appointed Supervising Architect 
oversaw an office of architects, draftsmen, and their 
supporting staff.  The resulting construction plans 
were approved and signed by the Supervising Ar-
chitect and often the U.S. Secretary of the Treasury 
as well.  Once the office had drawn up the plans and 
specifications for a specific building, copies were 
distributed to the regional Superintendent of Con-
struction, so he could solicit construction bids from 
local contractors.84 A 1908 Congressional bill (HR 
13851) stipulated that the design for the Immigra-
tion Station would be completed by the Office of 
the Supervising Architect.  

While the individual names of the architects and 
other staff involved with the East Boston Immigra-
tion Station’s design are not noted on any of the 
drawings found in the National Archives records 
at College Park, MD, the original 1908 design for 
the East Boston Immigration Station was prepared 

by the office of Supervising Architect Henry Knox 
Taylor (1897-1912). Taylor was an MIT graduate 
who worked his way up through the office from the 
position of draftsman.  Federal buildings designed 
during his tenure include the Philadelphia Mint 
(1901) and the U.S. Post Office and Court House in 
San Francisco (1905).  A proponent of the Clas-
sical style which had been the tradition of federal 
buildings since Ammi Young, Supervising Architect 
of the Treasury in the mid-19th century,85 Taylor’s 
design for the East Boston Immigration Station 
incorporated several classical elements which were 
lost in the pared-down completed building.  The 
original five-story building resembled an Italian 
palazzo with a rusticated stone first floor featuring 
arched entrances, a balustrade on the roof and pilas-
ters highlighting the central bays. 86 

East Boston Immigration Station under construction, Marginal Street in background, courtesy of National Archives and 
Records Administration, College Park, MD.
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James A. Wetmore, Acting Supervising  
Architect, Department of the  
U.S. Treasury

By the time the building was nearing its final design 
in 1918, James A. Wetmore (1915-1933) was the 
Acting Supervising Architect. He had served as an 
executive secretary under Henry Knox Taylor, who 
held the position of Supervising Architect from 
1897 to 1912. When Taylor’s replacement Oscar 
Wenderoth resigned from the position in 1915, 
Wetmore agreed to take over the role of Supervising 
Architect on a temporary basis. Instead, he remained 
in the position for nearly two decades. Since he was 
not trained as an architect, Wetmore insisted that his 
title remain “Acting Supervising Architect” through 
his entire tenure. A 1934 Time magazine article 
about Wetmore’s retirement refers to him as the 
“Cornerstone Man,” due to the fact that his name 
appeared on the cornerstones of the vast number of 
federal building designed and constructed during 
his 19 years as head of the Office of Supervising 
Architect. 87

Wetmore’s tenure was notable for two major initia-
tives – the design and construction of buildings as 
part of several New Deal programs, and the execu-
tion of U.S. Secretary of the Treasury William McA-
doo’s (1913-1918) Federal Building Classification 
System.  McAdoo’s system rated potential federal 
building projects by their annual receipts, location, 
and classification of its post office (when appli-
cable).  Those on the higher end of the scale, which 
were expected to bring in a relatively large share of 
revenue from fees and service sales, received more 
consideration for capital outlay and quality of finish 
materials.88 It is likely that the East Boston Immigra-
tion Station did not rate highly according to the clas-
sification system due to limited revenue consisting 
mainly of nominal fees, relative to the revenue gen-
erated by buildings such as urban-area post offices.  
This lack of revenue potential may have resulted in 
the station’s modest building materials and minimal 
ornamentation.  During Wetmore’s tenure, the Im-
migration Station was redesigned at least twice to 
reduce its size before construction.

Wetmore’s signature indicating approval of a set of finalized 1918 plans for the East Boston Immigration Station.   
Courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration. 
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Elevation and section drawings for three-story central immigration facility, March 1918, courtesy of National Archives and 
Records Administration.
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Elevation drawing for final one-story design for East Boston Immigration Station, June 1918, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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View along Marginal Street near Cunard Line pier, ca. 1900, courtesy of Historic New England. 
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View from Custom House tower in Boston’s Financial District, between 1913 and 1935. Boston and Albany Railroad piers and East Boston in background, 
courtesy of Historic New England.
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From the start of construction, Boston Commission-
er for Immigration Henry J. Skeffington objected to 
the small size of the building, considering it wholly 
inadequate for their purposes.  

“This one-story building, of course, will not be in 
any sense of the word adequate for the purposes of 
an immigration station, --especially in view of the 
fact that Boston is, and has been for many years, the 
second port in the country from an immigration 
standpoint.  We shall be obliged to do all the work of 
administration, detention, hospital, dormitories and 
restaurant on one floor which will be so constricted 
as to entail much loss of time and accomplishment 
for all employees.  There will be actually less floor 
area in the new station than in our present quarters 
which, of course, eliminates entirely the inspection 
quarters contemplated in the original plans.”94 

In October of 1919, Skeffington informed the 
Commissioner-General of Immigration of a num-
ber of specific problems already apparent in the 
final designs and execution of the project, which 
would continue to plague Skeffington, the Super-
intendent of Construction Ernest Leroy Hesse, the 
Commissioner-General for Immigration, and the 
Departments of Labor and the Treasury through-

The Final Design and Construction of the 
East Boston Immigration Station

The March 1918 plans are for a three-story building 
with a cupola, and show both the structural require-
ments considered necessary at the time, consisting 
of the first and part of the second story, along with 
suggested extensions of the second and third story 
to be added at a later time.  The first story was to 
contain the primary public areas of the building, 
with sleeping quarters, baggage, toilets, and hearing 
rooms.  Offices were on the U-shaped second story, 
which covered only approximately 1/3 of the first 
story, while skylights occupied the rest of the first 
story.  The third story consisted mainly of a corridor 
with access to the cupola.89 By the summer of 1918, 
building plans and a series of detailed drawings of 
the building’s heating and lighting systems indicate 
that the final one-story design had been adopted.90   
The Annual Report of the Supervising Architect for 
the fiscal year 1918 gives no explanation for this last-
minute downsizing of plans.91 

On May 8, 1918, the Assistant U.S. Secretary of the 
Treasury informed the U.S. Secretary of Labor that 
the drawings and specifications were prepared and 
going out to local contractors for project bidding.92   
In addition, the wood buildings currently on the 
property and occupied by local commercial interests 
would be evacuated for demolition by June 20th of 
that year.  Work on the Immigration Station building 
continued for almost two years before occupation 
on April 12th, 1920.93   

East Boston Immigration Station, water side elevation, ca. 1925, courtesy of 
Dawn Doyle.
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out the building’s construction and even after its 
opening.95   A meeting and site walk-through in the 
spring of 1920 let federal officials from the Depart-
ments of Labor and the Treasury evaluate first-hand 
whether the issues were worthy of consideration.  
The general consensus was that there were a number 
of issues that should be addressed, and Superinten-
dent of Construction Hesse admitted that cutting 
corners became necessary as the limited funding 
ran dry.96  Several of these issues are outlined below, 
and prove informative for evaluating the conditions 
of the building when it first opened and some of the 
operational difficulties encountered by staff. 

•	 Iron window guards were removed from the 
final plans of the building, but were considered 
necessary for the Immigration Station’s primary 
function as a detention center.  Metal grills 
were eventually installed over the windows, but 
proved ineffective as they could be unlocked on 
the outside.  Hesse agreed to install padlocks 
onto the grills so they could not be opened. 97, 98  

•	 Lack of adequate funding to cover the expense 
of furnishing the new building caused a host 
of related problems.  Arrangements were made 
with the Employment Service to receive some of 
their extra furniture that was in storage in New 
York, and benches from the Chicago Immigra-
tion Office were arranged for delivery.  However, 
a series of payment demands and subsequent 
memo from the Department of the Treasury 
to the Commissioner-General of Immigration 
indicate a misunderstanding over who would 
assume the costs for moving the furniture, and 
payment was not made to the moving company 
until 1921.99, 100, 101  Also, it was claimed that the 
one-story design of the building required the 

construction of additional structural supports to 
handle the bunk beds used at similar institutions 
– an issue which was avoided in the multi-story 
design because the supports were an integral 
part of the building. 102, 103    

•	 The battle over the installation of the beds and 
its resulting delay led to a dilemma over the 
responsibility for heating the building between 
the time period that the contractors were fin-
ished and the beds were installed.  The con-
tractor would not be responsible for the costs 
after their work was completed, but the Boston 
immigration office could not move in and begin 
operations until the beds were in place.  Skeff-
ington did not want to pay for heating a building 
they could not occupy.104  

•	 Concerns over heating the building continued.  
The main steam pipe used to heat the building 
was left exposed to the elements in the con-
struction of the building.  This pipe was located 
under the building, and was vulnerable to 
freezing, potentially leaving the entire building 
without heat during the winter.  While the plans 
had a protection system for the pipe, Hesse used 
money from that part of the budget to fill gaps 
in the furniture budget.  When Congress was 
asked for an additional appropriation of $85,000 
to protect the steam pipe, the request was de-
nied.105, 106, 107, 108 

•	 Other problems included a boiler room that 
some considered too weak to reliably meet the 
Immigration Station’s needs109, 110, 111 the lack of a 
fence,112 and the existing wharf not quite reach-
ing the building’s platform.113 
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These bureaucratic and budgetary difficulties led 
Skeffington to finally entreat his federal counterparts 
to view these issues from a more sympathetic stand-
point. “It would appear incumbent on the Govern-
ment, from a humanitarian standpoint at least, to 
provide ordinary hygienic conditions and facilities 
for the detained aliens who, from any point of view, 
are entitled to a reasonable degree of care and pro-
tection against suffering, sickness, and disease.” 114

Improvements to and Expansion  
of the East Boston Immigration Station,  
1921-1937

Unfortunately, issues with the building continued 
to be reported well after its opening.  Rain brought 
heavy water leakage through windows and doors, 
and some windows were even destroyed during par-
ticularly heavy storms.115, 116  Crowding on the wharf 
outside of the detention rooms by those wishing to 
communicate with people detained inside created 
uncomfortable and sometimes dangerous condi-
tions, with windows smashed in the detention rooms.  
Guards were required to keep the crowd under 
control.117   Meanwhile, Skeffington was removed as 
Commissioner after his refusal to resign when the 

presidential administration changed from Demo-
crat to Republican.118,  119 The resulting investigation 
into possible replacements led to the removal and 
transfers of several East Boston Immigration Station 
officers accused of bootlegging.120   

There are indications that small-scale fixes and 
improvements to the building were underway,121, 

122, 123  however plans to move to a more convenient 
location were already being considered in 1921.124   
“… [I]t is difficult to conceive of a more inacces-
sible and undesirable location contiguous to the 
water front… passenger carrying vessels, aside from 
those of the Cunard Line, which latter do not bring 
any considerable number of passengers, dock at 
the Commonwealth Pier on the Boston side of the 
Harbor, a distance of approximately two miles from 
this station.”125 Other issues with the building were a 
lack of docking facilities, beds for 582 people but no 
waiting rooms to accommodate nearly that amount, 
and no medical facilities to separate detainees with 
infectious diseases.126   

With this mindset, a quiet inquiry was made to find 
suitable quarters close to Commonwealth Pier.127  
Immigration officials found desirable space at the 
Army Base in South Boston, in a building called 
“Pier Shed North.”  It was under the care of the Ship-
ping Board at the time and unoccupied; preliminary 
discussions concluded that renovation and opera-
tions costs combined at the new location would be 
cheaper than operations costs alone at the East Bos-
ton location.128  However, when the Acting U.S. Sec-
retary of War approved the plan to lease the space of 
Pier Shed North, there was a stipulation requiring a 
rent of 4.5% of the value of the space,129 which was 
not figured into the original cost of operations of 
$200 per month.130 The decision not to move was 

Guards at East Boston Immigration Station, Marginal Street gate, ca. 1925, 
courtesy of Dawn Doyle.
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made,131 despite assurances from a U.S. Army offi  cial 
that the proposed rent was a misunderstanding.132

In 1923, construction began on a sea wall and 
improving the water approaches to the Immigration 
Station, which were part of early plans, but ultimate-
ly left  out due to budgetary constraints.133, 134   Th e 
next year, plans were made to build a wharf for the 
“Mariett a,” a vessel used by the Boston immigration 
boarding offi  cers.  Th ey were using nearby wharf 
space owned by the Bethlehem Shipbuilding Cor-
poration, but it did not provide adequate protection 
during choppy seas.135 Specifi cations for the project 
were prepared,136 and construction began in 1925.137   

Th e largest and most extensive addition to the 
East Boston Immigration Station was undertaken 
in 1928.  By spring of that year, eff orts were again 
underway to increase the size of the Immigration 
Station, considered necessary due to overcrowd-
ing and increasing racial tensions.138, 139  In early 
1929, Boston Commissioner for Immigration Anna 
Tillinghast acknowledged that money for the expan-
sion had been approved by Congress,140 though by 
March Tillinghast was concerned that the appropri-
ation had not yet come through.141 She reported that 

the 100 detainees at the Immigration Station was 
the maximum amount the building could accom-
modate at the time, and no new detainees would 
be accepted until some of the existing ones were 
deported.  Acting Supervising Architect Wetmore 
responded that modifi cations to the existing early 
1918 plans for the second and third (roof) stories 
would allow for expedited completion of the plans 
for the addition.142 By the end of 1929 struggles over 
budgets and increased funding began,143 echoing 
those from the original construction of the building.  
However this time, the project received the required 
funding of $90,000144 and there are indications that 
there was even a surplus, which was later used for 
small landscaping improvements.145 

Possible Move to Downtown Boston, 1930s

In 1933, a proposal was made to construct a new 
headquarters in downtown Boston to house the Im-
migration and Naturalization Services in one build-
ing, and a parcel owned by the federal government 
on Atlantic Avenue (present-day Independence 
Wharf) was selected for the project location.146 
Several governmental offi  cials and community 
organizations from around New England began a 
lett er-writing campaign in support of the proposi-
tion in late 1933 and early 1934,147 and Boston 
District Commissioner of Immigration and Natural-
ization Mary Ward conducted informal hearings to 
gather testimony from supporters in the community 
and related commercial interests.148 Commissioner 
Ward expressed her frustration in early 1934 - “If we 
don’t get the new building allotment now – then all 
I have to say is that U.S. Secretary Ickes should be 
sent here and made to function as District Com-
missioner for a week.  If he survives… he is a bett er 
man than I am Gungha [sic] Din!  If, however, he 

Elevation of East Boston Immigration Station showing addition, March 1929, 
courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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sees the light of day and approves of the allotment 
immediately, he should be promoted to U.S. Sec-
retary of Labor.”149 In fact, a request in 1935 from 
the Assistant Commissioner of Naturalization and 
Immigration to find out what improvements would 
be needed to move the Naturalization Services to 
the East Boston Immigration Station instead of con-
structing a new building was met with a stern refusal 
to answer from Ward.  She acknowledged that the 
building had received new coats of paint, but that 
was merely to ready the building for lease to another 
tenant in anticipation of their move to a new build-
ing.150 Between 1935 and 1937, there were several 
indications that the construction of a new building 
was indeed likely.  A 1935 memo from the Public 
Works Administration (PWA) stated that money 
would be transferred from planned improvements at 
the Galveston, TX Immigration Station to fund the 
design of the new building in Boston instead, where 
the exhibited need was greater.151 A letter to the 
Treasury Department revised the estimate for the 
project up to $900,000,152 and in 1937, Ward wrote 
to the Corporate Counsel for the City of Boston 
stating that the appropriations had been approved 
and inquiring about the cost to purchase adjacent 
land.153 However, by that time the estimate had to be 
increased once again to $1,175,000, which proved 
to be too expensive and the project was turned 
down.154  

Preparations for World War II and Use 
of East Boston Immigration Station as a 
Wartime Detention Center

After the thwarted plans to move into a new build-
ing in downtown Boston, improvements to the 
existing East Boston Immigration Station were 
continued in piece-meal fashion.  A series of open 

houses in 1937, including a “Chinese tea” arranged 
by the staff of the Chinese division at the station, 
garnered attention from thousands in the commu-
nity and seemed well-received.155 In 1938, bids were 
solicited for a new roof for the building,156 though a 
request for funding to repair the retaining wall and 
riprap was denied the following year.157

In 1941, inquiries were made to Boston District Di-
rector John Mulcahey about the maximum number 
of detainees that could be held at the station, and 
what would be required to increase that amount.  
Mulcahey responded with a variety of scenarios, ac-
commodating up to 500 detainees, based on instal-
lation of new beds and in what capacity the Im-
migration Station would continue to function as a 
detention center for immigrants.158, 159 On March 30, 
1941, the Immigration Station accepted the crews of 
the Italian SS “Dino,” and the German SS “Pauline 
Freiderich.”  Due to the short notice and instruc-
tions to separate the crewmen from other detainees, 
staff office space was appropriated for the prisoners.   
As a result, a planned Works Progress Administra-
tion (WPA) project in the Immigration Station to 
archive over a million immigrant records of arrival 
using the Soundex method of recording names by 
sound rather than spelling was put on hold.160

World War II to the Closing of the 
Immigration Station

During World War II the station was used to in-
carcerate “enemy aliens.” An example was Dr. Karl 
Otto Heinrich Lange, a German-born instructor 
at Harvard University’s Blue Hills meteorologi-
cal observatory who had been in the United States 
since 1931. He was taken into federal custody in 
December 1941 when the United States declared 
war after the attack on Pearl Harbor. Lange and 29 
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other aliens were held in “protective custody” at the 
East Boston Immigration Station.161 While detain-
ing these so-called enemy aliens,   the Immigration 
Station continued its function as a detention center 
for the small stream of immigrants coming to the 
United States.162

A late 1940s newspaper article indicated that the sta-
tion continued to function as a detention center, al-
though by the end of that period there was evidence 
that the building was no longer needed for its origi-
nal purpose. In 1946 the New York Times reported 
the detention of two men who were concentration 
camp refugees and stowaways to the United States. 
They were held at the East Boston Immigration Sta-
tion from November 5, 1945 through at least April 
27, 1946, the date of the article.163 The 1947 Boston 
City Directory listed almost three dozen inspectors, 
security officers, mechanics, firemen and engineers 
employed by the Immigration Service at the 287 
Marginal Street address. The Public Health Service, 
which was responsible for the medical inspection of 
immigrants, is also listed at that address. The 1948-
49 City Directory, however, lists the U. S. Depart-
ment of Commerce Civil Aeronautics Administra-
tion (CAA) also at 287 Marginal Street and the 
1950-51 directory adds the U.S. Weather Bureau, 
although for just those years. The CAA and Weather 
Bureau would have found the location convenient 
because of its proximity to Logan Airport. 

The Immigration Station at 287 Marginal Street was 
closed in 1954.164 By 1955 the offices associated 
with federal immigration activities, by then called 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service, had 
moved to the 6th Floor of 73 Tremont Street, and 
8 Logan Airport, East Boston.  In their place at 287 
Marginal Street were the Public Health Service, the 
CAA, the Boston Airway Traffic Control Center, the 
Interstate Airway Communications Office, and the 
Communications Maintenance Office.165 A Quaran-
tine Station, listed in city directories as part of the 
Department of Commerce occupied the building at 
least until 1957. A 1959 “Sales and Disposal Plan” 
also mentions the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers as 
an occupant.166 

The East Boston Immigration Station 
leaves Federal Ownership

On February 9, 1959 the General Services Adminis-
tration (GSA), Public Buildings Service (Region I) 
declared the building excess. The Sales and Disposal 
Plan suggested that, as the property was located in 
an industrial zone, it could be used for “commer-
cial purposes, principally warehousing and related 
storage and distribution operations” or for light 
manufacturing. The partial second floor and pent-

View of East Boston Immigration Station from Marginal Street, 1957, courtesy 
of National Archives and Records Administration, Waltham, MA.
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house could be used for related offices. The Disposal 
Branch of the Acquisition and Disposal Division 
proposed offering the property for sale by public 
auction. The auction was advertised through distri-
bution of descriptive brochures and the placement 
of auction advertisements in the three major local 
newspapers: the Globe, the Herald, and the Record-
American.167 

On October 22, 1959 the property was auctioned 
to Daniel A. Rossano, Trustee of the Border Trust 
of Arlington, MA for a high bid of $80,000. Out of 
30 to 35 people who attended the auction, there 
were only four bidders. As the bidding went higher, 
the bidders were pared down to two, Mr. Rossano 
of Border Trust and Hyman Yaffe of 37 Temple 
Place, Boston.168 Border Trust took out a mortgage 
with the United States government as mortgagee 
in order to purchase the property.169 Trans World 
Airlines (TWA) rented space on the east side of the 
buildings as a tenant at will, but no other lessees 
for the building could be found.170 Vandalism was 
a constant problem for the large, partially occupied 
building.171 By late 1961, the property was still va-
cant, with the exception of the small portion rented 
by TWA. More than one prospective tenant had 
told Border Trust that extensive renovations would 
be necessary before they would consider leasing the 
building. The mortgage was seriously in arrears and 
property taxes had gone unpaid.  On January 24, 
1962 the GSA initiated foreclosure action.172 

In November of 1963 an official appraisal of the 
building prior to a second auction valued it at only 
$18,000. The appraiser considered the small base-
ment, the main floor obstructed by supporting 
pillars, and the massive outer walls of the existing 
building to be impractical for modern industrial use, 

and deemed it more likely that prospective buy-
ers would “start from the piles up” and build a new 
structure to fit their specifications.173 

On November 26, 1963 a second auction was held. 
Only two bidders participated. Arthur Tanger rep-
resenting a metal working company from Malden 
put in the highest bid of $37,000, and the property 
was deeded to Lillian Tanger (presumably his wife) 
of Malden in late 1963.174 Boston city directories 
list Arthur Tanger’s company, Aatwell Products, 
manufacturers of radiator covers, as occupying 
the building until 1978. In 1976, Lillian Tanger 
sold the property to the Bethlehem Steel Corpora-
tion for $175,000. Bethlehem Steel had previously 
purchased and was operating the Atlantic Works 
shipbuilding facility on Marginal St. Bethlehem 
Steel sold the property to the Boston Shipyard Corp. 
in July, 1983 as part of a large sale of 13 parcels along 
Marginal St. In 1984, the Boston Shipyard Corp. 
filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection. It sold 
some of its parcels on Marginal St., including 287 
Marginal St., to the Massachusetts Port Authority at 
the end of 1985.175 After Massport took possession 
of the building it was occupied by Cashman Marine 
and then SeaChain Marine. Both of these compa-
nies, as well as Bethlehem Steel, used the building 
for storage. Because of its many columns and low 
ceilings it was unsuitable for other uses.176
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b u i L d i n g  s t a t u s
Th e building was demolished in April 2011. At the 
time of the study in 2010, the existing building was 
of the same basic construction as originally built, 
with the same foundations, walls, exterior brick, 
chimney, and window sills. Many changes, however, 
had also been made.  A broad cornice of brown-
painted standing seam metal either covered or 
replaced the original concrete cornice. Th e window 
openings on the fi rst story of the east and south 
elevations had been fi lled with concrete blocks, in 
some cases leaving space for small hopper windows 
at the top of the former openings. Th e original doors 
on the façade were removed; the eastern door was 
simply a chain-link gate, while the center door was 
reconfi gured into a window at some point in the 
building’s history and was covered with an overhead 
metal cover. An overhead metal door also covered 
the opening for the west door. Th e single door on 
the west side of the façade had a paneled wood door 

without glass. A concrete ramp led from the front of 
the building up to the east door, and the steps to all 
the main entries were demolished. Th e west eleva-
tion retained its original window frames with many 
broken panes of glass. Some of the windows on the 
second story on all elevations also retained their 
original sash, although mostly with broken or miss-
ing glass. Other second story windows were boarded 
up with fi ber board panels. Th e tower on the third 
story was no longer extant.

Th e southern end of the west elevation was ob-
scured by a two-car garage which was not present 
when the building originally was built. Th e shed-
roofed garage was att ached to the Immigration 
Station, using the west wall of the building as its east 
wall. Th e two overhead garage doors were located in 
the garage’s north elevation, which was covered in 
wood shingles. Th e other two elevations, however, 
were sheathed with diff erent materials. Th e west 
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elevation was constructed of concrete blocks, and 
the south elevation was covered with profiled metal 
siding.

The East Boston Immigration Station was located 
on 92,500 square feet of land (approximately 2.1 
acres) on the south side of Marginal Street in East 
Boston. The 185-foot street frontage of the property 
was the north boundary and the only boundary 
that bordered on land. The east and west sidelines 
extended 500 feet into Boston Inner Harbor. Ap-
proximately 2/3 of the property was solid land and 
1/3 was on tidal flats.1 A concrete sea wall enclosed 
the property on all three water sides.

It was a simple, rectangular, one-story structure, 
measuring 250 feet by 105 feet, facing north on 
Marginal Street. The foundation was composed of 
concrete piles. The exterior walls were brick laid in 
Flemish bond and the interior walls were brick and 
concrete. The expansive interior space of the struc-
ture was supported by a system of concrete beams 
in the ceiling that were, in turn, supported by four 
long rows of concrete columns—six  rows at the 

north and south ends—extending north to south 
the length of the building. The roof was wood with a 
tar and gravel finish. A blond brick exterior chimney 
rose toward the north end of the east elevation. The 
walls extended above roof level to form a parapet, 
with the cornice acting as a coping for its top edge. 

The second phase was the addition of partial second 
and third stories, in 1929-1930.  The second story 
was of similar construction to the first story, with 
supporting interior columns and a blond brick exte-
rior brick laid in Flemish bond. Exterior pilasters on 
the first story extended in an unbroken line to the 
top of the second story. The third story was con-
structed of fireproof tiles with stucco sheathing.

t h e  1 9 1 8 - 1 9 2 0  b u i L d i n g
Design Plans

The original 1910 design for the East Boston Im-
migration Station was a five-story classical revival 
building. The T-shaped building had only four full 
stories, while the fifth was a partial story with a 
hipped roof, allowing for a roof promenade. The 
building was ornamented with classical features 

Floor plans and drawings for originally planned five-story central immigration facility, 1911-1918, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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Floor plans and drawings for originally planned five-story central immigration facility, 1911-1918, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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such as rustication on the first story, pilasters, a 
balustrade around the roof of the fourth story, a clas-
sical cornice, a cupola on the waterfront façade, and 
arched entries on the Marginal St. façade. It con-
tained large spaces for eating, sleeping, and deten-
tion, as well as staff support areas.2  

By March 1918, the design for the Immigration Sta-
tion had been reduced in both size and in decorative 
features. It was comprised of three stories, incorpo-
rating room for registration, processing, and medical 
facilities.  The only classical ornamentation included 
was a roof balustrade and a cupola on a structure 
that was otherwise quite simple and lacking in 
architectural detail.  On the plans, a heavy dark line 
outlining the first story and part of the second story 
is captioned “Below heavy line indicates what is re-

quired to be built at this time.”3  By June of 1918, 
however, approved plans and elevations are for the 
one-story building that was actually built, contain-
ing only detention facilities (sleeping, dining, and 
day rooms) and some administrative offices.  Both 
the balustrade and cupola, which appeared on ap-
proved plans just four months earlier, were not seen 
in this one-story design.4  The early 1918 plans for 
a U-shaped second story and third story were not 
revisited until 1929-1930.

While the building as originally conceived was to 
have been the typical Classical Revival govern-
ment building of its day, without even the minimal 
planned classical ornamentation of balustrade and 
cupola, its basic design and construction is much 
more similar to early examples of a more modern 

Exterior detail drawings showing window and door configuration, June 1918, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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Elevations of final one-story design for East Boston Immigration Station, June 1918, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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architecture. Its simple, geometric lines are empha-
sized by unornamented pilasters and large, rectan-
gular windows that line all four elevations. They 
convey functionality, not grandeur, gracefulness, 
nor even necessarily the power of government. With 
its long, rectangular shape, large windows, and flat 
roof, the structure resembles a one-story version of 
the factory and mill buildings of the late 19th and 
early 20th century. Its square, interior columns of 
reinforced concrete support a system of concrete 
beams, and are numerous because they were origi-
nally meant to support future upper stories. The 
construction of such buildings in this time period 
was heavily influenced by the reinforced concrete 
factory technology developed by Ernest L. Ransome 
in California in the 1880s. When Ransome’s Pacific 
Coast Borax Plant in Bayonne, New Jersey survived 
a terrible fire in 1903, his system of  using concrete 
for floors, walls, ceilings, and columns attracted a 
great deal of attention. In addition, because of the 
interior columns, the exterior walls were no longer 
load-bearing and could accommodate large win-
dows, which were important in factories for both 
safety and morale.  A local example is the United 
Shoe Machine Company plant in Beverly, MA, 
(begun in 1903 and first occupied in 1906, although 
there were many later additions and extensions) 
which Ransome designed. His work became the 
model for architect Albert Kahn’s well-known work 
in designing automobile plants and is credited with 
being an inspiration for Walter Gropius’ early work 
in Modern architecture at the Fagus Shoe Works in 
Germany.5  

It is unknown what the design inspiration was for 
the Immigration Station. Classical architectural 
styles were still the style of choice at that time, and 

for years to come, for government buildings.  The 
choice of fireproof materials was, of course, impor-
tant. Secretary of Commerce and Labor Nagel had 
described the Long Wharf facility as a “firetrap” in 
1911, and had doubted that anyone would escape in 
the event of a fire.6 Officials were also influenced by 
the fire which destroyed the immigration station at 
Ellis Island, New York in 1897. Fortunately, no lives 
were lost and the pine wood building was quickly 
replaced by structures of fireproof construction, but 
years of state and federal immigration records were 
demolished.7  Boston Commissioner Skeffington 
had warned in 1914 that a fire “would mean the 
complete destruction of all records of immigration 
at this port since the federal government assumed 
charge.”8  It may be that as the budget was reduced 
for the size of the building, it was also reduced for 
any kind of architectural ornamentation. The clas-
sical cupola eventually was added with the addition 
of the third story in 1929-1930. It stands no longer 
and, in fact, may have seemed out of place on a 
structure that was otherwise only minimally classi-
cal in style.

Exterior

The exterior of the building was accented with a 
simple cornice of concrete and concrete window 
sills, both meant to look like stone. The brick walls 
were four wythes (layers of brick) thick on the lower 
portion of the wall, with the inner two layers built 
of red brick and the interior and exterior layers of 
blond brick. The exterior was laid in Flemish bond. 
On the upper portion of the wall the brick was 
only three wythes thick and the interior wall was 
concrete over fireproof tile. In some portions of the 
building, the entire length of the interior wall was 
cement stucco. 



53i i i .  a r C h i t e C t u r a L  d e s C r i P t i o nt h e  e a s t  b o s t o n  i m m i g r a t i o n  s t a t i o n

The roof was covered in cinder fill with a composi-
tion finish. The purpose of the cinder fill was to 
provide drainage and help keep the roof from leak-
ing. Such fill must be porous enough and graded 
properly in order for water to drain from the roof 
to the downspouts.9 The roof additionally held 14 
skylights, according to the June 1918 plans for the 
building. 

The façade on Marginal Street featured the main 
entrances and a flat grassy area between the build-
ing and the street. Photos from 1925 and 1931 
show that the latter had concrete walkways and a 
flagpole, but no landscaping.  The primary entrances 
were located in the central portion of the façade, 
and were three, evenly-spaced, double-door en-
tries, each capped by a four-paned transom light. 
The doors and transom light together were flanked 
by 4/4 double hung sash. The paneled doors were 
of wood with glass in the upper panel and a solid 
lower panel.  A fixed, rectangular eight-light window 
capped each transom light and was flanked by four-
light fixed windows. The door and window frames 
and muntins were of wood. Centered above these 
doorways was a long, narrow sign which read “U. S. 
Immigration Service.” A fourth, secondary entrance 

was on the far west side of the façade. Its paneled 
door was also configured with glass in the upper 
panel and a solid lower panel. Above it a nine-light 
rectangular, fixed window exactly matched the nine-
light upper sash of the double-hung windows on the 
structure and was placed at the very same height. All 
four of the entrances were reached by three concrete 
steps. To the west of the fourth entrance a plaque 
was attached to the building. The plaque listed 
those in charge of the construction of the building 
as William G. McAdoo, then Secretary of the U.S. 
Treasury, the federal agency in charge of the Office 
of the Supervising Architect, and James Wetmore, 
the Acting Supervising Architect.  

All of the windows on the north, east and west 
elevations were large single, paired, or triple 9/9 
wood double-hung sash with no lintels. Two single 
sash were located on the façade on the east side of 
the three entrances, and on the west side one single 
sash and the single door entrance were located in 
corresponding positions. On the east elevation, on 
the first floor single, paired, and triple windows were 
spaced along the length of the building (see Photo 5 
of the Photographic Documentation). The first story 
fenestration of the west elevation was similar but did 
not include any triple windows. 

The windows of the south elevation of the first floor 
were configured somewhat differently than those on 
the other sides of the building. Most of the fenestra-
tion on this side consisted of triple windows, and 
the center windows were 13’7” tall compared to the 
10’11” window height elsewhere on the first floor. 
This part of the Immigration Station directly faced 
Boston Inner Harbor and housed offices. Presum-

Brick bond detail drawings, July 1919, courtesy of National Archives and 
Records Administration.
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ably the larger windows allowed the staff to take 
advantage of the southern light and the water view. 

Interior

The floor plan depicted in the 1918 drawings shows 
dining room and kitchen facilities at the north end 
of the building just inside the three main entrances. 
In the center of the structure on the west side were 
large “sleeping rooms” or dormitories, one for men 
and one for women. On the east side was an en-
trance leading to a waiting and visiting room and 
two “board rooms.” Flanking this area were day 
rooms, one for men and one for women. On the 
south end of the building an east/west corridor was 
lined on both sides by various immigration staff of-
fices and storage rooms.10

The basement level underlies the north portion of 
the Immigration Station and is approximately 5,000 
square feet with a coal-fired boiler in the boiler 
room and a fuel room.  This level also had storage 
closets and a mezzanine with a toilet. A circular 
iron stairway, still extant, in a room off the original 
kitchen on the east side of the building connects the 
basement with the first floor.11  

1 9 2 9 - 3 0  a d d i t i o n s
In the late 1920s after 9 years of inadequate space, 
several modifications and additions were finally ap-
proved and executed to expand the one-story build-
ing. The work was approved in 1929 and started 
soon after, with its completion in 1930. A second 
floor and third floor were added to the building and 
part of the first floor was reconfigured. The deten-

First floor interior plan, June 1918, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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tion quarters on the first floor were enlarged, and a 
stairway was added to give access to the new second 
floor rooms. Because of racial prejudice, Chinese 
immigrants were kept in segregated detention 
quarters with a separate day room, and new toilet 
facilities were required for the new Chinese deten-
tion area. The new stairway and the Chinese toilet 
and shower facilities replaced the surgeon’s office 
and laboratory and a storage room, just north of the 
offices on the southwest side of the building. The 
Chinese day room was, of course, adjacent to these 
bathrooms, and built from space taken from  the 
sleeping quarters on the west side of the building.12 

The second floor primarily held offices. The area is 
approximately 28% of the square footage of the first 
floor, and this story is of the same brick and con-
crete pier construction as the first story.13 Also like 
the first story, the exterior walls are of blond brick 

laid in Flemish bond. The flat roof has a tar and 
gravel finish. The second story is U-shaped and is 
located atop the southern end of the original struc-
ture. Existing interior columns were extended from 
the first floor to the second floor, and the new sec-
ond floor offices were given tile partitions, plastered 
walls and ceilings, mastic floors and baseboards with 
wood chair rails and picture molding, and wood 
doors. The Commissioner’s Office had an oak pan-
eled wainscot, a book case, “special windows” and a 
window seat, plaster walls and ceilings with a plaster 
cornice. In this office the radiators were concealed. 
There were special lighting fixtures and a floor of 
cork tile. 14 

The windows on the second story were shorter in 
height than those on the first story. Like the first 
story they were 9/9, double-hung, wood windows 
with concrete sills and no lintels. On the east eleva-
tion, single, paired, and a few triple windows on the 
second story match those directly beneath on the 
first story. On the south elevation, triple windows 
on the east and west ends match those on the level 
below, but all other windows are single windows. 
On the west elevation, the second story windows are 
not configured to match the windows those directly 
beneath them.

During these modifications, a wood roof prom-
enade with a wire link fence enclosure was added to 
the north end of the building on the second story 
(or first story roof).  A 1931 photo of the building 
shows the fence around the promenade area. A new 
tar and gravel roof replaced the composition roof on 
the one-story portion of the building, and repairs 
were made to parts of the parapet that were out of 
plumb.

Detail of First Floor interior layout, 1929 remodel and addition, courtesy of 
National Archives and Records Administration.
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First Floor Plan, 1929 remodel and addition, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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Second Floor Plan, 1929 remodel and addition, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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Third Floor Plan, 1929 remodel and addition, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.
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The third story was built for a Boarding Officers’ 
Room and a tower lookout. The tower was classical 
in detail with compass-headed windows, molded 
cornices, wood pilasters cut to look like rusticated 
stone, and a copper roof.  It resembled the original 
cupola on the 1918 plans for a three-story immigra-
tion station. The third story is only 855 square feet 
and is located above the connecting bar of the “U” 
of the second story.15 Its construction was originally 
stucco over fireproof tile with a flat composition 
roof. According to remodeling plans, its fenestration 
was originally single or paired 3/3 double-hung sash 
windows.16  

d e s C r i P t i o n  o f  P r o P e r t y  i n  1 9 6 3 
a P P r a i s a L
In 1963, when the U. S. government was preparing 
to auction the Immigration Building for a second 
time, an Appraisal of Real Estate was performed 
for the property. The appraisal gave the following 
description of the building: 

The exterior description is 250 feet by 105 feet 
on the first floor with a partial second story of 
7,365 square feet and an 855 square feet third 

story. The part of the first floor roof that is ex-
posed has several metal sash fire glass skylights. 
At least one of the original façade doors had 
been removed and replaced by a metal-clad 
overhead double-size door. The appraisal did 
not mention any other entrances, although 
they must have existed, as they appear in early 
photographs. 

On the first floor the concrete interior walls 
and supporting columns were faced with 
glazed brick up to about eight feet (note: this 
continues to be true, but not for all walls). 
Lighting was drop light fixtures. Plasterboard 
partition walls divided the first floor into 
smaller rooms: 

•	 Vestibule 
•	 Five small and two large waterfront offices
•	 Archives room 
•	 Bag room 
•	 Two corridors and a passageway 
•	 Women’s toilet 
•	 Men’s toilet with six showers  
•	 Pharmacy 
•	 Two doctor’s offices
•	 Carpenter shop
•	 Storage room
•	 Two show rooms
•	 Dining room   
•	 Kitchen
•	 Pantry    
•	 Meat room
•	 Caretaker’s office   
•	 Two small and one large men’s day rooms
•	 Examination room    
•	 Alien enemies room with toilet and guard 

room.  

1927 Sanborn Fire and Insurance Map, of Jeffries Point, showing the 
Immigration Station, sheet 554. 
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The second floor was built of the same con-
crete pier construction, but it did not result in 
obstructed space by the supporting columns 
because most rooms were small enough to 
avoid them.  Two rooms, however, did have 
columns in their interiors. The inventory of 
rooms was:

•	 two large and eight small offices 
•	 a corridor and two passageways
•	 officials’, men’s, and women’s toilets
•	 three supply rooms
•	 Statistician’s office  
•	 women’s lounge and storage room
 
The third floor was also of the same construc-
tion. The rooms on this floor included a radio 
room, a fan room, and a tower room.

The property also had two outbuildings. One was a 
four-car garage of concrete construction with brick 
facing, and the other was a small shed of concrete 
block construction (both no longer extant).
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S U M M A R I E S

In order to hear � rst- and second-hand accounts of 
some immigrants to East Boston, Vanasse Hangen 
Brustlin, Inc. sta�  interviewed a sampling of 19 
people who had or have a connection with the East 
Boston community.  Many interviewees spent their 
childhoods there, or worked in the community.  
Most of the people interviewed were suggested by 
members of East Boston’s community groups and 
Massport’s O�  ce of Government and Community 
A� airs.  Interviews were conducted between No-
vember 2010 and July 2011. Each interview, which 
was recorded, lasted less than one hour. � ese 
interviews have been digitally archived. Summaries 
of each interview, along with photographs or other 
documents provided, are contained in this section 
of the report. 

A large number of the interviewees or their ances-
tors originally came from Italy, which is not surpris-

ing as Italians were the dominant ethnic group living 
in East Boston in the 20th century. But the inter-
viewees also include a woman whose Finnish grand-
parents sailed into East Boston on a Cunard line 
ship in the early 20th century; a Chinese man (then 
a young boy) who was questioned about his familial 
relationships at the East Boston Immigration Station 
in the late 1930s; and the former CEO of Massport, 
whose Russian Jewish great-grandparents se� led in 
East Boston in the 1890s. 

Each story is unique, and extremely personal.  It 
is the goal of this report to provide a sampling of 
stories of some of the people who helped make East 
Boston history and who contributed to the tight-
knit and ever-changing community of East Boston 
that we know today.

View of East Boston in 1925. � e East Boston Immigration Station is in the lower le�  corner of the 
image, colored in yellow. Image courtesy of the Boston Public Library.
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Boston City Councilor Salvatore (Sal) LaMattina, October 28, 2010, 
Boston City Hall, Boston, Massachusetts

Councilor LaMattina has fond memories of grow-
ing up in East Boston in the 1960s and 1970s. He 
recounted growing up on Chelsea Street between 
Gove and Porter Streets, a neighborhood that was 
“very Italian” at that time. The neighborhood was 
very closely knit, a quality that meant very much to 
him. Although he had a few friends of Irish or Irish-
Italian descent, he also remembered many older 
women who could only speak Italian. 

His family members in the United States originally 
lived in East Boston and most members of his fam-
ily lived nearby while he was growing up here. The 
earliest family members in East Boston were his 
grandparents, who were married here in 1913. The 
couple moved to Reading, PA a few years later for 

work in the coal mines there. They returned to East 
Boston in 1934 to continue raising their family of 13 
children. 

Like many East Boston children, three generations 
of the LaMattina family attended a fresh air camp 
in Westford, MA for East Boston children before 
it closed—the last generation included the Coun-
cilor’s daughter.1  The camp was one the few places 
outside of East Boston that he regularly visited as 
a child, as most of his childhood was spent on and 
near his block. There was no need to go farther 
because his friends, family, and school were close at 
hand, and the nearby stores provided almost every-
thing they needed; many other items, including ice 
and milk, were delivered.  

1 Founded in 1937, the property, located at 66 Depot St., Westford, MA 
served as a “Fresh Air Camp” for children from East Boston and Chelsea, allowing 
them to enjoy the outdoors. During the camp’s most popular times, it attracted about 
140 children per week with about 70 staff members (from “East Boston Camps to offer 
rental cabins”, Stephen Vittorioso/Staff Writer, GateHouse News Service, Posted May 
13, 2009 in Wicked Local – Westford) http://www.wickedlocal.com/westford/fun/
x1518876965/East-Boston-Camps-to-offer-rental-cabins, accessed November 4, 2010

The cabins at Westford’s East Boston Camps
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State Representative Carlo Basile, November 17, 2010, Massachusetts State 
House, Boston, Massachusetts

Representative Basile described the experience of 
growing up in East Boston in the 1960s and 1970s 
as “great.” He grew up on Havre Street in a house 
where his mother still lives. Carlo’s parents and 
grandparents came from a small village in Avellino, 
Italy where his grandfather was a farmer. His parents 
were married in Italy, but his mother emigrated first; 
his father could not join his mother in the US for 
two years after their marriage because of problems 
with his paperwork. Carlo’s father died when he was 
a small boy and his mother supported the family of 
four boys by doing piecework as a seamstress in the 
bra factory on Porter Street in East Boston and also 
in a factory in Chinatown. 

He described the neighborhood as closely knit, and 
he rarely left it as a child, not even to go the West-
ford Camp for East Boston children. He explained 

that his mother was too strict to allow her children 
to leave home, and so his organized childhood 
activities centered on the Salesian Boys Club 
just around the corner.2  The children of different 
neighborhoods in East Boston would usually only 
play with others from the same neighborhood. 
Occasionally boys would get into fights with other 
boys from another neighborhood, but the ani-
mosity never lasted and the groups often ended 
up playing an intramural baseball game against 
one another the next day. The family had a very 
close relationship with the Sacred Heart Church 
(which his mother still attends twice a day), and 
Carlo maintains that church relationship with his 
own family today.

2 The Salesian Boys & Girls Club of East Boston has been serving 
the young people of East Boston and surrounding communities of Revere and 
Winthrop since 1945. The clubhouse was built in 1965 to house the gymnasium, 
cafeteria and several classrooms for Savio High School, as well as to provide a place 
for the neighborhood youth to spend their free time. http://www.salesianclub.com, 
accessed November 17, 2010.

Sacred Heart Church (founded 1873)
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Frances (Fran) Rowan, December 7, 2010, 80 Border Street, East Boston,  
Massachusetts (married into an East Boston Irish family)

Fran described her girlhood growing up on a farm 
in Millis, Massachusetts, a life she enjoyed but didn’t 
want to stay with. She moved to Boston to work 
in the Post Office; in Boston she met her husband 
Jim Rowan, an East Bostonian of Irish descent, and 
a staffer in Rep. Tip O’Neill’s office. Her life as a 
strong-minded young woman of English descent, 
married into an Irish family and to a husband 20 
years her senior, was sometimes difficult; she often 
lost patience with the demands of being a “politi-
cal wife.” Fran was in a unique position to observe 
the workings of Boston politics, however, and had a 

number of observations about both the benefits and 
disadvantages of the political patronage system for 
the people of East Boston. When the women of East 
Boston first began to protest against the activities of 
Massport in the 1960s, it was a revelation to her; she 
had never seen such behavior, but admired it, calling 
the women “street fighters.” Since those days, she 
has dynamically involved herself in the community 
for many years, and has been particularly active in 
the relationship between the East Boston commu-
nity and Massport.

A mural celebrating the history of East Boston
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Sylvia Maki Ketonen, December 3, 2010, Port Charlotte, Florida

Sylvia’s grandparents on her mother’s side, Iivari and 
Aliina Lilius of Loppi, Finland, arrived in East Bos-
ton at the Cunard Line dock in 1902 and 1903, re-
spectively. In the early 20th century, Finnish people 
coming to the United States would travel by ship to 
Hull, England and then transfer to Liverpool, where 
they boarded a Cunard vessel.3   The married couple, 
with their four young children (including Sylvia’s 
mother), were seeking a better life in the United 
States in these earliest years of the 20th century. 
Finland’s residents were experiencing increasing 
strife due to Russian occupation and dictatorship 
and, coupled with the lack of opportunities for work 
and land ownership, many emigrated at this time.4   
The family immediately moved to Arthur Street in 
Quincy where there was a large existing Finnish 
population. 

Sylvia grew up in New Ipswich, New Hampshire, 
where her family moved to after a few years living 
near Fitchburg, Massachusetts, another community 
with a thriving Finnish population. 

3 Patricia Lilius Carlson, History of August Ivar Lilius (1874-1947) and 
Aliina Maria Siren (1876-1955), document in the possession of Sylvia Maki Ketonen.

4 Patricia Lilius Carlson, Finnish History Timeline, document in the posses-
sion of Sylvia Maki Ketonen. Recorded in Stone: Voices on the Marquette Iron Range, 
http://voices.nmu.edu/content.asp?PageName=Finnish, accessed March 22, 2011. 

Sylvia Maki Ketonen
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Robert (Bob) D’Amico, Transportation Planner, December 15, 2010,  
Boston City Hall, Boston, Massachusetts

Bob grew up in Orient Heights although both sides 
of his family started out on Jeffries Point; Orient 
Heights was considered “moving up” and his father’s 
side of the family all eventually moved there. Robert 
talked about the closeness of the neighborhoods in 
East Boston and how many people never ventured 
out of their own neighborhoods—even to the extent 
that some East Bostonians thought Orient Heights 
was not part of East Boston. When remembering 
his boyhood, his first memory was of the fun he and 
his neighbors had watching the propeller-engine 
aircraft landing and taking off from Logan Airport. 
The advent of the jet age, however, changed this 
perception with the excessive noise and air pollu-

tion that the early jets imposed onto the lives of East 
Bostonians. The need for longer runways caused the 
Port Authority to take people’s homes by eminent 
domain, creating even more disruption in the life of 
the community. He spoke at length of the taking of 
Wood Island Park, a much used and well-loved park 
designed by noted landscape architect Frederick 
Law Olmsted, for the extension of one of Logan’s 
runways. He feels the community is not as close as it 
once was and has lost its “sense of place” and stabil-
ity, partly due to the upheavals caused by the airport 
beginning in the 1960s and also due to the increased 
mobility of today’s society.

Albert Russo, father-in-law of Robert D’Amico Giuseppe Russo & Assunta Russo, parents of Albert Russo
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East Boston High School

Janet Miranda, East Boston High School Student, December 15, 2010,  
East Boston High School, East Boston, Massachusetts

Eighteen-year-old Janet came from Guatemala two 
years ago to join her parents who have been liv-
ing in Boston since she was a small child. It was 15 
years before they could obtain visas for Janet and 
her older sister, during which time she was raised by 
her grandparents. She went through the immigra-
tion process in Guatemala, where she had to answer 
many questions about why she wanted to come to 
the United States, and then flew to Boston. Because 
of the long years of separation, she feels distant from 
her mother, whom Janet calls by her first name. 
Janet also chafes under her mother’s strict rules—

stricter than the rules her brother must follow—
wishing she could date and be allowed to go out 
more. Her social life is also restricted by having to 
care for younger siblings while her parents work. 

She feels she was getting a better education in Gua-
temala where she studied music and art in school in 
addition to academic subjects. She plans to go on 
to college after graduation. Her ambition is to be a 
nurse because she likes to take care of people.
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Both Vincenzo and Nick are examples of Italian 
immigrants who came to America to make a better 
life, and who made that dream come true. Getting 
to these shores, however, was not a simple proce-
dure. Both men remembered the process of getting 
cleared by the U.S. Embassy in Naples to immigrate 
to America. Their backgrounds were checked to see 
if they had criminal records, and they were visited 
and interviewed. Vincenzo remembered that some-
one had to sponsor him and “sign a contract” to 
provide for him for at least one year. Because getting 
a visa to come to America was difficult and involved, 
some of Vincenzo’s siblings went to Australia, which 
had more open immigration policies than those of 
the United States.

Vincenzo was born in Calabria, where he had two 
years of schooling—the only formal education 
he ever received. He came to the United States in 
1962. He didn’t like it here at first, feeling alienated 
and alone because he didn’t speak English. But his 
brother convinced him to stay and helped him find 

a better job. This new job was working at a fruit 
market. After 10 years of hard work, he borrowed 
money and opened his own fruit business, and even-
tually he prospered. He attributes this to long hours 
of hard work. He has retired and now makes his own 
wine, prosciutto, and sausage at his Orient Heights 
home.

Nick, a construction worker who worked on the 
John Hancock Building and the John F. Kennedy 
School, came to United States in 1969. He was a 
younger man than Vincenzo had been when he 
immigrated and adjusted more quickly to American 
life. East Boston at that time was largely an Italian 
ethnic community and many people spoke Italian. 
Nick met many people from his region, and made 
friends who helped him feel at home. His wife 
owned a beauty shop in East Boston, and they lived 
there for eleven years before moving to Revere to 
raise their family. 

Vincenzo Capogreco and Nicola (Nick) Longo, December 16, 2010, 182 
Orient Avenue, East Boston, Massachusetts
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State Senator Anthony Petruccelli, December 22, 2010, Massachusetts 
State House, Boston, Massachusetts

Senator Petruccelli grew up in East Boston in the 
1970s and 1980s. His most vivid memories are of 
growing up in Jeffries Point in the neighborhood 
around the intersection of Cottage and Sumner 
streets. It was almost completely an Italian-Ameri-
can neighborhood, and many of his relatives lived 
in one multi-family building. His grandfather’s 
grocery store in the same building was one of the 
places he spent much of his time. It was a complete 
neighborhood grocery store where “you could get 
anything you needed.” When older Italian women 
would come to shop and buy more than they could 

carry, Anthony was one of the workers in the store 
who would deliver their purchases to their homes. 
Several other small merchants in the neighborhood, 
such as a butcher, a baker, a clothier, a fish monger, 
and a shoemaker supplied whatever local families 
required, so that it was seldom necessary to go far-
ther away than a few blocks. Outside of the grocery 
store, his life centered primarily on family, school, 
and church. He played sports in the summer and 
remembers an intense rivalry between the youth 
teams of Jeffries Point and Orient Heights, a rivalry 
which their parents actively encouraged.   

Jeffries Point
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Professor Tunney Lee, January 5, 2011, 321 Harvard Street,  
Cambridge, Massachusetts

Professor Lee was born in China, but his ancestors 
were American citizens as far back as his great-
grandfather who came to the United States to work 
on the Northern Pacific Railroad and who became 
an American citizen. Generations of Lee men then 
had the right to return to China and re-enter this 
country. They went home to marry and have chil-
dren, and then returned to the United States with 
their families. Professor Lee’s father was forced to 
leave his mother behind in China because of the 
various Chinese immigration acts of the late 19th 
century that prohibited immigration of Asians. 
Because of these laws, when seven-year-old Tunney 
entered Boston with his father in 1938, he was de-
tained in the East Boston Immigration Building and 
interrogated by officials. He was required to prove 
he really was his father’s son (and therefore the son 
of a citizen) through his detailed knowledge of his 
father’s family and house in China. His mother and 
sisters stayed in China and he did not see them again 
for over thirty years.

In Boston he lived in Chinatown, a very close-knit 
community that did not often interact with outsid-
ers. Because of racial prejudice, for many years the 
only employment and business opportunities for 
Chinese were in Chinese laundries and Chinese 
restaurants. However, the community placed great 
emphasis on education and young Tunney eventu-
ally moved beyond the world of Chinatown when 
he went to college at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), followed by his attendance 
at the University of Michigan (1949-1954).   He 
served as Chief of Planning and Design at the 
Boston Redevelopment Authority, and as Head of 
the Department of Urban Studies and Planning at 
MIT(1986-1990), where he is now Senior Lecturer 
and Professor Emeritus.

Tunney Lee immigration inspection certificate ID

Tunney Lee vaccination card
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Joanne and Peter Cardinale, February 15, 2011 42 Jeffries Street,  
East Boston, Massachusetts

Joanne’s Italian immigrant mother made the best 
meatballs in East Boston at her family’s restaurant, 
and if you listen carefully to the interview, she’ll 
share the secret ingredient with you.  

Joanne and her husband Peter still live in the house 
that she grew up in at Jeffries Point. When her father 
ran his shop next door at 40 Jeffries Street during 
World War II, workers from the Bethlehem Steel 
plant used to line up for authentic meatball sand-
wiches during their all-too-short 30 minute lunch 
breaks.  Despite having grown up nearly ten years 
apart, both Joanne and Peter described East Bos-
ton in the 1940s and 1950s as a “neighborhood of 
corners.”  In a world where every corner had a store, 
with a butcher, a bakery, a drug store, a dentist (“two 
dollars for a pullin’; three dollars for a fillin’”), and a 
doctor located at arm’s length, you could obtain all 
of life’s necessities close by.  Push carts and the milk-
man filled in the rest.  If that wasn’t enough for you, 
there was always dancing at Meridian Hall, movie 

theaters like the Seville in Central Square, ball fields 
at Wood Island – get up early if you want to reserve 
a field – or hide and seek in the neighborhood back-
yards.  Sumner Street made for excellent sledding in 
the winter.  There was one major rule for his Italian-
dominated corner, according to Peter.  “You don’t 
date your friends’ younger sisters.  Period.”

While Peter described each corner “gang” as being 
made up of a single cultural group, Joanne’s corner 
groups were more multi-cultural; prejudice existed 
but was not the rule.  Both described Italian and 
Jewish-owned shops and businesses, and a real mix 
of cultures forming the backdrop for their respec-
tive childhoods.  As a little girl during World War II 
Joanne remembers waving at Japanese soldiers who 
were exercising on the roof of the East Boston Im-
migration Station, much to her father’s disapproval!  
The recent influx of Latino culture in East Boston is 
bringing back both the corner shop and the associ-
ated fond memories for the Cardinales.

Images courtesy of Peter Cardinale Some of the shops in Maverick Square
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When Evelyn’s father came to the United States in 
1920, he embraced his new county and culture in 
full.  He never talked about going back to Italy, he 
did not join the numerous local Italian social clubs, 
and neither he nor his wife ever mentioned any 
details about their journey through Ellis Island.  Her 
father didn’t believe in English as a second language, 
and expected his wife to learn English by immersion 
after they were married outside of New York City.  
He personally took his daughter to register to vote 
years later.  

After the family moved to East Boston, they lived on 
Paris Street, and Evelyn’s mother took her outside 
East Boston on several excursions to Arnold Arbore-
tum, the Franklin Park Zoo, and Japanese tea at the 
Salada Tea Building in downtown Boston.

Though her mother died when Evelyn was a teen-
ager, she remembers listening to her mother and 
friends socializing.  She’ll never forget her mother’s 
friend Gloria; while Evelyn knew as a child that 
there was something special about Gloria and her 
place in the community, she didn’t know why.  One 
day, her mother let her in on Gloria’s special qual-
ity – “Gloria is literate.”  In the 1920s and 1930s, the 
paisanos5 in the neighborhood often couldn’t write 
well in their own language, and Gloria’s ability to 
read and write ensured that the Italian immigrants 
in East Boston were able to keep up with family and 
friends they’d left in their home country.  It was a 
highly-esteemed role, not least because people need-
ed to show respect for a woman who knew all of 

5 A paisano is defined as a peasant of Spanish or Italian ethnic origin

Evelyn Morash, February 15, 2011, 62 Putnam Street, East Boston, Massachusetts

their family gossip.  Evelyn recalled an East Boston 
woman fulfilling a similar role as late as the 1980s.  

Evelyn moved with her husband in 1952 to Eagle 
Hill, and described the gratifying waves of immi-
grant groups that have moved through East Boston 
in subsequent decades.  A second wave of Italian 
immigrants came in the 1960s, followed by an 
Asian population in the 1970s and, more recently, 
Latino and African immigrants.  Despite her fa-
ther’s emphasis on American culture, Evelyn still 
had connections to her Italian heritage through the 
neighborhood, and developed an understanding and 
appreciation of Lithuanian culture when her father 
took a second wife who was Lithuanian.  Evelyn still 
enjoys  the multi-cultural aspect of East Boston, of-
ten purchasing tamales for lunch from a woman who 
passes down the street carrying the freshly-made 
food in a pot balanced on her head, on her way to 
selling  them to people in the park.

The diverse storefronts of East Boston
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Judge Joseph V. Ferrino,  February 21, 2011, Meridian 155 Café, 
Central Square, East Boston, Massachusetts

It would have been easy for Judge Ferrino’s parents 
to focus on their difficult journey from Sicily to the 
United States.  Traveling in the early years of the 
20th century by donkey, railroad, and ferry just to 
get to Naples where the ships left for the three-week 
journey to America, fear could have taken over as 
food stops were few and far between.  On board the 
ship, the “Oh My God” steerage class meant close 
quarters, fear of sickness, and little sanitation.  But 
the Ferrino family left the abject poverty of their 
olive-growing region full of the hope and promise 
of America, and never resented the difficulties they 
encountered getting here.

Once on land, the paisanos came to the meet the 
newcomers to help with temporary shelter and basic 
supplies, including coats during the winter months.  

Judge Ferrino’s father trained as a stonemason and 
his mother worked in a chocolate factory, where 
her Irish co-worker helped her learn English.  The 
children benefited from a Trinity Church-sponsored 
daycare center nearby.  Always grateful for the 
opportunities and camaraderie they received in 
America, the Ferrinos instilled their children with 
a strong civic ethic.  Judge Ferrino himself is well-
known throughout East Boston as one of the found-
ers of the local chapter of the Freedoms Foundation 
and for his involvement in the Italian community.  
He told a story of immigration patterns in East Bos-
ton forming a bridge between the lives of those who 
fought to get here, and their first-generation Ameri-
can children who worked hard to avail themselves of 
the opportunities their parents found here.

Judge Ferrino, 1943

Joseph V. Ferrino and Marie A. Ferrino, 1910 (parents of Judge 
Ferrino), wedding
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Ben and Debora Tauro, March 29, 133 Orleans Street, East Boston, Massachusetts

The figure $11,880 is an important one to Ben 
Tauro.  This is the amount of money he needed to 
turn his send-out dry cleaning business into an in-
house cleaning and tailoring service where he could 
personally handle the clothing from beginning to 
end.  Convincing a local businessman and a bank to 
give him a chance to purchase the cleaning machine 
took some work, but Ben was always guided by the 
principle of America as “the land of opportunity.” 
As for the businessman and the bank, they made a 
good bet - Ben started giving tours of the machine’s 
operation for interested parties at $100 each, which 
was “big money” in the 1950s.  He didn’t have such 
a difficult time securing loans in the future.

Ben’s immigration to the United States in 1952 had 
an inauspicious beginning.  He came to the country 
with his mother after receiving notice that he would 
lose his birthright to citizenship if he didn’t take up 
residence here within a short time. On the ship, so 
many people were sick that he started to question 
his decision.  After arriving in New York and meet-
ing his father and cousin, the entire family took 
the train to Boston where Ben’s father lived in the 
West End.  Ben remembers walking out of South 
Station in January wearing only the light clothes he 
had from the warm Italian climate, seeing the dirty 
snow on the ground, and immediately stepping into 
a deep puddle shortly before thinking “I’d better 
go back.”  Forty years later, he had successfully run 
business ventures in dry cleaning/tailoring, sports-
wear manufacturing, window sales, mirror produc-
tion and installation, and a funeral home (the latter 
two are still family-owned).  Ben became one of East 

Boston’s preeminent community leaders, holding 
offices and honors with the Chamber of Commerce, 
Kiwanis Club and Italia Unita, among others.  He 
married another Italian immigrant, Debora, and 
they had several children.  As someone who always 
“wanted more” (as he put it), Ben represents the 
true success story of the American immigrant.  He 
has spent almost all of his time in America living 
and working in his beloved East Boston, despite 
being offered lucrative opportunities for business 
ventures in both Italy and Georgia (USA).  While 
the opportunity in Italy was tempting, the one in 
Georgia simply couldn’t hold the couple’s interest.  
As Debora said, “What good is money if I can’t buy 
a pound of pasta?”

Ben Tauro
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Cottage Street and Sumner Street

Alden Raine, March 18, 2011, Interview at the office of the 
Massachusetts Port Authority, Logan Office Center 

Five generations of Alden Raine’s family have either 
lived or worked in East Boston. His Jewish great-
grandparents came to Boston in the 1890s from 
Russia, settling on Chelsea Street in East Boston. He 
explained that many Jewish immigrants had moved 
to the Chelsea, East Boston, and Everett areas in the 
late 19th century.  The family lived in East Boston 
until they moved to southern California, a venture 
that did not last very long; his grandfather was a 
union plumber and his union status was not well 
regarded there. Upon their return to the Boston 
area, the family moved to Dorchester where Al grew 
up.  But the family’s association with East Boston 
continued when Al’s father and his brother opened 
a hardware store at Cottage Street and Sumner 
Street, called Willard’s Hardware. One of his favorite 
memories of that time period (late 1940s into the 
late 1950s) was taking the ferry to Jeffries Point with 
his father. 

Mr. Raine recounted his role as the fourth genera-
tion of his family to be in East Boston. 6 In 1991, 
Al came back to East Boston as Massport’s CEO 
and Executive Director for a two-year period, after 
having served as the state’s director of economic 
development in the Dukakis administration. When 
asked what his favorite project was as the Massport 
Executive Director, he started with the story of 
the completion of the Little League ballfield--his 
name on the fieldhouse there was the “the proudest 
thing in the world”. He also described his role in the 
advancement of Piers Park and the Bayswater Street 
embankment, projects which contributed to his goal 
of making these neighborhood mitigation measures 
a “source of pride for Massport”.  He explained the 
importance of Logan Airport improvements and 
developments in the early 1990s and how they 
were interwoven with the concerns of East Boston 
residents. This was best symbolized for Mr. Raine 
by early 1990s groundbreaking for the Harborside 
Hyattt, in which Anna Defronzo, one of the leaders 
of the legendary Maverick Street Mothers, and her 
great-granddaughter participated with Mr. Raine.7   

6  Mr. Raine’s daughter Emily was the fifth generation of the Raine family 
to work in East Boston, participating in an after-school program in the neighborhood 
while she was getting her education degree from Lesley University.

7  http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-56344699.html
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Ernani DeAraujo, March 28, 2011, Boston City Hall, Office 708

When Ernani’s mother and her family came to the 
United States from Colombia in the 1970s, they 
sought better opportunities.  Her son excelled in 
school in her adopted country, and attended college 
at Harvard.  Mrs. DeAraujo voted in her first elec-
tion in 1996; it wasn’t long after that that her son 
was a White House intern.  When the Justice of the 
Peace welcomed her into the American family when 
she became a United State citizen two decades after 
her arrival, she already felt like a family member. 

Ernani’s mother and father met in East Boston.  
They were part of the earliest of the wave of Latino 
immigrants currently carrying on the neighbor-
hood’s rich ethnic history.  His father, who passed 
away while Ernani was quite young, emigrated from 
Brazil and worked at the well-known Anthony’s Pier 
4.   His mother worked a number of jobs to support 
her family, including at local favorite, Lolly’s Bakery.  
When Ernani was in school, he had a different iden-

tity than most of his classmates.  He was one of only 
two Latino students and his friends were second and 
third generation Americans.  Interestingly, Ernani 
told the same story about East Boston that so many 
others told - everything you needed was located in 
your own little neighborhood, making East Boston a 
true network of communities.

Now serving as the Mayor’s Liaison to East Boston, 
Ernani is in a unique position to witness the entre-
preneurial efforts of today’s immigrants.  Continu-
ing a tradition of establishing small businesses, East 
Boston’s Latino immigrants identify needs within 
their own cultural community and the neighbor-
hood as a whole, while adjusting to life in a new 
country.  In doing so, their hard work also continues 
a 150-year tradition of East Boston’s immigrants, 
using their skills and ambition as engines of social 
mobility.

Ernani in front of Lolly’s Bakery
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Edith (Edie) G. DeAngelis and Florence D’Avela, June 17, 2011, 
Brooksby Village, Peabody, MA

The first thing that Edie will tell you is that “East 
Boston will always be in my heart.”  Edie and her 
sister Florence spoke enthusiastically about the 
wonderful people, neighbors, and leadership which 
really define the neighborhood for them.  They both 
described a “culture of giving” in East Boston, which 
is the result of the neighborhood’s development 
by immigrants, such as their grandparents Rocco 
and Catarina who arrived in the United States from 
Italy in the 1910s.  The generosity inherent in other 
cultures, and the strength of character required of 
people who start their lives over by immigrating into 
the United States, has fostered a spirit of generosity 
and a passion of place for Edie and Florence, their 
family, and their neighbors. 

When their grandparents bought their house in Ea-
gle Hill in the 1920s, they were the first Italian fam-
ily to move into the predominantly Irish neighbor-
hood.  Their neighbors, the Kerr family, befriended 
Edie and Florence’s grandparents and helped them 
get settled.  Two generations shared the house on 

Meridien Street during those early years, and even 
when Edie and Florence were growing up during the 
1930s and 1940s, money was tight.  However, their 
mother’s Italian heritage taught them to share ev-
erything - even when there wasn’t anything to share.  
As a result, the girls never realized they were poor 
when they were children.  While relations weren’t 
always smooth among the various cultures living in 
East Boston during the early and mid-20th century, 
neighbors always looked out for one another.

Edie and Florence have been advocates for and 
volunteers in East Boston for all of their lives.  To-
gether, they told a poignant personal story of grow-
ing up and living in East Boston throughout much 
of the 20th century, as well as the broader history of 
East Boston and the efforts to improve the quality 
of life for its residents.  To them, dedication to one’s 
neighbors requires both a personal loyalty and a 
willingness to work on behalf of the neighborhood 
as a whole. 

Henry DeAngelis helping to unload ice from delivery truck, 
1938 (father of Edith G. DeAngelis and Florence D’Avela)

Catarina Colatuono, ca. 1920 (grandmother of 
Edith G. DeAngelis and Florence D’Avela)
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William Ferullo, June 21, 2011, 23 Haynes Street, East Boston, Massachusetts

Willy Ferullo is the leading local historian for the 
East Boston waterfront.  When new land was filled 
in along the waterfront during the 1960s, Willy 
knew when the contractors were going to hit pilings 
before they did.  That’s the knowledge that comes 
with decades of experience living and working along 
the piers for more than 50 years.  

Willy’s story about the piers was mainly about vari-
ety and diversity.  Before and after World War II, the 
Boston and Albany Railroad piers served as a major 
shipping hub for both passengers and goods.  Immi-
grants and visitors came into Boston via the Cunard 
and White Star lines, and cargo ships unloaded 
products from Europe to be put onto trains heading 
to destinations throughout New England.  Goods 
such as grains, textiles, lumber, and perishables were 
transported by train onto the piers to be loaded onto 

ships going to Canada and Europe.  Perhaps most 
importantly, the piers in East Boston were places 
where people of various cultures and ethnicities 
worked side-by-side, and cooperation during the 
work day was key to staying employed.  During 
the decades between the 1930s and the 1950s, 
longshoremen rarely knew if they would have 
work more than a day in advance, and hard work 
and willingness to cooperate were vital to job sta-
bility, especially during the Great Depression.  It 
turns out that being trustworthy and available was 
just as valued by the passengers traveling into East 
Boston as they were by the pier managers – Willy 
related that one could earn a bit of money on the 
side by helping families with their luggage when 
they arrived at the wharf!

William Ferullo, father of Willy Ferullo
Lucy Ferullo ca. 1945 (wife of Willy Ferullo)
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Headmaster Michael (Mike) Rubin, June 27, 2011, East Boston High School

Michael Rubin just finished his 32nd year at East 
Boston High School, where he started as a coach, 
later became a teacher, and now serves as Head-
master.  If there is anyone who knows about today’s 
student immigrant population in East Boston, it’s 
Mike.  He’s also one of their biggest advocates.  

When Mike started working at East Boston High 
School, the student population was predominantly 
Italian-American; today, 65% of the student body 
is Latino.  Many of these students are themselves 
immigrants, facing the challenge of learning English 
while preparing for the Massachusetts Comprehen-
sive Assessment System (MCAS) tests.  If that isn’t 
difficult enough, many students face poverty, some 
paying rent and holding down multiple jobs while 
trying to attend school.  In order to succeed, these 
students need two things – the ability to work hard 

and the support of their fellow students and com-
munity.  Mike said that the students arrive in East 
Boston with the work ethic; he spoke about how as-
sistance from the East Boston community provides 
the rest.  The neighborhood is a special place, with 
a foundation of generosity established by its immi-
grant population in the 19th century and continuing 
today.  Mike’s goal for his English Language Learner 
(ELL) students is to provide them with a safe place 
where they don’t have to worry about gangs, food, 
or other challenges they may face outside of school, 
so they can concentrate on developing their writing 
and math skills.  In doing so, he hopes to help them 
fulfill the same American dream of college, a house, 
and a picket fence that has brought immigrants to 
the United States and to East Boston for more than 
100 years.  

Headmaster Michael (Mike) Rubin
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Fran Riley, July 15, 2011, Sonny Noto’s, Central Square, East Boston

Fran Riley firmly believes that “your nose could tell 
a story.”  In this case, the story is one of Italian im-
migrants bringing their traditions, customs, and of 
course food to the United States and setting up the 
“old country” right in East Boston.  Fran explained 
how food brings back memories and brings genera-
tions and cultures together.  To her, fresh jelly do-
nuts mean Sunday walks back from church past the 
bakery; she got to know her childhood Russian and 
Portuguese friends over the meals their immigrant 
grandparents cooked for everyone. She learned to 
cook with her grandmother when she was just four 
years old, and the stories she heard from her grand-
mother about her own immigration to Boston in 
1915 and her early days here in the United States 
formed the basis for this interview.  

Fran’s nonni 8 Antonia Zinerco followed her brother 
Peter to the United States after losing her husband 
and all three of her children in Sicily, reportedly in 
an explosion.9 She explained that in the early 20th 
century, young female immigrants to the United 
States were required to be married or to have a 
financial sponsor who agreed to be responsible for 
them.  So just hours after Antonia landed in Boston 
on board the White Star Line’s Canopic, she mar-
ried an Italian man from the North End, a marriage 
arranged by her brother.  Both Peter and Antonia 
moved to the United States as skilled craftsmen, Pe-
ter as a leatherworker and Antonia as a tailor.  While 
they were disappointed to find that most of the jobs 

8  Italian endearment for “grandmother.”

9  Few details are available, but the family’s understanding is that all four 
died together in a blast.

available to them required only unskilled manual 
labor, both eventually built up their own customer 
bases, made up of other immigrants who wanted 
professional leather work and fine tailoring.  

The struggles of immigrants to establish themselves 
in their adopted home fostered a real sense of com-
munity in Antonia and the neighboring Italian fami-
lies.  “Your problems are my problems” became a 
motto of the community and made people sensitive 
to injustice to others.  This sensitivity was passed on 
to Fran and others of her generation in the form of 
advocacy, and the Italian community in East Bos-
ton became well-known for opposition to projects 
they deemed as diminishing their quality of life.  
Fran became one of the famed “Maverick Mothers,” 
who protested the expansion of Logan Airport by 
marching with their babies in strollers along Mav-
erick Street to block the trucks bringing fill into the 
new runway area in 1967.  Despite harassment by 
authorities and truck drivers, Fran says the Maverick 
Mothers were inspired to fight by the spirit of their 
immigrant ancestors, who were courageous enough 
to leave everything they knew to come to the United 
States.   
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Antonia Zinerco (grandmother of Fran Riley) 
and Fran Riley, ca. 1945

Antonia Zinerco (grandmother of Fran Riley)
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East Boston Memories

An Italian passport, courtesy Rosemarie Moscato

Orient Heights Veterans Memorial

McDonald brothers from Orient Heights ca. 1944. 
Rear row left to right: Robert and Walter. Front row left 
to right: Thomas, Edward, Francis; courtesy of Mary 
(McDonald) Berninger

East Boston History mural, Yetti Frenkel, Meridien Street Left to Right: Jacob, Richard, and Thomas Berninger. The Berninger family 
has lived in East Boston since the late 1800s, all three served in the Boston 
Fire Department. Image courtesy of the Berninger family
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East Boston Memories 

Charles DiSciscio 
U.S. Army 
40th Infantry Division 
Korean War

Certificate commemorating  
the service of  
Manuel Mendoza 
U.S. Army, 301st Infantry 
World War I, 1917

Credit: 
John Cotter (great nephew) 
James Iannuzzi 
Jonathan Harker

John P. Cotter 
U.S. Marines 
1st Marine Division 
Korean War 
1952-1953

Robert D. Corbett, II 
U.S. Army 
Vietnam War 
1968-1969

Thomas Moscato  
U.S. Navy 
Carpenter’s Mate – Third Class 
World War II
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