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Discouraged and frustrated Chinese immigrants boarded a ship bound for China. Their 

hopes for the future were destroyed when they were forced to return home after being detained 

on Angel Island for months. They had been so close to achieving their common goal: to live in 

America, but they were turned away at the last moment.  

Many immigrants who tried to enter the United States through Angel Island Immigration 

Station shared this experience. The island served as a detention center for immigrants coming 

into the US from Asia and other countries west of the United States. Isolated on an island in San 

Francisco Bay, the station was in operation from 1910 to 1940 and most immigrants came from 

China. Growing anti-Chinese sentiments in the late 1800s and early 1900s contributed to the 

exclusion of Chinese immigrants from the US. Unlike other groups, Chinese immigrants were 

barred from the country by the Chinese Exclusion Act and were unable to become citizens 

except under very specific circumstances. Angel Island greatly influenced immigration history in 

the US by discriminating against and segregating Chinese immigrants. Chinese encountered long 

detentions and complicated court cases at Angel Island Immigration Station while attempting to 

gain US citizenship, forcing them to exchange legal methods for illegal ones in order to explore 

their opportunities in the US.  

In the mid 1800s, Chinese immigrants left China in hopes of having a better life in the US 

and as they arrived, American prejudice against Asians in general increased because of the 

declining economy. Chinese immigrants had been coming to the US to work for years, toiling to 

build the Transcontinental Railroad. Chinese men established a reputation as hardworking 

laborers who would labor for less money than average white Americans. Immigrants who 

succeeded in the US exchanged messages with friends and relatives in China, saying that 
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everyone could be wealthy by working diligently in the US.
1
 Many young Chinese men were 

also attracted to the US by the prospect of gold in California. The country was known as “Gold 

Mountain” to Chinese immigrants because of the massive amounts of gold that could be found. 

Chinese citizens often left their hometowns and made the long journey to the US because the 

economic situation in China was worsening and they wanted to get rich.
2
 These immigrants 

traveled to the US before the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, when immigration policy was open 

and all immigrants could live in the US. Most of the Chinese immigrants were male because of 

the patriarchal society in China. Only when the men established a living in the US would their 

wives or any female relatives join them.
3
 After the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act, 

however, both Chinese men and women struggled to get into the US.  

Chinese immigrants were discriminated against because there was such a large number of 

people coming to the US from China. Angel Island was also called the “Ellis Island of the West”, 

but immigrants passing through the Western station encountered much more discrimination than 

people coming through Ellis Island.
4
 Chinese people were officially denied the rights to 

immigrate, to marry whites, or to own land solely because of their race. These denied rights 

limited the exchange of culture between Chinese Americans and European Americans, and 

discrimination increased against the Chinese. During the economic recession in the 1850s, 

Americans, upset that they had lost their jobs, blamed Chinese immigrants for stealing work. 

This discrimination excluded them from the communities and American culture in cities, causing 

the formation of Chinese neighborhoods where people hoped to feel more at home among their 
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own culture. The closeness of the Chinese community, however, made it a target for violence 

and protests from Americans. Many Californians shared the opinion that the Chinese were an 

infestation on the US, and angry mobs destroyed Chinese settlements without repercussions.
5
 

Despite the anti-Chinese sentiments that spread throughout the US, Chinese immigrants 

continued to travel to America in large numbers.  

In 1882, Congress passed the first Chinese Exclusion Act in an attempt to control 

Chinese immigration. Chinese people were banned from coming into the US for 10 years unless 

they were diplomats, students, merchants, or travelers.
6
 American born Chinese returning to the 

US from China encountered the Exclusion Act and were denied access back to the US, even if 

they had previously been American citizens. Those citizens felt that they were being treated 

unfairly. Though Chinese communities, particularly in California, protested these laws, and 

American products were boycotted in Shanghai, the law was renewed in 1892, 1902, and made 

permanent in 1904.
7
 The Exclusion Act gained support from Americans who believed that 

Chinese people did not deserve to be in the country. It rejected one in four Chinese immigrants 

during the time it was effective until it was repealed in 1943 by President Franklin Roosevelt.
8
 If 

immigrants were not deported due to the Exclusion Act, they were detained on the island for 

weeks, months, or in rare cases, years. Despite these laws, over 200,000 people, many of who 

were Chinese, managed to immigrate to the US through Angel Island.  

 Once a boat of immigrants arrived on the shore of California, a group of officers 

inspected everyone on board. Everyone who had acceptable papers got off at the mainland, but 

those who had inadequate immigration papers were sent on a smaller boat to Angel Island. 
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There, they underwent long medical exams and interrogations to determine whether or not they 

were fit to be American citizens.
9
 While waiting for their cases to be heard or recovering from 

diseases, immigrants were housed in small, flimsy buildings that were not adequate for human 

shelter.
10

 Men were separated from women and children, and they were not allowed to see each 

other unless their applications were accepted. Social status and wealth were important factors in 

the treatment of Chinese immigrants. Wealthy people would bribe officials, resulting in scandals 

and corruption in the immigration system.
11

 People who went through the legal methods of 

immigration were treated extremely unfairly by immigration officials. 

 

"The physicians had stripped us to the skin and exposed to the chilly sea breeze for 

several hours before he routinely tapped our chest and spine and ordered us to jump up and 

down like monkeys. Was it really a physical exam or was it designed to insult our entire race?" 

- Jann Mon Fong, Chinese immigrant
12

 

 

Immigrants felt that the claims of communicable disease prevented them from entering 

the US, but illnesses were controversial at the time due to varying risks and dangers. People 

seeking entry were screened for parasitic diseases that were common in their homes in rural 

areas in China, but even if they were disease-free, they were often detained for other reasons. 

Health officials claimed that certain illnesses were also reasons for a Chinese immigrant to be 

stopped on their way into the US, even if those diseases were not extremely dangerous or 

contagious, like trachoma, hookworm, and liver fluke.
13

 Chinese communities in California 

protested, so the government changed its policies so that immigrants with these diseases could 

stay to be treated in the US instead of being deported. From 1903 to 1905, one out of every four 
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Chinese people was rejected and sent back to China, which meant that many people did not 

achieve their dreams of gaining wealth in the US.
14

 People who passed the medical 

examinations, however, were not allowed into the country automatically. They also had to pass 

legal examinations, which were harsh and often inaccurate measures of immigrants’ identities.  

After passing the health examination, immigrants on Angel Island had to go through legal 

interrogations to affirm their applications for citizenship. Officials knew that people tried to 

immigrate illegally, so the questions were extremely difficult to answer. The interrogations were 

so obscure that people who were presenting their actual identities were denied access to the 

country because they did not know, for instance, which materials were used to build their homes 

in China.
15

 Family members had separate interrogations, and if any information was inconsistent 

between relatives, the entire family would be kept at the station’s detention quarters for further 

examinations. Immigrants detained on Angel Island could hire lawyers to try and get themselves 

into the country, but communication was limited between the mainland and the station, and the 

courts took months, or even years, to rule on decisions. Long interrogations were implemented 

so that immigration officials could eventually find the imposters who were immigrating 

illegally.
16

 Sometimes, officials threatened immigrants to try to make them confess, trying to 

prove that Chinese were unfit to live in the US and would damage the country. Extensive 

examinations became known as an experience for which immigrants had to prepare, whether 

they came into the country legally or illegally. Due to the increasing number and risk of 

deportations, Chinese immigrants had to find other ways to bypass the immigration system.  
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"The only place in the United States where a man is guilty until he is proven innocent is at the 

immigration station." - Charles Jung, interpreter at Angel Island and immigration attorney
17

 

 

 The large number of Chinese immigrants who were forbidden from coming into the US 

tried to find ways to get around the laws. Many immigrants used false identities and pretended to 

be relatives of people who were exempt from the Exclusion laws.
18

 It is possible that around 

90% of Chinese immigrants who came through Angel Island did so illegally and with false 

papers.
19

 People created fraudulent identities and made sure they knew answers to the questions 

asked by immigration officials to verify their identities. Coaching books were used to help 

immigrants learn the answers to questions they would have to answer during interrogations. 

People often pretended to be related to citizens with similar last names, or who lived in the same 

village so that they were familiar with their false family members.
20

 These immigrants with false 

papers were known as “paper families” because the people involved were only relatives 

according to their immigration papers.
21

 Officials knew that many Chinese immigrants attempted 

to pass the interrogations illegally, and automatically assumed that immigrants were lying. 

Immigrants could easily fake Chinese American citizenship because all the birth records were 

destroyed in a fire in San Francisco in 1906.
22

 Many people coming into the US used the lack of 

birth records to their advantage and pretended they were citizens or related to citizens.  
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Because of the mouth, I hastened to cross the American ocean. 

How was I to know that the Western barbarians had lost their hearts and reason? 

With a hundred kinds of oppressive laws, they mistreat us Chinese." 

 - Chinese poem, anonymous
23

 

 

 While detained on Angel Island, many immigrants wanted to express their frustration in 

the way they were treated. Chinese immigrants wrote poems and carved them into the walls and 

furniture at the immigration station.
24

 Immigrants were crammed into small, filthy spaces and 

often had no other outlet for creativity or anger. People wrote about separation from loved ones 

and the agonizing detention they endured as they waited for their cases to be heard in court.
25

 

Many of the poems were worn away or were covered by layers of paint or wood that tried to 

remedy the unfortunate living conditions on the island. People wrote about their hopes and 

dreams, but they also wrote about the despair and sorrow they felt about being deported or even 

detained for such long, indefinite periods of time. Some immigrants committed suicide because 

they were agonizingly frustrated, or because they despaired at the thought of returning to poverty 

in China. Preserving the frustration and anger of the people who were kept at the station, some 

poems can still be seen in the museum on the island today. 

 Even after passing interrogations and examinations at Angel Island, immigrants still 

faced discrimination and hardship in the US. Chinese immigrants often settled close together for 

familiarity, and Chinese quarters became prevalent in California and other states in the US.
26

 The 

Chinese community in San Francisco looked out for affairs concerning Angel Island and 
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immigrants being detained there.
27

 Chinese immigrants encountered racism from European-

Americans who wished to limit the immigrants’ exploration of opportunities. While some 

Americans accepted the Chinese people just like any other immigrant group, some people were 

racist and discriminated against immigrants coming from China. Chinese students in college 

were not usually chosen for presentations and received lower grades because professors assumed 

these students had difficulties with the English language. Job discrimination was extremely 

prevalent and white people, who had the same degrees as Chinese people, were hired more 

often.
28

 People of Chinese descent faced racial prejudice and were not able to obtain jobs, so 

many immigrants and families opened groceries, laundries, or restaurants. Chinese families also 

stayed mainly within the Chinese communities because they felt left out everywhere else. 

Chinese immigrants often felt internal shame as well, because they had come into the country 

illegally.  

After successfully getting through Angel Island, immigrants who came to the US illegally 

had to keep their documents in the event that their citizenships and papers were checked again. 

Police were more likely to arrest Chinese immigrants living in the US because of the knowledge 

of false identities. Even after settling in the US, Chinese people still had to worry about being 

discovered as illegal immigrants. To lift the burden off these people, the Immigration and 

Nationalization Service created a confession program so that any illegal Chinese immigrant 

could become a legal immigrant by confessing that they had come into the country illegally.
29

 

Even though this program existed to help Chinese immigrants become legal citizens, European 
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Americans still discriminated against Asians. Chinese were blamed for problems because they 

looked different and were foreign to many racist people who considered themselves truly 

American.  

 Chinese immigrants encountered racism and discrimination during the immigration 

process into the US at Angel Island, leading them to use illegal methods to come into the 

country. Angel Island, while serving as a detention station for immigrants coming into the US, 

implemented intense interrogations and procedures that forced many immigrants to exchange 

moral and legal methods of immigration for illegal ones. Chinese coming into the country made 

up a large portion of the labor force and helped the American economy, contrary to what 

European Americans believed at the time. Chinese faced unfair discrimination, and many 

Americans supported and encouraged racism by blaming the immigrants for problems and issues 

in the country. Angel Island influenced immigration history by demonstrating discrimination and 

issues with the immigration system in the US. Even today, there are controversial immigration 

issues that can be compared to situations at Angel Island. Despite their difficult experiences, 

Chinese immigrants managed to immigrate, though not always legally, and explore opportunities 

in the US that today are integral to the multicultural and multiracial identity of our nation as a 

whole.  
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Appendix I 

 

 

An immigrant ship is met at Angel Island by a boat carrying health inspection personnel. The 

initial health inspection took place on the ship, before the passengers even reached the island. 

People who were supposedly unhealthy were either immediately sent back across the Pacific 

Ocean or detained at the immigration station. If immigrants were sent into the station, they were 

detained with inadequate shelter and undesirable conditions. Immigration inspectors even pushed 

for the improvement of conditions for Chinese detention centers, but the government did not 

change the immigration policies. From Modern American Poetry by Valerie Natale.  
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Appendix II 

 

Chinese poetry was engraved into walls at the immigration station, expressing anger and longing 

for a better life. Chinese immigrants often felt like they were being held hostage because of their 

race, which was extremely frustrating. These experiences on Angel Island often encouraged 

people who got through to speak out about the practices and conditions on the island to try and 

change the situation for other immigrants. From the Office of Historic Preservation in the State 

of California. 
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Appendix III 

 

Certificates such as these were issued once an immigrant passed interrogations and health 

examinations to become a naturalized citizen of the US. This paper, however, was given to a 

man who had a false identity and pretended to be a citizen’s son in order to immigrate to the US. 

The most common types of false identities were people who pretended to be related to 

merchants, who were exempt from Exclusion laws, either by marriage or blood. Chinese people 

already in the US could pretend they had more children than they actually had and then sell spots 

in their families for money. People back in China were eager to buy places in citizens’ families 

and come to the US, but immigrants had to convince officials they were related to the US citizen, 

which proved to be an integral part of the interrogation process. From the Angel Island 

Immigration Station Foundation. 
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