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			During the first half of the nineteenth century, a tremendous hope galvanized Europe. For peoples that were crushed, oppressed, downtrodden, enslaved, or butchered, for classes that were exploited, starved, afflicted by epidemics, or decimated by years of scarcity and famine, a promised land came into existence: America, a virgin land open to all, a land of freedom and generosity where the castoffs of the Old World could become the pioneers of the New and build a society free of injustice and prejudice. For Irish peasants whose harvests had been mined, for the persecuted German liberals of 1848, for the battered Polish nationalists of 1830, for Armenians, Greeks, and Turks, for all the Jews of Russia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, for southern Italians dying from cholera and poverty by the hundreds of thousands, America became the symbol of a new life, of long-awaited luck; and it was by the tens of millions, by entire families and villages that, from Hamburg or Bremen, from Le Havre, from Naples or Liverpool, immigrants embarked on a voyage of no return.

			For several decades the terminal point of this exodus without precedent in human history, the end of a crossing almost invariably accomplished in appalling conditions, was a tiny spot of land called Ellis Island, where the services of the Federal Bureau of Immigration had established their reception center. And so it came about that on this narrow sandbank in the mouth of the Hudson, a few cable lengths away from the brand-new Statue of Liberty, there gathered together for a time all those who were destined to create the American nation.

			More or less free until about 1875, the admission of foreigners onto American soil was gradually subjected to restrictive measures, initially defined and applied locally (by port or municipal authorities) and later centralized in a bureau of immigration responsible to the federal government. The opening of the Ellis Island reception center in 1892 marked the end of virtually unregulated immigration and the advent of official, institutionalized and, so to speak, industrialized immigration. Between 1892 and 1924, nearly sixteen million people passed through Ellis Island, at a rate of five to ten thousand a day. The majority spent a few hours there; no more than two to three percent were turned away.

			Essentially, Ellis Island was a sort of factory for manufacturing Americans,* a factory for transforming emigrants into immigrants; an American-style factory, as quick and efficient as a sausage factory in Chicago. You put an Irishman, a Ukranian Jew, or an Italian from Apulia into one end of the production line and at the other end — after vaccination, disinfection, and examination of his eyes and pockets — an American emerged. But at the same time, as the years passed, admission became more and more strictly controlled. Gradually the Golden Door swung shut on the legendary America where turkeys fell onto your plate fully cooked, where the streets were paved with gold, where the land belonged to everyone. Immigration slowed down, in fact, after 1914, initially because of the war, later because of a series of discriminatory measures both qualitative (the Literacy Act) and quantitative (the quota system) that virtually denied entrance to the “wretched refuse” and “huddled masses” whom, according to Emma Lazarus, the Statue of Liberty was meant to welcome. In 1924 the responsibility for immigration procedures was transferred to the American consulates in Europe; Ellis Island was reduced to the status of detention center for those immigrants whose papers were not in order.

			During and immediately after World War II, Ellis Island fulfilled its implicit destiny by becoming a prison for individuals suspected of anti-American activities (Italian fascists, pro-Nazi Germans, communists, and supposed communists). It was definitively closed in 1954. Today it has become a historic landmark, like Mount Rushmore, Old Faithful, and Bartholdi’s statue, managed by Rangers in Boy Scout hats who conduct tours through it four times a day, twelve months a year.

			Not all immigrants were obliged to pass through Ellis Island. Those with enough money to travel first or second class were quickly examined on board ship by a doctor and an immigration officer and could land without further ado. The federal government assumed that these immigrants had the wherewithal to look after themselves and were not likely to become wards of the state. The immigrants who went to Ellis Island were those who traveled third class, that is, in steerage, which in fact meant below the water line in the hold, in vast dormitories not only without windows but practically without ventilation or lighting, where two thousand passengers were crammed together on tiers of straw mattresses. The trip cost ten dollars in the 1880s and thirty-five dollars after World War I. It lasted about three weeks. The food consisted of potatoes and salt herring.

			A whole series of official procedures took place during the crossing. These were performed by the shipping companies, who were more or less responsible for the passengers they took aboard — they had to pay for their passengers’ living expenses on Ellis Island, and they were obliged to repatriate any emigrants who were turned away. The procedures included a medical examination (usually bungled), disinfections, vaccinations, and the establishment of a personal record for each emigrant that listed his name, country of origin, destination, means, judicial record, sponsor in the United States, and so forth.

			On Ellis Island itself the examination procedures lasted at best from three to five hours. The arrivals first underwent a medical examination. Any doubtful case was detained and subjected to a much more thorough medical inspection; a number of contagious diseases, particularly trachoma, favus, and tuberculosis, meant automatic expulsion. Emigrants who emerged from this examination unscathed were then asked, after a waiting period of variable length, to appear at the legal desks. Behind each of these sat an inspector and an interpreter. (For many years Fiorello LaGuardia, before becoming mayor of New York, was an interpreter in Yiddish and Italian on Ellis Island.) The inspector had about two minutes in which to decide whether or not the emigrant had a right to enter the United Stales. He made his decision after asking a series of twenty-nine questions:

			What is your name?

			Where are you from?

			Why have you come to the United Stales?

			How old are you?

			How much money do you have?

			Where did you get this money?

			Show it to me.

			Who paid for your crossing?

			Did you sign a contract in Europe for a job here?

			Do you have any friends here?

			Do you have any family here?

			Is there anyone who can vouch for you?

			What kind of work do you do?

			Are you an anarchist?

			— and so forth.

			If the new arrival answered in a manner that was deemed satisfactory, the inspector would stamp his papers and let him leave, after wishing him “Welcome to America.” If there was any kind of problem, he wrote an “S.I.” on the arrival’s record. This stood for Special Inquiry, and after another waiting period the arrival would be summoned before a committee made up of three inspectors, who subjected the would-be immigrant to a far more detailed interrogation.

			In 1917, overriding President Wilson’s veto, Congress passed the Literacy Act, which required immigrants to be able to read and write in their native language and also obliged them to take various intelligence tests. The system was already unfavorable to the new emigrants from eastern Europe, Russia, and Italy. (Those who arrived during the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century had come from the Scandinavian countries, Germany, Holland, England, and Ireland). These new measures made the admission procedure even longer and, from one year to the next, much more difficult.

			The majority of the inspectors did their work conscientiously and, with the help of their interpreters, did their best to obtain exact information from the new arrivals. A great many of them were of Irish origin and had little familiarity with the spelling and pronunciation of the names of central Europe, Russia, Greece, or Turkey. Furthermore, many emigrants hoped to acquire names that sounded American. Hence the innumerable incidents of name changes that occurred on Ellis Island. A man from Berlin became Berliner; another whose first name was Vladimir received Walter as his given name; a man whose first name was Adam became Mr. Adams; a Skyzertski was transformed into Sanders, a Goldenburg into Goldberg, and a Gold became Goldstein.

			One old Russian Jew was advised to pick a truly American name, one that the immigration authorities would have no difficulty in transcribing. He asked the advice of an employee in the baggage room who suggested Rockefeller. The old Jew kept repeating “Rockefeller, Rockefeller” to be sure he’d remember. But several hours later, when the immigration officer asked him his name, he had forgotten it and answered in Yiddish, “Schon vergessen” — “I’ve already forgotten.” And so he was registered with the truly American name of John Ferguson.

			The story is perhaps too good to be true, but ultimately it hardly matters whether it’s true or false. To emigrants yearning for America, a new name might seem a blessing. For their grandchildren today, things are different. It is remarkable that in 1976, the Bicentennial year, several dozen Smiths whose families had come from Poland asked to be renamed Kowalski (both names mean blacksmith).

			No more than two percent of all emigrants were turned away from Ellis Island. That still amounts to two hundred and fifty thousand people. And between 1892 and 1924, there were three thousand suicides on Ellis Island.

			

			* Seventy percent of European immigrants entered through New York.
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			The Way to Ellis Island

			Sh! We’re going to America! Where’s America? I don’t know. I only know that it’s awfully far away. You have to travel and travel a very long time to get there. And when you get there, there’s a “Kestelgartel”* waiting for you. They shut you up in the “Kestelgartel” they take off all your clothes and examine your eyes. If your eyes are healthy, it’s all right. If they aren’t, they make you go back to where you came from. As far as I know, my eyes are healthy.... On the other hand, as my brother Eliahu says, things aren’t so easy for my mother. Who’s responsible? She cries day and night. Ever since father died, she hasn’t stopped crying.

			— Sholom Aleichem,

			The Adventures of Mottell,

			the Cantor’s Son
		
			

			* Castle garden
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			five million emigrants arriving from Italy

			four million emigrants arriving from Ireland

			one million emigrants arriving from Sweden

			six million emigrants arriving from Germany

			three million emigrants arriving from Austria and Hungary

			three million five hundred thousand emigrants arriving from Russia and the Ukraine

			five million emigrants arriving from Great Britain

			eight hundred thousand emigrants arriving from Norway

			six hundred thousand emigrants arriving from Greece

			four hundred thousand emigrants arriving from Turkey

			four hundred thousand emigrants arriving from the Netherlands

			six hundred thousand emigrants arriving from France

			three hundred thousand emigrants arriving from Denmark

			year after year, the steamships of 
the Cunard Line, the Red Star Line, 
the Anchor Line, the Italian Line, the Hamburg-
Amerika Line, and the Holland-America Line 
crisscrossed the North Atlantic

			they set out from Rotterdam, from Bremen 
and Götenborg, from Palermo, Istanbul, and Naples, 
from Antwerp, Liverpool, Lübeck, and Salonika, 
from Bristol, Riga, Cork, from Dunkirk, Stettin, and 
Hamburg, from Marseille, Genoa, Danzig, Cherbourg, and the Piraeus, from Trieste and London, from Fiume 
and Le Havre, from Odessa, from Tallinn, from 
Southampton

			they were called the Darmstadt, the Fürst Bismarck,
the Staatendam, the Kaiser Wilhelm, the Königin Luise,
the Westernland, the Pennland,
the Bohemia, the Polynesia, the Prinzess Irene, the Princeton,
the Umbria, the Lusitania, the Adriatic,
the Coronia, the Mauretania, the San Giovanni,
the Giuseppe Verdi, the Patricia, the Duca degli Abruzzi,
the New Amsterdam, the Martha Washington,
the Thuringia, the Titanic,
the Lidia, the Susquehanna, the Albert Balin,
the Hansington, the Columbus, the Reliance, the Blücher

			but at the conclusion of their exhausting
journey, most of those who saw Manhattan
emerging from the mist knew that their ordeal
was not quite over

			they still had to pass through Ellis Island,
the island that
in every European tongue
had been renamed the isle of tears

			tränen insel

			wispa łez

île des larmes

isola delle lagrime

το νησί των δαχρύων

остров слёз

			טרערן-איכרזל

			its a small island about twenty-seven acres in size
a few hundred yards from the tip of 
Manhattan.
the Indians called it Gull Island, 
and the Dutch Oyster Island

			its first owner was a rich Dutch 
merchant named De Pauw
the next a certain Captain Dyre, a customs officer
then someone named Thomas Lloyd
in 1765 a pirate called Anderson was hanged there
and for ten years or so
the place was called Gibbet Island
then the man bought it who was
to give it its final name, Samuel Ellis

			he left it to his family,
who sold it to a certain John Berry,
who ceded it to the City of New York,
which finally sold it to the federal government
for ten thousand dollars

			during and after the Civil War 
it became a munitions depot

			then, around 1890,
the Congress
decided to build a new reception center 
to replace the buildings at Castle Garden 
which were getting too small

			the buildings were almost 
completed when, on January 1, 1892, 
the first immigrant was officially received at Ellis Island. 
She was a fifteen-year-old Irish girl from County Cork 
named Annie Moore.
As a token of welcome, she was presented with 
a ten-dollar gold piece
the equivalent today of about four hundred dollars

			almost sixty-three years later,
on November 12, 1954, the Ellis Island, a ferry
that provided a continuous shuttle service
between the island and the city
and that can still be seen today where it lies
half foundered next to the dock,
made its final trip:
it carried a single passenger, a Norwegian sailor, the last 
immigrant registered by the Ellis Island office.

			in the meantime 
nearly sixteen million
men, women, and children 
had passed through Ellis Island,
over three quarters of them
between 1892 and 1914

			those were the years
when there were as many
as ten thousand arrivals
in one day

			designed in the style of the French Renaissance 
by the architects Boring and Tilton,
left to rack and ruin since 1954,
the buildings on Ellis Island were declared
part of the Statue of Liberty National Monument
in 1976, the year of the Bicentenary,
and reopened to the public.

			But emigration to the United States
began long before Ellis Island
and did not end when it closed down.

			Mexicans, Cubans, Koreans,
Vietnamese, and Cambodians have taken up
where the others left off

			it was on Wednesday, May 31, 1978, 
that Robert Bober and I first visited Ellis Island.
On the same tour were a couple in their
fifties (the wife’s mother, who had recently died,
had passed through Ellis Island)
and a very young woman who carried
in her arms a baby only a few days old

			I doubt that anyone visits Ellis Island by chance these days.
People who passed through it have little desire to return — 
their children or grandchildren do it for them, looking
for traces of the past. What had been for the others a place
of trials and uncertainties has become for them a place
of recollection, a pivot of the connections that identify
them with their history.

			how can things be described? 

			or talked about? 

			or looked at?

			beyond dry official statistics,
beyond the reassuring drone of stories
that have been told a thousand times
by guides in their Boy Scout hats,
beyond the official display of everyday objects
that have become museum pieces, the stuff of history,
precious vestiges, venerable images,

			beyond the artificial calm of these photographs,
fixed forever in their misleading
black-and-white obviousness

			how can you identify this place?

			how do you reconstruct it?

			how do you decipher these relics?

			how do you move beyond, 

					move behind

					not rest content with what we’re given to see

				        not merely see what we knew we would in advance?

			How can you grasp what isn’t shown, what wasn’t photographed or catalogued or restored or staged?

			How do you get back what was plain, trivial, routine,
what was ordinary and kept happening day after day?

			
			
			
				
						We walked down dozens
and dozens of corridors,
we visited dozens and
dozens of rooms, rooms
of every size, waiting rooms,
offices, dormitories,
laundries, latrines,
storerooms, larders,
each time trying to imagine
what had happened there, what it
had looked like, who had been there
and why — who had gone along
these corridors, or up these stairs,
or had waited on
these benches,
how were the hours spent,
and the days?
how did all these
people manage to eat, wash,
sleep, and dress?
						it’s pointless wanting to
make pictures speak,
forcing them to say
what they can’t.

 for a start, you can only try
to name things, one
at a time, unemphatically,
listing them, counting them
in the plainest
possible way,
in the most precise
possible way,
doing your best
to leave nothing out.
				

			

			
			for example:

			a large white porcelain double sink, 
with a hand-cranked spin dryer resting in it

			four chairs

			two ironing boards set on thick cast-iron legs, 
one with a rectangular, the other with an oval base; 
on one ironing board is an electric iron; 
on the other stand the remains of a sleeve-board 
covered in striped material like mattress ticking;

			three sewing machines, two of which 
— a Singer and a White Rotary — 
are still intact

			and two thirds of the way up the wall 
two long boards screwed into the tiles, 
still retaining a suggestion of clothes-lines

			this is what you see today,
and the one thing we know
is that this is not
the way it was
at the turn of the 
century

			but this is what is left for us to see, 
and we have nothing else 
to exhibit

			nothing looks as much like a forsaken place 
as another forsaken place

			this could he a storeroom anywhere
any abandoned factory
any vacated depot
consumed by dampness and rust,

			warehouses that have collapsed, 
mills where for ages no wheels have turned,
derelict granaries, silos overrun
with weeds

			but it was here,
with New York within swimming distance, 
so close to the promised life

			this was the Golden Door

			right there, in sight, almost at hand,
was the America of a thousand dreams,
the land of freedom where all men were equal,
the place where everyone could finally have his chance,
the new world, the free world,
where life could start over again

			but this was not America, not yet, 
only an extension of the boat, 
a remnant of the old world
where nothing had yet been assured, 
where those who had left 
still hadn’t arrived,
where those who had given up everything 
had so far obtained nothing

			and where there was nothing else to do but wait,
hoping that things would go well,
that no one would steal your luggage or money,
that your papers were in order,
that the doctors wouldn’t detain you,
that family groups wouldn’t be broken up,
that someone would be there to meet you

			the legend of the Golem relates that it is 
enough to write the one word Emeth on the statue’s 
forehead to give it life and compel its obedience, 
and enough to erase one letter — the first — 
to turn it back to dust

			on Ellis Island, fate also appeared in the guise of 
an alphabet. Public Health officers gave arrivals a rapid 
examination. On the shoulders of doubtful cases, they chalked a 
letter indicating the nature of the suspected disorder:

			C: chest, or tuberculosis
E: eyes
F: face
H: heart
K: hernia
L: lameness
SC: scalp
TC: trachoma
X: feeblemindedness

			individuals thus marked were subjected 
to much more thorough examination. They were detained 
on the island
for additional hours, days,
or weeks, and sometimes shipped back

			once again the guide is giving his account 
of the emigrants’ arrival, how they climbed the stairs, 
the medical checkups, the eye tests, the letters chalked 
on the shoulders of the possibly sick, the endless waiting, 
the rapid-fire list of twenty-nine questions

			he walks back and forth as he speaks, 
and the visitors watch him

			they’ve known these stories forever

			they know that when Irving Berlin arrived at Ellis Island
he was called Israel Beilin,
that Samuel Goldwyn came through Ellis Island
as well as Ben Shahn,
and that Fiorello LaGuardia was an interpreter here

			they’ve heard the story of Schon Vergessen 
and the one about the three brothers 
who in turn received the names 
Appletree, Applebaum, and Appleberg

			they haven’t come to learn anything
but to recover something,
to participate in something particularly theirs,

			some indelible trace of their story

			something that is part of their common memory 
and that in their innermost self has forged 
their consciousness of being American

			as for the rest, we can only try to imagine it, 
deducing it from what has survived and been preserved, 
from what has been saved from destruction 
and oblivion

			and the question can at last be asked: what did this place 
mean to all those who passed through it

			what quantities of hope, expectation, daring,
enthusiasm, and energy were accumulated here

			rather than simply saying: in thirty years
sixteen million emigrants passed through Ellis Island

			attempting to give palpable form
to what those sixteen million individual stories were,
the sixteen million stories, identical and distinct,
of the men, women, and children driven
from their native land by famine or poverty,
or by political, racial, or religious oppression,
leaving everything behind — village, family, friends — 
taking months and years to set aside
the money needed for the trip,
finding themselves here, in a hall so vast that they never 
would have dared imagine that there could anywhere 
exist so big a place, 
lined up by fours, 
waiting their turn

			the point is not to have pity, but understanding

			four emigrants out of five
spent no more than a few hours on Ellis Island

			it was really nothing more than an innocuous formality, 
the time needed to change an emigrant into an immigrant, 
someone who had left into someone who had arrived,

			but to every one of those
who marched past the doctors and immigration officers, 
what was at stake was vital:

			they had given up their past and their history, 
they had given up everything for the sake of coming here 
to try and live a life they were forbidden to live 
in their native land:
and now they were face to face with an inexorable finality

			what we see today is a chaotic assemblage of things, 
the remnants of alterations, demolitions, 
and restorations

			objects piled helter-skelter, stacks of gratings, 
sections of scaffolding, junked spotlights

			tables, desks, rusted lockers, and
filing cabinets, bedsteads, bits of wood,
benches, rolls of tarpaper,
everything and anything:
a large saucepan, a sieve,
a mobile fire pump, a coffee pot, an adding machine,
an electric fan, glass jars, cafeteria trays,
lead piping, a wheelbarrow, the remains of a hand truck,
unfilled forms, a hymnal,
paper cups, some kind of board game.

			Ellis Island was ravaged 
not only by time, 
dampness, and salt air 
but by plunder:
for almost twenty years, the little island, no longer in use
and left virtually unguarded, was systematically ransacked
by dealers in scrap metal, who came looking for materials
that were growing more valuable with every passing year:
brass from faucets and doorknobs,
zinc from the roofing,
lead from the plumbing,
wrought iron from banisters,
bronze from lamp stands and overhead lights,
they took everything they could pile onto their boats,
leaving to rot where they lay the masses of furniture,
the piles of mattresses and rusty bedsprings,
the mounds of burst pillows

			why are we telling these stories?

			what did we come here to find?

			what did we come here to ask?

			removed from us in space and in time, this place 
belongs to a memory potentially 
our own,
to a probable autobiography.
our parents or grandparents might have been here 
it was mainly chance that decided whether they would stay 
or would not stay in Poland, whether they would stop 
on the way, in Germany 
or Austria or England or France.

			to each of us, this shared fate has appeared 
in a different light:

			what I, Georges Perec, have come here to examine 
is dispersion, wandering, diaspora.
To me Ellis Island is the ultimate place of exile, that is, 
the place where place is absent, the non-place, 
the nowhere.
it is in light of this that these pictures concern
and fascinate and involve me,
as if the search for my own identity
depended on my incorporating this dumping-ground
where frazzled bureaucrats baptized
Americans in droves.
what I find present here
are in no way landmarks or roots or
relics
but their opposite: something shapeless, on the outer edge of 
what is sayable,
something that might be called closure, or cleavage, 
or severance,
and that in my mind is linked
in a most intimate and confused way
with the very fact of being a Jew

			I don’t know exactly what it is 
to be a Jew,
or what effect being a Jew has on me

			there’s something obvious about it, I suppose, 
but it’s a worthless obviousness 
that doesn’t connect me with anything, 
it isn’t a sign of belonging,
it doesn’t have to do with belief, or religion, or a code 
of behavior, a way of life, or a language; 
it seems more like a silence, a deficiency, a question, 
a questioning, a dubiousness, an uneasiness:

			an uneasy certainty,
and looming behind that, another certainty, 
abstract, oppressive, and intolerable: 
that of having been labeled a Jew,
Jew therefore victim,
and so beholden for being alive to exile and luck

			like near and distant cousins of mine
I might have been born
in Haifa, Baltimore, or Vancouver
I might have been Argentinean, Australian, English or
Swedish,
but in the almost unlimited range of 
possibilities,
one thing was specifically denied me:
I could not be born in the country of my ancestors, 
in Lubartow or Warsaw,
or grow up there, in the continuity of tradition, 
language, and community.

			In some way I’m estranged 
from myself;
in some way I’m “different,” not different from others 
but from “my own people”:
I don’t speak the language my parents spoke,
I share none of the memories they may have had,
something that was theirs and made them what they were 
— their story, their culture, their hope — 
was not handed down to me.

			I don’t have the feeling that I’ve forgotten 
but that I was never allowed to learn; 
this is how my approach differs 
from Robert Bober’s:

			to him, being Jewish means continuing to reaffirm one’s place 
in a tradition, a language, a culture, and 
a community that neither centuries of diaspora 
nor the systematic genocide of the “final solution” 
succeeded in definitively crushing;

			to him, being Jewish means inheriting and then passing on
an entire body of customs,
ways of eating, dancing, and singing, of words,
tastes, and habits,

			and above all it’s the sense of sharing
these acts and rites with others, regardless of boundaries and 
nationalities, and these shared things become roots, 
it’s obvious how essential and fragile they are. 
threatened as always by time and by man.

			fragments of memory and forgetfulness, gestures that are 
rediscovered without ever having been learned, words that come 
back, memories of lullabies,

			photographs lovingly kept:
signs of belonging where he sinks
his roots in history, that enable him to fashion
his identity; that is, what makes him
both himself and identical with others.

			It was to test the permanence of his traditions, 
their durability, their tenacity, their resilience, 
that Robert Bober came to Ellis Island,

			as well as to retrieve, from traces left by the people 
who passed through here and from the testimony we planned 
to gather from them, the image of his mother’s grandfather, who 
in 1900 left his village in Poland 
to go to America but caught trachoma on the crossing 
and was shipped back.

			Perhaps the Jews, a people without a country, 
condemned almost from their origins to exodus and survival 
among cultures different from their own, 
may have been more aware than others 
of what was at stake for them;

			but Ellis Island was never a place restricted to Jews

			it belongs to all those whom intolerance and poverty 
have driven and still drive from the land where 
they grew up

			at a time when boat people still keep going from one island to the 
next in search of ever more unlikely havens, 
it might seem ludicrous or pointless
or sentimentally self-indulgent to want to recall these tales 
from an already distant past

			but in doing so, we were sure of having resoundingly evoked the 
two words that lie at the very heart of this long venture: two 
intangible, precarious, weak, fugitive words that keep endlessly 
refracting each other’s wavering light and whose names 
are wandering and hope.

			from Amerika by Franz Kafka

			As Karl Rossmann, a poor boy of sixteen . . . stood on the liner slowly entering the harbor of New York, a sudden burst of sunshine seemed to illumine the Statue of Liberty, so that he saw it in a new light, although he had sighted it long before. The arm with the sword rose up as if newly stretched aloft, and round the figure blew the free winds of heaven.

			being an emigrant may have meant 
exactly that: seeing a sword
where the sculptor had, in all good faith, designed 
a torch — 
and not being altogether mistaken

			on the base of the Statue of Liberty are engraved 
the famous lines of Emma Lazarus

			Give me your tired, your poor;

			Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

			The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,

			Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me,

			I lift my lamp beside the Golden Door!

			but at that very moment a whole series of laws was being enacted 
to control and later compress 
the influx of emigrants

			from one year to the next the conditions of entry became more 
and more stringent, and the doors gradually swung shut on 
that legendary America, the El Dorado of modern times, where 
— as little children in Europe were told — the streets were 
paved with gold, and the land was so vast and bountiful that 
there was room in it for everyone

			four million immigrants came from Ireland

			four hundred thousand immigrants came from Turkey 
and Armenia

			five million immigrants came from Sicily and Italy

			six million immigrants came from Germany

			four hundred thousand immigrants came from Holland

			three million immigrants came from Austria and Hungary

			six hundred thousand immigrants came from Greece

			six hundred thousand immigrants came from Bohemia 
and Moravia

			three million five hundred thousand immigrants came from 
Russia and the Ukraine

			one million immigrants came from Sweden

			three hundred thousand immigrants came from Romania 
 and Bulgaria

			for immigrants disembarking for the first time at Battery Park, it didn’t take long to realize that what they had been told about America the Beautiful was not entirely accurate: the land might belong to everyone, but those who had arrived first had already helped themselves liberally; the only thing left for them to do was bundle themselves ten to a room into the windowless slums of the Lower East Side and start working fifteen hours a day. Turkeys didn’t tumble onto their plates fully cooked, and the streets of New York were not paved with gold — in fact, most of them weren’t paved at all. And they then understood that it was precisely in order to pave them that they had been brought over: to pave streets, to dig tunnels and canals, to build roads, bridges, giant dams and railroads, to clear forests, to work mines and quarries, to manufacture automobiles and cigars, carbines and three-piece suits, shoes, chewing gum, corned beef, and soap, and to raise skyscrapers even higher than those they had gazed on at their arrival.
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			Afterword

			There he is, Georges Perec on site, in one of the immigration center’s old buildings, during the 1978 filming of Récits d’Ellis Island (he wrote the narration that is the book now in your hands). We see him at a borrowed writing table, on his visit with the director Robert Bober and his crew to Ellis Island, that port of entry into “the land of the free” — at least, at first sight, to the weary eyes of the emigrants arriving on its shores, fleeing poverty, war, and persecution. 

			Ellis Island’s spell as an immigration center was relatively brief, lasting only thirty-two years, from 1892 to 1924, after which — until its closure in 1954 — it served only as a detention center, as Perec reminds us. Yet it looms large in the collective imagination of a nation that has long prided itself on having been built by immigrants. It figures too in the family histories of those who were barred entry to the US and were deported back to Europe or elsewhere, which was the case for Bober’s Polish great-grandfather, who, inspected on arrival at the island, had tested positive for trachoma, a contagious bacterial eye infection that can lead to blindness and for which there was then no effective cure. Along with other infectious cases — as well as criminals, anarchists and those deemed physically or mentally deficient (and therefore considered liable to become a public charge) — he was put on a steamship back to the Old World and never set foot in the US. 

			Bober, when he learned that parts of Ellis Island had opened to the public in 1976, wanted to retrace his great-grandfather’s failed voyage and also interview Jewish subjects who had made it through the Golden Door and found a home in New York City. In Georges Perec: A Life in Words, David Bellos recounts that Bober, when inviting Perec to collaborate on the film, had to approach him multiple times. Perec was not drawn to nostalgia, or to the prospect of delving into Jewish themes. The buildings on Ellis Island, however, had sat abandoned for decades and their ruins did pique his interest. 

			Although annexed by Lyndon B. Johnson to the Statue of Liberty National Monument in 1965, Ellis Island was never restored or developed. Its buildings remained vacant and prey to looters for another decade. A 1968 New York Times article described it as a “seedy ghost town,” its buildings full of what Perec and Bober found there a decade later: “old bedframes and mattresses stacked in disuse. Tables, benches, and chairs lie about haphazardly. The floors of side rooms are strewn with broken ceiling plaster. . . .” Except for vandals, no one visited but “pigeons and insects and sometimes Mr. Pingree Crawford,” the national park ranger assigned to it.

			“It was the idea of making a film about dereliction that finally swayed Perec’s mind,” Bellos writes. In June of 1978, only a few weeks after finishing his mammoth, 500-page Oulipian masterpiece Life: A User’s Manual, Perec traveled to New York City with Bober “to inspect the island and track down people who had entered America by way of Ellis Island.” Narrated by Perec, whose mellifluous cadences turn the lists of nationalities, of departure ports, and of ships’ names into entrancing litanies, the film bears witness to the Times report that the ferry that once took immigrants to Manhattan had become “a crumbling shell” floating next to a “concrete dock that is collapsing in places.” Debris had been cleared from the visitors’ paths of the park rangers’ tours, but the buildings wouldn’t be renovated until much later: the Registry Room; the medical examination area; and the halls where the Special Inquiry boards deliberated on the fates of those arrivals whose answers to the inspectors’ twenty-nine standard questions sowed doubts about their political affiliations or employability.

			Prior to the trip, and in typical fashion, as Bellos points out, Perec worked the project he was about to begin into the novel that he was finishing. In the epilogue to Life: A User’s Manual, we learn that Cinoc, one of the elderly characters inhabiting the building on 11 rue Simon-Crubellier, “overcoming his fear of flying and of US Immigration, which he thought still happened on Ellis Island, had finally responded to the invitations he had been getting for years from two distant cousins.” You might have hesitated when reading Cinoc’s name, just as his neighbors did when he moved into the building. A list in the novel provides twenty alternative pronunciations, as well as an explanation for its gradual mutation from Kleinhof to Cinoc, all to do with the national origin of the authorities in charge of renewing his ancestors’ passports. Despite his ignorance of the station’s closure, it seems reasonable that Cinoc would be afraid of the island’s immigration officials. As lore had it, they seemed to translate last names almost homophonically, subjecting them to distortions that rendered them unrecognizable, another aspect of starting anew in the New World. 
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			Perec finished writing Ellis Island upon the completion of the film in 1979, having taken on the project to explore the ruins, “the place where place is absent.” However, today’s Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration comes off as anything but a forsaken ruin. Rebuilt during Ronald Reagan’s presidency and open to the public since 1990, it now has a Gilded-Age feel. Restored to its early 1920s appearance, there’s a sense of grandeur to the Registry Room. The building’s cafeteria boasts handsome Bentwood chairs and mahogany tables emulating the original dining room. The galleries devoted to the successful immigrants suggest that the process of receiving them entailed a restoration of dignity and personhood that dispossession and exile had threatened to strip away. Displays outline the medical attention that patients with curable conditions received before being released; the care taken of unaccompanied women and children while their male guardians were located to pick them up; and the support social workers and members of immigrant aid societies brought to the new arrivals, from donuts to employment opportunities in the city and beyond. 

			Not all the galleries present a rosy picture, of course: many are devoted to the family separations, deportations, tests and systems that Perec writes about, implemented to keep emigrants out of the country, such as the puzzles to assess “feeblemindedness.” One poignant display features the brief Biblical passages that arrivals over sixteen years of age had to read in their native language to prove that they were literate, texts revealing either some bizarre empathy or mystifying callousness on the part of the immigration officers. Take, for instance, the examples in Swedish and Rumanian respectively:

			And, behold, there came a great wind from the wilderness, and smote the four corners of the house, and it fell upon the young men, and they are dead; and I only am escaped alone to tell thee. (Job 1:19)

			I water my couch with my tears. Mine eye is consumed because of grief. (Psalms: 6:6, 7)

			This was, after all, the “Isle of Tears.” Récits d’Ellis Island opens with a sequence of the images and postcards in the scrapbook that Perec is going over before cutting to shots of the film crew aboard a ferry contemplating the same views — of a commanding Statue of Liberty and of the spellbinding waters at the mouth of the Hudson River. Both seem to be the only things that have not changed, but in not too long we realize that these are not the same waters that Perec was regarding in the scrapbook seconds ago at his desk. And they are certainly not the same waters as today: in the more than forty years since the film, gaps in continuity are instantly noticeable, especially the Twin Towers in the background, those emblems of a geopolitical order that was radically altered by their collapse on 9/11. 

			At the time the documentary was made, it was still possible to equate immigration with legal immigration. The civil-rights movement had warmed the public to the influx of immigrants and refugees and in 1965, Lyndon B. Johnson had abolished the 1924 national-origin quota laws that had ended the largest immigration wave in the US’s history: established by Calvin Coolidge with the triumphant cry of “America must remain American,” the quota laws embodied racism and eugenics, beliefs then holding sway over the public imagination. Denying entry to virtually all emigrants from Asia and Africa, the 1924 laws had also severely curtailed the entry of Southern Italians and Eastern Europeans while favoring the immigration of fair-skinned Western and Northern Europeans. (Previously, in 1917, restrictions establishing the literacy test and higher entry fees had lessened the immigration of unskilled manual workers, but the loudest of white supremacist voices had not found them exclusionary enough.) 

			By signing the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act into law, Johnson thought he was correcting “a cruel and enduring wrong.” Subsequent administrations were open to the influx of foreign workers and certain refugees (especially those fleeing leftist regimes), even if they could be tough on illegal border crossings. But the tide would shift, and after 9/11, xenophobia reappeared in the guise of patriotism: George W. Bush created the Department of Homeland Security to enforce the aggressively restrictive policies that since have characterized immigration to the US. Now the third largest cabinet department after Defense and Veterans Affairs, Homeland Security couples antiterrorist missions with the overseeing of customs and immigration through Immigration and Customs Enforcement (or ICE). Need one say more? The Reagan administration had already linked undocumented immigrants to criminal activity during the drug wars, but after 9/11, porous borders were deemed a threat to national security: the “catch and release” approach to border crossers who had been apprehended and then released while they awaited immigration hearings was seen as the very laxness that had allowed for the terrorist attacks to happen in the first place. Measures to handle illegal immigration gradually led to its criminalization. 

			To be fair, this process toward full criminalization had its roots in Clinton’s presidency. His strategy (not unlike Obama’s later on) was to present his administration as tough on immigration and he passed the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) in 1996, which allowed for undocumented immigrants who committed misdemeanors or felonies to be deported, without due process, through “expedited removal.” These cases were being processed, however, at a rate that rendered prisons and county jails insufficient, and private detention centers arose to fill the need. 

			But it was undoubtedly 9/11 that paved the way for the surging number of for-profit detention centers across the US since. Today, the nation’s apparatus is the largest in the world, and the numbers reached during Trump’s administration are staggering. At the end of the 1970s, on any given day, 3,000 undocumented immigrants and illegal border crossers would find themselves in a detention facility temporarily. In the fall of 2019, on average, there were 52,000 men, women, and children confined in them separately on a daily basis, often for more than a month, and sometimes even for years. And to ruthlessly separate families escaping destitution and civil war (on the alleged grounds of protecting minors who cannot be detained as offenders) is as unimaginable as the number of immigrant children held in US custody in 2019: 69,550. 

			In comparison, Obama’s policy allowing families to be detained together, in warehouses sectioned off by chain-link fencing, almost seems humanitarian. He had sought comprehensive immigration reform but congress blocked it every step of the way, and though he tried to streamline the legal immigration system and minimize the time that migrants spent at detention centers, he was saddled with the sobriquet Deporter-in-Chief. If reliance on these facilities was in the process of being phased out at the end of his second term, Trump, as with all things Obama, reversed their closure and doubled down with his “Zero Tolerance” approach. Although it was rescinded in the summer of 2018, it separated over 2,500 children from their families; as of late 2020, reunification is still incomplete, and the parents of 545 of them have yet to be found. In the fall of 2019, Trump ended the catch-and-release policy, sending ever more taxpayer dollars to the pockets of the private corporations running the detention centers: the largest being Core­Civic and the GEO Group.

			Every election season needs its scapegoats and every four years immigration debates are once again resuscitated. As the end of Trump’s first term approached, the time was ripe again for adding more personae non gratae to the list of threats to both public safety and national security, threats embodied by his vitriol in the undocumented migrant. As the real threat of coronavirus loomed on the horizon, in late February 2020, Trump added six countries to the list of seven majority-Muslim nations under US travel bans, a list that now includes countries as populous as Nigeria, and as genocidal as Myanmar. Ever the pataphysician of enumeration, Perec would have been able to wring out the poetry of the list: Eritrea, Kyrgyzstan, Iran, Libya, Nigeria, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tanzania, Venezuela, Yemen . . . 

			No “big, beautiful wall” protected the world from coronavirus, and the wreckage it has left in its wake will be here for the foreseeable future. But who would have expected Trump to show some sympathy for fellow humans? His calling Covid-19 the “Chinese” virus — an othering epithet — carries on his relentless weaponization of fear. Coronavirus might be novel, but the anti-immigrant rhetoric is not. Some of the cartoons in the Ellis Island museum date back to the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and others depict impossible-to-climb walls and overflowing “melting pots” of “unassimilated aliens.” “The immigration problem again!” reads the caption of a 1921 Newark News cartoon with a woman carrying a trash can that says “undesirables for America”: she stands on a riverbank; on the other side, Uncle Sam, with a club labeled “US public sentiment,” drives a sign into the ground — “No dumping ground for refuse.” Immigration advocates’ views are represented in these galleries too. A 1916 cartoon from Puck shows a Native American chief telling a pair of pilgrims: “You can’t come in. The quota from 1620 is full.” 

			How would Perec have written about people fleeing violence 
and poverty, held without trials and locked up as criminals for indefinite amounts of time, their families torn apart, when their one wish is to find sanctuary? For Perec, Ellis Island was “a factory for transforming emigrants into immigrants.” Does the now commonly used term migrant point to their being in limbo, neither here nor in their places of origin, ensnared in endless litigation processes and political pandering? Are they today’s occupants of that nonplace Perec found in Ellis Island? The place where place is absent, no matter how confined? 

			Perec understood the absurd logic of boundaries. As he wrote in Species of Spaces of walls: “There are pictures because there are walls. We have to be able to forget there are walls, and have found no better way to do that than pictures.” Or as he noted of doors: “We protect ourselves, we barricade ourselves in.” And yet, as he added on borders: “Countries are separated from one another by borders. To cross a border is quite a moving thing to do: an imaginary limit . . .” 

			Ellis Island doesn’t tell the island’s secret history as an internment camp for immigrants, prisoners of war, and US citizens of German, Italian, and Japanese descent during and in the aftermath of World War II, but it allows us to imagine how Perec would go about cataloguing it. An inventory of what is to be found in today’s American detention centers might serve as a discontinuous sequel, perhaps trumping Perec’s own summation of Ellis Island as “the ultimate place of exile.”

			—Mónica de la Torre
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