The eye exam

My name is Elda Del Bino. I was born in 1911 in Italy. I left my country when I was five. I cried every day on the ship because it was so hard to leave my mother and go to America with my father and uncle. When I arrived at Ellis Island, I was still very sad. I went to the medical examination and the eye exam. The doctors suspected I had conjunctivitis because of my eyes being so red and the doctors wrote a big “C” on my clothes. They told me I was going to be detained at the island’s hospital. My father explained in Italian that it was because I was sad and after a second examination they let me go through inspection.
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The hair exam

My name is Catarina Gallippi. I was born in Italy in 1914. I left my country in 1922 when I was eight. I was all dressed up with a nice pink dress and my hair was all done when we arrived at Ellis Island. I had beautiful long wavy hair. Then came the inspection... They started examining my hair and they said they found something. They cut and cut and cut. I started crying. I was angry. They said that if I wanted to be in America, they wanted to make sure that my hair was clean.
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Changing your name

My name is Gertrude Hildebrandt, I was born in Germany in 1903, I immigrated when I was nine. After getting through Ellis Island, my family moved to Chicago where my father got a job. I went to a local school. It was difficult at the beginning because I couldn’t speak English. My mother encouraged me to work hard, soon the other children stopped laughing at me because I could speak two languages, but they had trouble pronouncing my name: Gudrun. So the teacher suggested I changed it. I looked for a name starting with a G and it was Gertrude. I was not very happy with it but it was easy for my school friend to pronounce.
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Language difficulties

My name is Knud Larsen. I was born on August 27th 1899. I am Danish. I left Denmark in 1923, aged 24. I didn’t speak English when I arrived and that was the most difficult for me. I couldn’t understand a word the officers at Ellis Island said. They couldn’t find an interpreter. I had to go through the different steps of inspection not understanding a word they said. That was hard. 

After settling in America, I slowly learnt English but I still got an accent and some people laughed at me. I always was a foreigner, an immigrant.
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Learning English

My name is Friederich Pfeiffer. I was born in 1900 in Germany. I immigrated at the age of 25, in 1925. I didn’t speak a word of English when I got through Ellis Island. They said I had to speak English to stay in America, so I learnt. That was very difficult because my parents, my sisters and brothers spoke German at home and only German. I learnt with evening classes and with my colleagues at work. They called me “the foreigner” and made me repeat words in English so my accent disappears. It didn’t disappear but after one year I spoke English correctly.
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First sandwich

My name is Paul Moschella. I was born in 1898; I immigrated from Naples, Italy at the age of 22 in 1921. On Ellis Island, we were lots of people with lots of suitcases, we had little room. I remember the first meal they gave us: a sandwich, white bread with a piece of cheese and a piece of ham, they put it in a little bag. It tasted so good. That was something new for us, we never ate sandwiches in Italy. That was something new for me and to tell the truth, it tasted like I had a piece of cake. It tasted good, I liked it.
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Ellis Island : Arriving in America
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