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When they billed the tour of the Ellis Island Hospital Complex as 
a “hard hat tour,” I assumed it was a marketing gimmick to let everyone 
know ahead of time they weren’t going to be walking through a pristinely 
preserved museum.
 I thought wrong.

Our first stop was the ferry building at Ellis Island, where our 
tour guide handed out white, industrial-grade hard hats to our small 
group of tour-goers. And off we went.

THE GATEWAY TO THE NEW WORLD
Before it was designated as the location of the first federal 

immigration station in 1890, Ellis Island went through a variety of names 
and uses, ranging from an oyster hotbed to a hanging site for pirates to 
a harbor fort, according to the foundation that supports the island and 
the Statue of Liberty.

An immigration structure on Ellis Island opened on Jan. 1, 1892, 
and Annie Moore — an Irish teenager — was the first immigrant who 
entered America there. She would be followed by more than 12 million.

In 1897, a fire burned the immigration station nearly to the 
ground; no lives, but decades of records, were lost. The building that is 
open to visitors today was opened in 1900. It received over 2,200 
immigrants on opening day.

In order to enter America, immigrants had to be ruled physically and mentally well. Pregnant immigrants 
were not permitted entrance, either.

Those not eligible were taken to the south side of Ellis Island for medical attention.
The U.S. Public Health Service operated a hospital on the island that was constructed between 1900 and 

1915. According to Save Ellis Island — the group formed to fundraise and oversee the rehabilitation, preservation 
and adaptive re-use of unrestored buildings on the island — there are 29 structures on the south side of the island 
in severe states of decay, which have been empty and abandoned since 1954.

Recently, a portion of the hospital complex opened to the public via small, guided tours — the Hard Hat 
Tour.

THE HOSPITAL COMPLEX
Tours meet in the main building on Ellis Island, which is open to the public and accessible via ferry. From 

there, groups head into the ferry building, and onto the south side of the island.
There, you are granted unprecedented access to the hospital complex with your tour guide.
The tour is part learning experience, part adventure, and part art exhibit.
You learn not only about the buildings you’re walking through, but about the progressive medical views of 

the hospital staff who worked there. Ellis Island’s hospital was a teaching hospital, and led the way in many areas; 
for instance, separating patients with contagious diseases from the general hospital population.

The tour is also an adventure. The hard hats proved unnecessary on my visit, but the buildings are in an 
advanced state of disrepair; walking through them is like walking through untouched history.

And for the art buffs, artist JR has displayed works from his “Unframed - Ellis Island” exhibit throughout the 
hospital complex. This exhibit takes actual images of immigrants and superimposes them upon the walls, windows, 
and surfaces of the hospital.

It’s hard to do this tour justice in words. Walking through the hallways and rooms of the hospital complex — 
especially as the descendent of immigrants who came through Ellis Island — it’s easy to get caught up in 
emotions. From patient rooms to the kitchen, operating rooms to the morgue, it’s easy to feel awe, pity, reverence, 
and more, all within a 5-minute span.

To put it simply, go. You won’t regret it, and you’ll probably walk away like I did — with a renewed sense of 
the very roots of the melting pot that we call America.










