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he project began with a series of discussions

between us, creating a dialogue where we
often challenged each other’s assumptions. Ellis
Island was envisioned as a scaffold and as a
propitious screen for the projection of themes we
had identified in an early proposal. We saw these
themes as a common thread in our respective
work and as the basis for the project’s hypotheses:
The City/The Wilderness, The Built/The Natural,
Tradition/History, Art: Architecture/Society.

At this time we concerned ourselves not so much
with a program for the site but with general
questions: for example, what constitutes a
monument, what was the image of America for the
early wave of immigrants, what was the reality they
found, and what is our reality now? Together we
evolved through argument and sketches a repertory
of images, or rather emblems. The positive energy
of our exchanges needs to be emphasized. For
although it is possible to trace the precise
authorship of each image, they would not have
occurred in that form outside our discussions.

The island was imagined as a one-story thick
platform covered with a gridiron pattern of concrete
pavers. On this platform only the Immigration
Station would remain, vacant and windswept,
populated by sparrows. The building would be
intersected with a landscape following the natural
outline of the original island. Neither the landscape
nor the building would be the dominant figure; they
would be meshed in a permanent present.

On the other side of the island the platform’s
section would form a two-sided amphitheater of high
and deep steps, enclosing a long, rectangular green
space where events of special relevance to different
ethnic groups would be celebrated. On the amphi-
theater's upper terrace would be telephone booths
where visitors, upon dialing a certain number,
would receive information on their families” origins.

Underneath this synthetic expression of the
collective we imagined a labyrinth of information, a
teeming place where historical events and personal
recollections would coexist and become inter-
changeable. At every turn there would be the
surprise of a long forgotten event or a constantly
remembered one. Information about the remotest
past would be located in the labyrinth’s central

Ellis Island:

zone, running the length of the island. Entries and
exits to either side would be made through areas
closest to the present—today’s news. Ordinary
storefront doors extrapolated from the suburban
commercial landseape would lead the unsuspecting
visitor from the central green and the island’s
edges to the internal labyrinthian corridors,

In the area that joins both sides of the island
there would be a forest as an emblem of America,
the Natural Paradise, while a rainbow would
celebrate Ellis as gateway to the New World.

The Ellis Island of the project’s early stage was
a metaphorical landscape (not unlike Brecht’s
Mahagonny) where the multiple, seemingly
uncontrollable, and complex facts of reality were
distilled to those images that were seen as essential
to the expression of the idea. The emblems, taken
as a totality, constituted an icon of utmost clarity.
Here we arrived at a sensitive point, because the
challenge to create a response in terms of
architecture raised the question of the icon’s
plausibility—if not as an idea—as an actual place.
In the architect's view, a thoughtful consideration
of contextual facts such as the size, proportions,
and location of salvageable buildings within the
site, the National Parks Service policies about
preservation and development of the island, the
likelihood of financing by public and private
sources, and the reconciliation of diverse interest
group requirements would force a transformation
of the emblems and the total image they formed.

At this point, a divergence of attitudes about
the next stage of development, if any, caused the
collaboration to break down. The artist was
satisfied with the project and was in favor of
preserving the integrity of the idea in its entirety.
The architect decided to continue, confronting the
idea with the contextual conditions outlined above.

Inevitably, her own understanding of architecture
as a public art as well as the meaning of designing
a park within the historical continuum begun with
the pleasure garden and followed by the reform
park, the recreational facility, and the open space
system? influenced the project’s form during this
stage. The design itself shows to what extent both
reality and emblems were transformed as a conse-
quence of their confrontation with each other.

IThese are categories developed by Galen Cranz in “Changing Roles
of Urban Parks: From Pleasure Garden to Open Space,” Landscape
22, no. 3 (Summer 1978),

Gateway to America

By Susana Torre and Charles Simonds
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Photograph taken civea 1904
showing tnemigrants waling fo
enter the main halding.
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The text _,l"nu' “Ellis fafand”
and “Brief Chronology”™ was

freely excerpted from the report

prepared for the National
Parks Seriice 'h,"l" Havlan
[arak, Richard Plunz's studio
brief, o National Parks Service
brochure on Ellis Island, and
ather soMrces,

Ellis Island

Elliz Island was the principal
potnt of entry for immigrants to
the Unifted States from 1882 fo
1955. Through its gates passed
16 million people—most of them
poor, many of them displaced
by political and economic
evenls in their homelandz—o
begin new lives in the New
World. Today, the survivors
amonyg these immigrants and
their descendants comprise
nearly half the United States
population—an estimated 100
million out of 218.5 million—
making Ellis Island one of the
maost widely shaved historical
experiences of the American
people.

Elliz Island zits in New
York Harbor, exly 1,000 yards
away from the Statue of
Liberty. Its area, voughly
equivalent to five New York
City Mocks, is divided into oo
equal parts by a ferry slip. The
main [mntigration Station in
the northicest half was designed
by Boring and Tilton, winners
of a competition called with the
intention of improving the
fesiin qrmn’iry r.g.l";,‘ilut'.r'r'ﬁ'm.-'rr.f
buildings, The southwest side of
the island contains the main
hospital building, where
imemigrants were detained for
medical or political reasons,
ciardd the {'m.lF-rryr'r.ur-r.# dizense
wards, formed by several
separate pavilions connected by
a covered corvidor.

After its closing in 1954 Ellis
Island was declaved surplus
federal property and offered for
public sale. Since then,
proposals for Elliz Island's
fa‘frif:gl'h.l'nrrerf'm-' have ineluded,
ammonkg others, a women s
prizon, a drig rehabilitation
center, a home for the aged, a
college, legalized gambling,
Frank Lloyd Wright's City of
Tomorrow, Philip Johnson's
Wall of the 16 Million, and
John F. Kennedy's Island of
Racial Equality.

The igland was declarved a
National Monwmend tn 1985
and placed under the
jurizdiction of the National

Parks Service of the
Department of the Interior,
whose policies have oscillaled
between a 1968 proposal to
denrolish all buildings exeept
the Immigration Stafion and o
transform the izsland info a
green park and the current
policy of conservation and
adaplive reuse of existing
structures. The future
dﬂ'q'j'npuu'rr#' af Ellis [sland iz
of greal importance since,
together with the Statue of
Liberty, it will become the
centerpiece of Liberty State
Park's crescent, The park, now
being built on the New Jersey
shore, is expecled to increase
the alveady large number of
pizitors to the Statue and Ellis
Island.
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Brief Chronology of
Ellis Island

1812-1890

1890-1897

1897

Construction of Fort Gibson
began before the outbreak of
warr in 1812 to replace an earlier
Sortification built during the
Napoleonic wars as a detervent
to naval attack by Greal
Britain. During the Civil War
Fort Gibson was used as a
supply station and naval
arsenal. In 1890 Congress voted
to remove the arsenal from
Ellis Island and relocale the
imniigration depol from Castle
Garden in Battery Park to
Ellis. The public's intense fear
of an explogion at the fort's
powder magazine and ils
apprehension of the increased
influx of destitute immigrants
arriving in the city prompled
this decision.

The island's area is increased
to accommodate the first
Immigration Station. Opening
in 1892, the building was
designed by a government
architect to handle 10,000
intmigrants in a day. This
“latter day water place hotel,”
as it waz described al the time,
was surrownded by small
structures recycled from
military uses info hospital,
detention, and auriliary
buildings. The island's pointed
shape stands as a reminder of
the fort's garrison wall. The
station was completed June 13,
1897, Two days later the island
was swept by fire and virtually
all buildings and immigration
records were destroyed.

The project submitted by the
New York firm of Boring and
Tilton won the closed
competition for the design of the
second Immigration Station.
The other invited participants
were MeKim, Mead, & White,
Carrére and Hasfings, Bruce
Price, Alfred Barlow, and John
L. Smithmeyer. The program
called for two fireproof
buildings—the station and

a hospital—and service
structures. The station posed

a problem “quite without
precedent,” but “the central
Seature is the same as that

of a railroad station: the
requirements of landing,
collecting and distributing
large, sudden erowds,” in the
archifects’ words. The removal
of all small-seale buildings
(with the exception of the power
howse) because of the fire
provides the clean slate for

a City Beautiful axial
composition. The artificially
enlarged island is viewed as a
pedestal for a monwmenial
ensemble in the French
Renaissance style. The project
was regarded az one of the most
important represented at The
Architectural League's
exhibition of 1899,

148 Pawk T MTMha Futnras

1-2 Maps showing location of
Ellis Island in New York
Harbor.



Brief Chronology of
Ellis Island

1812-1890

Construction of Fort Gibson
began before the outbreak of
war in 1812 to replace an earfier
fortification built during the
Napoleonic wars as a deterrent
to naval attack by Great
Britain. During the Civil War
Fort Gibson was used as a
supply station and naval
arsenal. In 1890 Congress voted
fo remove the arsenal from
Ellis Island and relocate the
immigration depot from Castle
(rarden in Battery Park to
Elliz. The public's intense fear
of an explozion at the fort’s
powder magazine and ils
apprehension of the increased
influr of destitute immigrants
arriving in the city prompted
this decision.

1890-1897

The island’s area is increased
to accommodale the firsl
Immigration Station. Opening
in 1892, the building was
designed by a government
architect to handle 10,000
immigrants in a day. This
“latter day water place hotel,”
as it was described at the time,
was surrounded by small
structures recycled from
military wses into hospital,
detention, and auxiliary
buildings. The island's pointed
shape stands as a reminder of
the fort's garrison wall. The
station was completed June 13,
1897. Two days later the island
was swept by fire and virtually
all buildings and immigration
records were destroyed.

1897

The project submitted by the
New York firm of Boring and
Tilton won the closed
competition for the design of the
second 'mmigration Station.
The other invited participants
were McKim, Mead, & White,
Carrére and Hastings, Bruce
Price, Alfred Barlow, and John
L. Smithmeyer. The program
called for two fireproof
buildings—the station and

a hospital—and service
structures. The station posed

a problem “quite without
precedent,” but “the central
feature is the same as that

of a railroad station: the
requirements of landing,
collecting and distributing
large, sudden erowds,” in the
architects’ words. The removal
of all small-scale buildings
(with the exception of the power
house) because of the fire
provides the clean slate for

a City Beautiful axial
composition. The artificially
enlarged island is viewed as a
pedestal for a monumental
ensemble in the French
Renaissance style. The project
was regarded as one of the most
important represented at The
Architectural League's
exhibition of 1899,
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1898

Construction of the
Immigration’ Station and
Haospital wasz based on a
modified site plar. In the Tl
of the confemporary press the
(ITE] |'rr hm'hh'rry .'-r!l;rr-'ﬂ'q_rfr':f'rf
“lavish hospitality and world-
wide welcome.” The building's
slome-trimmed arched windows
have their precedent on both
zides of the Atlantic; Pa rig's
(rare .Hﬂ.uf;m PIASE uf 1855 and
GGare du Novd of 1863, Boslon's
[Inion Station, and New York's
Penn Station by McKim, Mead,
& White. The building's
imposing towers recall an
earlier use of lowers as
gateways in wineteenth-century
American train stations as well
as the building's major
influence: the Electricity
RBuilding by Van Brunt and
Howe at the Chicago World's
Columbian Exrposition of 1893,
The main building opened in
1900, followed by the adjacent
Kitchen, Restaurant, Bath, and
Laundry Building, and the
Power House in 1301 and the
Main Hospital in 1902.

1900-1920

From the beginning the island
became a perennial
construction site. Additional
structures were added more as
a result of improvisation than
long-term planning. Work
began on a new island i 1905,
and a group of detached
pavilions used as contagious
disease wards was completed in
1909. The design of the main
building and hospital was
altered with multiple
renovations and addifions.
During the years before World
War I immigration rose lo
mare than one million
annually, spurred by the
country's rapid growth and
expansion of labor-intensive
industries. During the war
there was a sharp decline in
immigration, and the island
was used to hold in custody the
erews of German merchant
ships and suspected enemy
aliens and as a treatment
facility and way station for
returning Amervican soldiers.

1921-1934

The quola lmws of 1921 and 1924
ended mass immigration,
changing the principal function
of Ellis Island to that of
r.f.g‘;n.rﬁ'ﬂﬁﬂ" center, The landfill
between Islands 2 and & was
completed at this time.
Landscaping and playgrounds
were added with Work Progress
Administration (WPA) funds
and labor, together with
building improvements
recommniended in an evaluation
prepared by a committee of
prominent citizens selected by
Frances Perking, Secretary of
Labor. A mural by Edward
Laning depicting The Role of
Immigrant in the Industrial
Development of America was
compleled 1n 1938,

1935-Present

Construction included a
recreation building and shelter
on the filled-in area between
[slands 2 and 3, a new ferry
house al the head of the boal
slip, and an immigration
building never used for thes
purpose behind the ferry house.
The island’s area is further
increased and its shape
rendered almost perfectly
symmetrical. During World
War Il the facilities were used
as a Coast Guard Station, a
hospital for returning wounded
soldiers, and a detenfion center
for suspected enemy aliens. The
covered walkways were buill af
thiz time. The Public Healih
Service closed the main hospilal
in 1951, The Immigration and
Nationalization Act of 1952 and
a liberalized detention policy
enacted two years later resulted
in the official and definitive
clozing r{f Ellizs Island in 1955.




The Architectural Project:

A Public Park on Ellis Island

The project proposes the transformation of Ellis
Island, a place of hope and despair, into a place of
remembrance and celebration. If built, this park
would Be the first to celebrate in its design and
proposed uses the plurality of influences that have
shaped a civilization.

Half of the island is retained as museum, the
main Immigration Station left empty, filled with
silence where names of every nationality were once
shouted. Upon exiting the building through the low
railroad addition, the visitors find themselves at the
edge of a reflecting pool that follows the outline of
Fort Gibson’s wall, built in 1812. Beyond is a high
wall with a walkway atop supported by shallow
masonry arches on one side. This wall follows the
outline of Ellis Island during the building of the
Immigration Station and the years of peak
immigration influx.

The visitors may walk beyond this wall by
following the curved walkways, a fragment of the
intended but never built garden. In so doing, they
will pass under the flag—a reenactment of the
immigrants’ rite of passage and their confrontation
with the values of a civilization as yet unknown to
them. Beyond the wall is a grassy area with a
wooden boardwalk intended to recall the loading
docks where many immigrants waited to be
transported to the mainland. The walkway above
the wall, accessible from stairs and ramps, functions
as a vantage point to view Manhattan and the
Statue of Liberty, restoring to the singular prowlike

shape its meaning as carrier of an earlier memory of

the site: Fort Gibson's garrison wall and gun
battery.

. Only those buildings that were part of Boring and
Tilton’s site plan have been retained on the
northwest side of the island and a sense of the
original composition preserved through selective
restoration. On the southwest side the main hospital
building is redefined as a public palace, housing the
Administration, The Center for the Study of
American Ancestry (where visitors have access to
computer terminals to find out about their families’
origins), and a Youth Hostel.

The central, green space will be used for picnics,

148 Part 3/The Future

parades, concerts, games, and festivals. This space
marks the intersection of the two major influences
on American attitudes toward landscape. Along the
southwest-northeast axis it is experienced as the
ceremonial foreground to a formal garden beyond,
while along the northwest-southeast axis it functions
like town and college greens, recalling Jefferson’s
plan for the University of Virginia with a prominent
building at its head. Narrow pools beside the long
edges of the green suggest the once separate

islands.

The garden opposite the former hospital has an
oval pool with a 24-foot high waterfall around its
edge. The monumental stairs at the center lead to
checkered terraces of paving and grass to either
side, forming a stadium in which to view the events
occurring in the central green, and to an upper
terrace, also accessible by a ramp. Here is a
labyrinth garden, the archetypal form associated
with the act and process of dwelling. It is formed by
three patterns. The first consists of paths 10 feet
wide flanked by trees, leading from one edge of the
garden to its opposite and to centers with small
fountains and seating. The second is a hedge
labyrinth with paths 4 feet wide and 6 feet high.
The third is a small turf maze intended as a
children’s playground.

Below the labyrinth garden is a building
accessible from two entrance pavilions at either end
of the terraces. These pavilions enclose entrance
courtyards leading to the interior, a flexible space
defined by a 24-foot structural module housing
temporary and permanent exhibitions, display and
seminar rooms of many ethnie, regional, national,
and international organizations including the
American Museum of Immigration.

The edge of the island facing the Statue of
Liberty functions like a ship’s deck lined with
various small ethnic restaurants and shops. Along
this street the visitors may pause and enjoy an
imaginary voyage while relaxing and eating on the
deck’s upper level. The street is only interrupted at
its center, behind the great waterfall. Water
pumped from the sea to form the waterfall is
reeyeled through large circular openings in the
seawall.

Either at their arrival or at their departure from



the island the visitors may stop at the restored Art
Deco ferry house to view an audiovisual
presentation about Ellis Island's history or buy
posteards and souvenirs. They may also enjoy a
walk through the forest facing New Jersey, a
reminder of the American wilderness cherished by
Europeans and Americans alike at the turn of the
century. Finally, they may participate in an event
taking place at the bermed building that is at the
head of the central green. This building is the
transformed ruin of the former recreation structure
where immigrants enjoyed some sociability and
entertainment. The 45° berm covering the building’s
sides is planted with 3-foot high “Christmas tree”
pines. Stairs lead to an upper balcony around the
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2 Proposal for a public park

in Ellis Island: gite plan. Key
to the plan: (1) Ferry arrival;
{2) Restored ferry house; (1)
Fmmigration Station; (§)
Outline of Fort Gibson's wall
(1812-1890); (5) Outline of Ellis
Tsland (1900-1920); (6) Flag
pole; (7) Walkways; (8)
Reflecting pool; (8) Outlook;
(1) Ramps; (11) Grass and
wonden boardwalk; (12)
Restored Power House; (13)
Restored Kitehen, Restourant,
Bath, and Laundry Building,;
{15} Services; (15) Entry to
garden, Administration above;
{16} Center for the Study of
American Ancestry; (17) Youth
Hazialr F 18] Shallaw nools: (19]
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Town Green; (20) Oval pool and
waterfall; (21) Monumental
stairs; (22) Checkered lerraces;
i28) Labyrinth garden (turf
maze is below the oval pool in
the drawing); (25) Aviary; (25)
Entrance pavilions; (26)
Entrance courts; (27) “Ship's
deck™ street, restaurants, and
shaps; (28) Restored recreation
sheller; (29) Bermed recrealion
building: (30) Forest; (31)
Water cannons; (32)
Commemorative stalues.

building’s perimeter and mark the entrance. As one
enters through an opening in the hearth, the
skylight above fills the buried building with light.

On special occasions like the Fourth of July or the
anniversary of the Statue of Liberty's dedication,
powerful water cannons at either end of the island
shoot a spray into the air causing a rainbow to form.
Susana Torre
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y Proposal for a public park in
Ellis Island: view toward the
Statue of Liberty.

5 Propozal for a public park in
Ellig Island: view toward
Liberly State Park.

& Proposal for a public park in
Ellis Island: view toward
Manhatfan.

Torre/Simonds
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