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By Craig Collins

ike many of the projects carried out by The Statue
of Liberty-Ellis lsland Foundation and its part-
ner, the National Park Service, the Peopling of
America® Center wasn't a new idea when it was
announced to the public in 2008, [t had been conceived
vears earlier
When the Ellis Island Immigration Museum opened its
doors in 1990, it welcomed 2 million visitors annually, It
guickly became clear that many visitors, representing a
broad cross-section of American society, had descended
from ancestors whose experiences were different than
those of the mostly European immigrants who poured
through the Ellis lsland Immigration Center from 1892 to
1954, Many visitors had the impression that, while it is an
interesting immigration museum, the Ellis lsland facility
did not speak to their own heritage
This had always been a concern for the Park Service and
the Foundation, savs Dr. Alan Kraut, a history professor
at American University who chairs the Foundation's
History Advisory Committee. “The United States has
always been a nation of nations" he says. "Even as the
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History Committee was helping 1o plan the restoration
and the muscum, we worried about telling the fuller
story of America’s peopling, and especially about visitors
whose heritage was not included in the Ellis story. We
thought about the Atrican-American child visiting Ellis
lsland with his or her class on a field trip. There wasn't
anything there that addressed his ancestors' experience
of enslavement and arrival in a slave ship. A Latine child
might feel the same lack of attention to his past”

After they had completed work on the online and physi-
cal resources that comprised the American Family Immi-
gration History Center® in 2001, the Foundation and the
Park Service began to discuss ways to broaden the focus of
the museum, not only to include the different immigrant
stortes from before and after the Ellis Island era (1892.
1954), but also to include the other ways in which people
tound themselves in America. "lmmigration was one means
by which America was peopled, but there were others, in-
cluding war, conquest, and annexation,” says Kraut, “We
wanted to acknowledge the significance of those events in
the peopling of Amerca”
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