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LESSON 10:  
IMMIGRATION CASE FILE INVESTIGATION  
 
Objective    
Students will be introduced the types of documents in “case files” as an example of primary 
sources.  Students will investigate immigration case files of Angel Island immigrants, and 
question and hypothesize about the experience of Angel Island immigrants.   

 
Grades 
5-12 
 
Time 
1-2 class periods 
 
Materials   
Copies of immigration case files in document envelope (photocopy enough sets for the whole 
class), Research handouts, group presentation transparencies, case file matrices (one per student)   
 
Note: Each of the case files can also be used individually or in some combination.  You may 
want to have the whole class study the experience of an Irish draft resister to study the popular 
attitudes at the time.  Or you may want to have the whole class study only a few case files for 
comparison, like the different experiences of Chinese immigrants.   
 
Standards   
California History Social-Science Content Standards  
 
Background 
The National Archive Records and Administration (NARA) is the federal agency that preserves 
and provides access to permanently valuable, not current Federal records with historical, legal or 
fiscal value.  The regional archives for the Pacific division in San Bruno hold most of the records 
from Angel Island Immigration Station.  Case files generally contain a variety of documents used 
by the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), formerly Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS), to establish an individual’s identity and right to enter or reside in 
the U.S. Case files may contain one or more of the following: photographs, transcripts of 
interrogations, INS forms, statements of witnesses, birth certificates, death certificates, marriage 
records, visas, passports, correspondence, certificates of identity, return certificates, steamship 
tickets, and court case papers. Most files do not contain all of these documents. File contents 
vary according to the circumstances of each case.  Access to portions of some case files may be 
restricted due to personal privacy concerns for living individuals, law enforcement needs, and/or 
national security classification. 
 
Procedure 

1. Assemble students in mixed ability groups (3-4 students per group).  Each group will 
look at the file of a different immigrant. 
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2. Activate thinking:  Ask students, “What kind of documents might your parents have that 
provide information about you or members of your family?”  Discuss possible responses.  
Examples:  birth certificate, adoption papers, medical records, driving record, marriage 
license, divorce papers, immigration papers, etc.  Explain to them that we have access to 
some historical records that document the experience of Angel Island immigrants from 
the files of the National Archives.  Today, in groups, students will research the file of one 
immigrant and find out specifically how certain individuals were treated at Angel Island. 

 
3. Share with students that they will continue learning about Angel Island immigrants by 

examining immigration files which will show the different experiences of women and 
men from a variety of ethnic/national backgrounds.  Explain to students that they are 
historians, engaging in a process of gathering information about the life histories of 
individuals. 

 
4. Before the students start the assignment, you may want to assign students roles for when 

they participate in this group process.  Some suggested small group roles and 
responsibilities are: 
 Facilitator: Responsible for reading instruction or designating someone in the group 

to read instructions, for assuring the group is on task, for making sure everyone is 
participating, and for communication with their teacher. 

 Recorder: Responsible for writing answers to questions, taking notes, etc. 
 Timekeeper: Responsible for keeping track of time allotted for task. 
 Reporter: Responsible for organizing group presentations and/or presenting results of 

task to the class. 
 

5. Distribute document files with enough copies of the same immigration file for one per 
student/pair in the group.  Distribute Case File Research handout (2-sided handout) to 
each student.  Discuss with students the types of documents they will find in a case file 
including transcripts of interviews, letters, birth or marriage certificates etc.  Guide 
students in previewing the handout before investigating the file, so they know what they 
are looking for. You should observe and assist groups as students look at the files, hunt 
for information, and complete the handout. 

 
Note:  The students will need coaching on how to read through the documents in the case 
files.  One technique is Reciprocal Reading in which group members take turns reading 
small chunks of the documents out loud, and then orally summarizing the information.  
This is a very helpful group process, especially for ELs and struggling readers. 
 

6. Then together students will discuss what they have read.  Based on the documents, what 
can they find out about this person?  What words did they not understand?  What things 
were unclear?  What do you need to understand about this person to share with the rest of 
the class?  Have each group make sure that every member understands their person’s 
experience to share with the rest of the class.   
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7. Reporting out:  Have student groups fill in Group Presentation transparencies 
summarizing the information found in the case files and recorded on their handout.  

 
8. Have students prepare for presentations.  Students will write out “group summaries” that 

chronicle the “story” of their particular immigrant, including information that might not 
be written on the transparency.   

 
9. Pass out Angel Island Immigration Case File Matrix.  Have groups give short 

presentations to the class.  Class completes the matrix on the back side of the researcher 
page.  Teacher facilitates discussion of comparison and contrast of the experience of the 
different immigrants. 

 
Extensions   
Geography and Math – Students record the journey of each immigrant on a world map.  Students 
label the countries, and draw a line from each country to Angel Island.   Students estimate the 
distance traveled using the scale in the key on the map.  Record the distance on the line.  What is 
the furthest distance an immigrant traveled to get to Angel Island?  * Note:  Some names of 
cities/countries may have changed over the years. 
 
Adapations 
Each of the case files can be used independently of the other case files.  Particular case file(s) 
can be selected to explore: 

 Chinese immigration, varied experience on Angel Island 
 Japanese Picture Brides 
 Russian immigration  
 South Asian immigration 
 Tydings McDuffie Act – What happens to a person when new policies are created? 
 Attitudes of officials regarding immigrants at the time 

 
Prepared by Hidie Y. Kato with the Angel Island Immigration Station Foundation. 
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STUDENT HANDOUT 
 

Name_____________________________________________ Date_______________________ 
 

Angel Island Case File Research 
 

Name of 
Immigrant_____________________________________________________________________  
 
Age ______ Gender ______________ Birth date _________________________________   
 
Birthplace ________________________ Destination________________________________ 
 
Citizenship________________________  Occupation ________________________________ 
 
Date of Arrival ____________________ Length of stay  _____________________________ 
      at Angel Island 
 
Relatives in the US: 
 
 
 
 
Friends in the US: 
 
 
 
 
Interrogation  “Special Inquiry”  List 3 or more interesting questions or other special 
information you discovered in the interrogation document:  (Example – cash holdings)
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Supporting legal documents/letters of testimony    
Describe other documents included in this file that supported the immigration application: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other observations or questions you have about this case: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rate the overall difficulty of entering the US for this immigrant.  Consider the following factors 
that may have contributed to difficulty entering the US: 

 Length of stay at Angel Island 
 Length of interview/interrogation 
 Types of interview questions  --  How easy would it be to answer these questions? 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Easiest       Most Difficult 
 
 
 
 

On a separate piece of paper, work with your group to write a summary about the experience of 
this immigrant entering the United States through Angel Island.  You will use this summary to 
prepare for your group presentation. 
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Name_____________________________________________ Date_______________________ 
 

Group Presentation:  Angel Island Immigration Station Case Files 
 

Name of Immigrant  Gender Age Citizenship Occupation Length 
of Stay   

Difficulty  
Rating 

 
 
 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
 
 
 

      

 
Debrief Question:  Why do you think that some people had to stay longer than others? 
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NARA Case File Summaries 
 
#1 Quok Shee  

A wife of merchant from China, Quok Shee arrived at Angel Island to join her husband in 
the U.S. and was detained nearly two years.  Her file is quite extensive, containing lots of 
testimony.  Her case is not a typical experience but illustrative of everything that can go wrong 
for an immigrant. 
 
Historical Background: Chinese Immigration in the Early 20th Century 

Chinese immigration to the United States in the 19th century was first fueled by the 
prospect of wealth and fortune with news of jobs, opportunities, and gold in America (also 
known as Gum San / “Gold Mountain”).   Chinese primarily left Guangdong Province in 
Southwest China to escape a cycle of poverty and chaos propelled by the Opium Wars, a 
deteriorating economy, a series of natural disasters, food shortages, and political unrest and 
violence.  In the U.S. Chinese immigrants filled labor needs by working in the railroad, 
agriculture and fishing industries, and domestic needs by opening laundries and restaurants.   

However, economic depression in the 1870s raised anti-Chinese sentiment as white 
laborers and politicians blamed Chinese labor for California’s economic woes.  After increased 
violence and discrimination by anti-Chinese movements, the United States passed the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882, banning all Chinese laborers into the country and severely restricting 
large-scale Chinese immigration.  There were only a few exemptions: merchants, diplomats, 
scholars and students, tourists, and children of American citizens.  The U.S. government 
established immigration centers in Seattle, San Francisco, Boston, and New York to screen 
prospective immigrants.  Partially due to China’s participation with the Allied nations during 
World War II, the United States repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943 allowing 
naturalization rights for the Chinese and permitted 105 Chinese to enter into the United States 
annually.  But it was not until the late 1960s, that larger numbers of Chinese were allowed to 
immigrate as the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965 abolished the restrictive quotas 
based on race and nationality. 
 
At the Angel Island Immigration Station 

Established as a site to enforce the Chinese Exclusion Act, Angel Island Immigration 
Station processed approximately 175,000 Chinese immigrants.  Upon arrival, immigrants 
underwent a medical examination, then housed in crowded barracks, and interrogated in hearings 
lasting two to three days.  Inspectors presiding over each case had wide discretionary power in 
determining the fate of each applicant.  Because of the exclusion laws, some Chinese immigrants 
adopted false identities, becoming “paper sons or daughters” – members of the exempt classes or 
children of American citizens who were allowed to enter the country, which provided a way to 
enter the country.  All Chinese were considered suspect and had to prove their identities, by 
matching details about their lives, homes and families with those of their relatives in the U.S.  
Many Chinese relied on coaching books to help them prepare for the interrogation sessions. The 
average length of detention was two to three weeks, but ranged as long as 22 months.  Hundreds 
of poems in Chinese were carved into the walls of the Immigration Station’s wooden barracks.  
These poems express the sadness and isolation felt by the forced detention of immigrants seeking 
entrance to the U.S. 
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NARA Case Files Summaries 
 
#2 Hoh Sai Hoo 
As a merchant Hoh Sai Hoo experienced no problems at Angel Island and was admitted to U.S. 
same day as he arrived in 1923. He files also indicates that he had been admitted earlier as a 
student.  His file includes original certificate of identity from 1923, a Section Six Certificate 
student visa from 1918, and copies of INS merchant/student/teacher return certificate.  
 
Historical Background: Chinese Merchant Status 
 Merchants were by far the largest group of Chinese professionals who applied for 
admission to the United States.  Immigration officials looked for visible class markers that were 
supposedly to differentiate merchants from laborers.   Officials rationalized that Chinese 
merchants were wealthy, educated, and refined gentlemen that would not be a threat to American 
labor and society in general.   Chinese merchants were then expected to be highly literate, dress 
in polished manner, and did not perform any physical labor.  
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NARA Case Files Summaries 
 
#3 To Hasegawa 

To Hasegawa’s file contains a brief interview, photographs, and testimony from E.A. 
Curtis and B. P Hoar, associates of Mr. Hasegawa.  Hasegawa was a “picture bride." A 
matchmaker, friend or relative would introduce the couple, a series of pictures and letters would 
be exchanges, and the couple would be married then recorded in the Japanese registry.  A picture 
bride first meeting of her husband would be in the United States.    
 
Historical Background: Japanese Immigration in the Early 20th Century 

Most Japanese came to the United States from Southern Japan during 1880-1920 before 
immigration laws curtailed the numbers.  In the early 1880s, Japanese farmers faced economic 
hardships due to a depression and political instability.  Many Japanese farmers chose to 
immigrate to the U.S. for work opportunities, filling the western United States need for cheap 
labor after Chinese laborers were excluded.  The Japanese government also encouraged 
immigration by passing the Emigrants Protection Law in 1896.  This law was designed to protect 
Japanese people when going abroad, ensuring a job and financial assistance.    

In Japan, men heard stories of wealth and comfort in the United States, however, most 
were exaggerated.  Most immigrants encountered tremendous hardships arriving in the United 
States.  Japanese found employment primarily in farming, railways, plantations, factories, 
canneries, plant nurseries, and fisheries.  Some immigrants wished to return to Japan, but others 
were looking for a better life and stayed.  Under pressure from the U.S. government, Japan 
voluntarily enacted the Gentlemen’s Agreement in 1907 which restricted male laborers from 
entering the United States, but still allowed for merchants and students as well as the relatives, 
wives, and children of Japanese who were already in the United States to enter the country.  
Later due to anti-Asian sentiments, U.S. barred Japanese wives from entering the country and 
passed the Immigration Act of 1924 that prohibited entry of all “aliens ineligible for citizenship,” 
effectively halting all Asian immigration.  These laws remained in effect until 1965, when the 
Immigration & Naturalization Act abolishes these restrictive quotas based on race & nationality. 
 
At the Angel Island Immigration Station  

The Japanese government encouraged the emigration of its citizens and provided 
travelers documents to expedite the process of entering the U.S.  The majority of Japanese 
immigrants came through Angel Island during the early years of the Station operations in 1910s.  
They were processed within two to three days, in contrast to the two to three week stays of 
Chinese immigrants.  Many of the approximately 60,000 Japanese immigrants at Angel Island 
were “picture brides” or returning kibei (American-born but raised and educated in Japan).  
Japanese immigrant men often could not afford to return to Japan to get married, so they asked 
friends and relatives to find them prospective brides.  This practice was called “picture bride” 
marriages, as the men and women exchanged photographs of themselves.  At Angel Island, these 
women presented their pictures and other papers during brief interview sessions to the officials.  
Women stayed on the second floor of the Administration building; men stayed in barracks 
building in quarters separate from Chinese immigrants.  Today the barracks building at Angel 
Island still holds a few Japanese inscriptions, left by Japanese awaiting deportation to Japan 
when the Immigration Station was converted to a POW camp during World War II.   
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NARA Case Files Summaries 
 
#4 Itsko Haim Lokshin  

Itsko Haim Lokshin was a Russian Jew born in 1884.  His profession is listed as a book 
binder.  Immigration officials interrogated him and voted to exclude him as likely to become a 
public charge in June 1915, until a local Jewish fraternal organization agreed to post a bond for 
him.  The bond ensured that he would not become dependent on the state.  There are several 
letters about his suitcase which was stolen from the Station baggage room while he was detained. 
 
Historical Background: Russian Immigration to the US in the Early 20th Century 
 Russian immigrants entered the United States on both East and West coasts.  Geography 
and politics influence with route they decided to take.  Many Russian immigrants came way of 
New York, others came from Siberia directly to California.  Russians left for America due to a 
deteriorating economic climate and religious repression.  Beginning in 1921, the largest group of 
Russian immigrants to California were refugees from the Bolshevik revolution and civil war.  
Many had fled European Russia, crossed Siberia in the midst of civil war, found safety but not 
always employment in Manchuria, and eventually made their way to the Pacific Coast.  Russians 
entering on both coasts were subjected to increasing restrictions which included annual quotas on 
the number of immigrants who could enter the U.S. from a certain country.  With the passing of 
the National Origins Act of 1924, which severely restricted immigration from southern and 
eastern Europe, the annual quota for Russians dropped from 24,405 to 2,248. 
 
At the Angel Island Immigration Station 
 Russian immigrants were not subjected to the complex questioning required to enforce 
the Chinese Exclusion laws, but they were not welcomed with open arms.  At Angel Island 
Russian immigrants were detained, threatened with deportation (a frightening prospect to those 
who have survived the civil war), and mistaken as radicals.  The length of stay at Angel Island 
for Russian immigrants varied considerably, from two days up to two months.  European 
immigrants could be excluded from entering the U.S. for over thirty different conditions.  Most 
common citations were specific diseases and the “likelihood to become a public charge” 
provision that gave inspectors a wide range of discretion to decide cases.  If their cases were 
denied, some immigrants found help from local immigrant aid organizations.  Russian Jews 
received help with their appeals from the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society in San Francisco; 
Christians received help from the Russian Orthodox Church.   
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NARA Case Files Summaries 
 
#5 Naram Singh 

Naram Singh was originally from Punjab.  He was arrested and held for deportation on 
Angel Island as a member of an "excluded class" and as someone likely to become a "public 
charge."  His file includes interrogation and subsequent report from 1913.  It is one of many 
similar files for South Asian immigrants during that era. 
 
Historical Background: South Asian Migration in the Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries 

The majority of South Asian immigrants to the western United States in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries came from Punjab, a northwest region of India. Most were Sikhs, but a small 
percentage were Muslims and Hindus. In 1849 the British annexed Punjab and instituted changes 
in land usage and ownership, depriving many inhabitants of their livelihood or threatening their 
land holdings. Faced with a deteriorating economy along with droughts, famine and epidemics, 
Punjabi families encouraged younger sons to work abroad. By the beginning of the 20th century, 
Vancouver, Canada (also in the British Commonwealth) became the primary Pacific coast 
destination. South Asians embarked on the long journey from either Hong Kong or directly from 
Punjabi villages. From Vancouver some of these former soldiers, policemen, farmers and 
artisans found work in lumber mills in Washington and in railroad construction in California. 
They also found work as day laborers in orchards, vineyards, and citrus groves in the 
Sacramento, San Joaquin, and Imperial valleys. 

After the Canadian government terminated immigration from India for all but a few, 
South Asians came directly to the United States. The great majority of these immigrants entered 
in San Francisco. Most saw their move as temporary and planned to return home after making 
sufficient money to accomplish their goals. In the United States as in Canada, they were not 
welcome. Other workers saw them as a threat to their jobs. As a result of anti-South Asian 
sentiment from white laborers and politicians, the U.S. government passed the Immigration Act 
of 1917 prohibiting immigration from India as part of the “Asiatic barred zone.” This policy 
remained in effect until the Immigration Act of 1965 abolished restrictive quotas based on race 
and nationality. 

 
At the Angel Island Immigration Station 

Approximately 3,000 South Asians were among the Asians processed in the early days of 
the Angel Island Immigration Station. Officials used existing provisions in the immigration law 
to carry out an informal policy of exclusion. The officers cited disease, Muslim belief in 
polygamy, and local prejudices that would prevent employment and increase the likelihood of 
becoming a public charge (poverty) as reasons to exclude South Asians. In one instance, when 
South Asians tried to enter the country from the Philippines, inspectors amended a rule that 
allowed them to arrest a group of 75 immediately after being admitted. Many appealed their 
exclusions and arrests. Many, however, were deported. During their stay at Angel Island, they 
were housed separately from the Chinese and probably other Asians as well. Because of the 
crowding, their quarters were unsanitary. Today, writings in Punjabi and Urdu carved on the 
walls detention barracks are evidence of the presence of the South Asians at Angel Island. 
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NARA Case Files Summaries 
 
#6 Lorenzo Aglipay 

Lorenzo Aglipay arrived in the United States after being cleared to depart from the 
Philippines on April 18, 1934.  With the passing of the Tydings-McDuffie Act on April 30, 1934, 
citizens of the Philippines were no longer considered American nationals, rather they were 
considered aliens, subject to the exclusion laws.  In his file Lorenzo Aglipay is referred to as an 
“alien without a valid immigration visa or other document required by the immigration laws.”  
The files indicate that he appealed his case.  To locate Lorenzo Aglipay, in 1936 officials 
question his brother Telesforo Aglipay.  In 1946 the Immigration officials decide against 
pursuing Lorenzo Aglipay further. 
 
Historical Background: Filipino Immigration to the US in the Early 20th Century 

Because the Philippines was a colony of the United States, residents of the Philippines 
could travel to Hawaii, Alaska and the U.S. mainland as American nationals in the early 20th 
century. The U.S. immigration laws that barred entry to other Asians did not apply to Filipinos. 
Work opportunities abroad provided alternatives to the poor social and economic conditions in 
the Philippines that resulted from years of Spanish and American colonialism. Filipinos 
immigrated first to the Hawaiian Islands to work on sugar plantations. Later they migrated to the 
mainland, filling a labor shortage in California’s orchards and fields. Some Filipino professionals 
came to the United States on government sponsored scholarships. Most Filipino immigrants were 
men who wanted to make money for their families back home or complete their professional 
education and then return to the Philippines.  In 1934 the United States ratified the Tydings-
McDuffie Act, spelling out a procedure for eventual Philippine independence in 1944. The Act 
changed the status of Filipinos from “nationals” to “aliens,” making them subject to the same 
immigration restrictions directed at other Asians. Only 50 Filipinos per year were permitted to 
enter the United States until 1946, when the limit was raised to 100 per year. These immigration 
laws remained in effect until 1965, when the Immigration Act of 1965 abolished the restrictive 
quotas based on race and nationality. 
 
At the Angel Island Immigration Station  

Little research has been done about the experience of Filipinos at the Angel Island 
Immigration Station. Many of the case files that could have provided valuable information were 
destroyed either in the 1940 fire at the Immigration Station’s Administration Building or due to 
consolidation efforts by the Immigration and Naturalization Service. As subjects of the United 
States, Filipinos did not fall under the jurisdiction of U.S. immigration laws. Consequently, the 
few cases files at the National Archives in San Bruno are mostly of Europeans who had become 
Philippine citizens and Filipinos of Chinese ancestry who were investigated under the Chinese 
Exclusion Act. Researchers speculate that Filipinos who arrived before 1935 spent little time on 
Angel Island, most likely staying for brief medical exams at the quarantine station or at the 
Immigration Station hospital. Numbers of Filipinos arriving in San Francisco probably dropped 
dramatically after 1935. 
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