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“Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning 

to breathe free…”

These words appear on the base 

of the Statue of Liberty.

Introduction

Immigrants have made their 
way to America for many 
reasons. Some came hoping to 
find land or jobs. Some came 
for freedom. Some came to 
escape oppression in other 
places. Many Americans came 
as slaves.

The Statue of Liberty sits in New York 
Harbor. Over the years, it has greeted 
millions of people as they have arrived 
in America. This statue and the words 
on the base of the statue are powerful 
symbols. They show that the United 
States is a nation of immigrants, 
people from other countries who 
have come here for a chance at a 
better life. 
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As each group of immigrants 
came to America, they brought 
new ideas, new foods, new 
holidays, and new ways of 
doing things. Each group has 
had to work hard. After a 
while, every group has found 
a way to become part of the 
American dream. Even today, 
immigrants still find freedom 
and opportunity in the United 
States—good lives, good jobs 
and safer families.

Immigrants Who Built 
America is the story of  
these people and their search 
for this dream.
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British Immigrants

People from Great Britain 
(England, Scotland, and 
Wales) formed the largest 
group of early immigrants.

Reenactment of the first landing  
at Jamestown

English explorers sailed to 
America. They traveled up and 
down the East Coast. Their 
mission was to investigate the 
New World. They found that 
America was a rich land. It had 
fertile soil and lots of fresh 
water. Game was everywhere. 
America would be a great 
place to start colonies. The 
first successful English colony 
was Jamestown. It was built in 
Virginia. The English then built 
settlements along the coast. 
People from Great Britain 
flocked to them. 

Some settlers came to start 
farms. Some came looking for 
gold. They did not find any, 
so the colonists tried growing 
tobacco. They had better luck 
with tobacco. Huge plantations 
were built to grow this cash 
crop. Some plantation owners 
became rich. 
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People were needed to work 
in the tobacco fields. At first, 
poor people from Britain came 
as indentured servants. They 
would work for someone else 
for a period of years and then 
become free farmers. 

Other British immigrants 
came looking for freedom 
of religion. One such group 
was the Puritans. They could 
not practice their religion 
in England, so the Puritans 
built settlements in the New 
England. In this new land, they 
could worship as they wanted. 
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British colonies became 
the first states in the United 
States. For this reason, our 
language, and many of our 
foods, holidays, laws, and 
government bodies are the 
same or similar to British 
traditions. The most 
commonly spoken language in 
the United States is English. 
Most American foods, such 
as apple pie, have English 
roots. Most original laws in 
the United States come from 
English laws. 

Fun Fact: Many cities 

in the United States are 

named after places in 

England. New York is named 

after the English city of York, 

and Boston was a city on 

the east coast of England 

before it was a city in the 

New England region of the 

United States.

The original Thirteen  
British Colonies
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African Americans

America had a lot of land and a lot of farms. 
However, there were too few workers, so slaves 
were taken from Africa. The slaves did not come 
with the dream of a better life. They were forced 
to leave their homes. Slaves were sent across the 
ocean in ships with horrible conditions. Many 
of them died. When they got to America, they 
were sold. The slaves had to work under brutal 
conditions. They did not get paid for their work. 
They could get married and have children, but 
their children were slaves too. An owner could 
break up slave 
families and sell 
husbands, wives, 
or children. 

There were slaves in all parts of America, 
but most slaves lived in the South. After the 
American Revolution, slavery was outlawed in 
the North. It was still legal in the South. After the 
Civil War, slaves were freed in all areas of the 
United States. However, most former slaves had 
to stay on farms in the South. They were very 
poor. They were not treated equally. 

Diagram of people crowded into a slave ship
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Wherever they lived, African 
Americans suffered unfair 
treatment. This treatment was 
particularly bad in the southern 
states. African Americans faced 
segregation in the South. They 
were often kept apart from 
whites. They could not work 
in the same jobs as whites. 
African Americans had to go to 
their own schools, shop in their 
own stores, and play in their 
own parks. African Americans 
were also not able to vote in 
some states.

In the early 1900s, large 
numbers of African Americans 
moved to northern cities, 
such as New York, Detroit, 
Baltimore, and Philadelphia, 
to get better-paying jobs in the 
factories. There was prejudice 
and segregation in the North 
too, but there was far less than 
in the South. During World 
War I, the 1920s, and World 
War II, a need for workers in 
the North attracted millions of 
African Americans seeking a 
better life. 

Throughout the first half of 

the 1900s, any passenger 

train traveling from New 

York to the South would go 

through a strange ritual. 

African Americans and 

white passengers could 

sit together from New 

York to Washington, but in 

Washington, they had to go 

to separate train cars—all 

in the shadow of the U.S. 

Capitol, our greatest symbol 

of democracy and equality!

Men waiting at a segregated train 
station, 1938
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Many African Americans—and members of other races—fought 
against these unjust laws. They fought for their civil rights. 
Led by heroes such as Martin Luther King Jr. and John Lewis, 
they marched, protested, and organized. Finally, new laws were 
passed. It became illegal to treat people differently because of the 
color of their skin. 

Martin Luther King Jr. speaking at the March on Washington, 1963
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African Americans have made 
great contributions to America. 
Benjamin Banneker helped 
design Washington, D.C. 
George Washington Carver was 
born as a slave, but he went on 
to make important discoveries 
in science. Jazz traces its 
roots back to music made by 
slaves. It has spread around 
the world. Scott Joplin, Louis 
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, 
and Miles Davis are all famous 
African American musicians 
and composers. Toni Morrison, 
who won several awards 
including the Nobel Prize for 
Literature and the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom, is a famous 
African American author. 

President Barack Obama, inaugurated on 
January 20, 2009

In 2008, Barack Obama  
was elected our first African 
American president.

Writer Toni Morrison presented with 
a Presidential Medal of Freedom by 
President Barack Obama

Scientist George Washington Carver
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German  
Immigrants

Many Germans came to 
America in the early days. Most 
of them wanted to buy land to 
farm. It was hard to buy land 
in Germany. Some Germans 
paid for their trip by working as 
indentured servants. 

At first, most of the early 
Germans settled in the 
eastern colonies. Over time, 
they spread across America. 
Thousands of Germans settled 
in Texas. They built whole 
towns, like New Braunfels. 
It was named after a city 
in Germany.

At first, many Germans kept 
speaking German. They even 
published newspapers in 
German. Then World War I 
began. The United States 
fought against Germany. 
Speaking German was frowned 
upon. In some places, it was 
even banned.

An anti-German sign in Chicago during 
World War I.
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German Americans have made 
many contributions to this 
country. They started the first 
kindergartens. Kindergarten 
is a German word that means 
children’s garden. Foods such 
as hot dogs and hamburgers 
have German origins. The 
Studebaker brothers built 
many of the wagons used by 
settlers to travel west. These 
German brothers also started a 
company that built some of the 
first cars in the United States.

Kindergarten means children’s garden in German.
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People from Ireland were also 
some of the first to move to 
America. Many of them were 
farmers. They were looking 
for land. Some of the Irish also 
paid their way by working as 
indentured servants.

Irish Immigrants

In the 1800s, millions of Irish  
fled to America. They were trying 
to escape a great famine. People 
in Ireland were starving. Close to 
a million people died. This wave 
of Irish moved mostly to cities 
in the east. Many of them faced 
discrimination from Americans 
who were already there.

Immigrant monument in Ireland
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Fun Fact: The shamrock, 

or three-leaf clover, is 

considered an Irish symbol.

The Irish worked hard. Many worked on 
building the railroads. Some Irish took jobs as 
police. Others worked in city government. Irish 
Americans even became mayors. A number of 
American presidents have Irish roots. These 
include Andrew Jackson, John F. Kennedy,  
and Ronald Reagan.

The Irish have a proud history in America. On 
St. Patrick’s Day, you can see them showing their 
shamrock pride!

John F. Kennedy

Andrew Jackson
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Chinese Immigrants

Hundreds of thousands of 
Chinese also came to America 
in the 1800s. Many of them 
were lured by stories of gold 
in California. Most of them 
learned that it was hard to find 
enough gold to live on. 

The Chinese were far from 
home. They were in a strange 
land. The people spoke 
a strange language. The 
Chinese also faced much 
discrimination. It was hard to 
find jobs. However, they had  
to work to survive. 

The first Chinese telephone 
operator in San Francisco
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At this time, the railroad was 
being built across America. 
Many Chinese men went to 
work building this railroad. 
They worked in harsh 
conditions. Their pay was 
very low. Hundreds of Chinese 
workers died working on the 
railroad. However, this work 
served as a first step in a 
new life.

Other Chinese immigrants 
started businesses. Shops, 
restaurants, and laundries 
sprang up wherever the 
Chinese settled. Sometimes 
they would work and live 
together in one part of a town 
or city. These areas came to be 
called Chinatowns. Today you 
can still visit Chinatowns in 
many large cities. 

Chinese men working on the railroad in California, 1882
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Japanese Immigrants

More than 200,000 Japanese 
came to America between 
1860 and 1940. Most of them 
moved to the West Coast. 
Some also settled in  
Hawaii. They often  
found jobs on fruit and 
vegetable farms.

Sometimes American laws 
were unfair to the Japanese. 
Many Japanese could not 
become citizens. They could 
not even own property. Many 
became farmers or started 
small businesses. They were 
able to buy homes. They often 
listed their children as the 
owners of their homes because 
children born in the United 
States were U.S. citizens.

A Japanese American’s store during World War II
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In 1941, tragedy struck. Japan 
bombed Pearl Harbor. America 
entered World War II. More 
than 100,000 Japanese and 
Japanese Americans were 
rounded up. They were forced 
to leave their homes. They had 
to move to camps. Life in the 
camps was harsh. Japanese 
families lived in barracks. 
Their housing did not have 
plumbing or kitchens. They 
slept on cots.

The Japanese were able to 
leave the camps in 1945. They 
returned home. Many Japanese 
found that they had lost their 
farms, businesses, and homes. 
The U.S. government later paid 
many of them money to try to 
make up for these losses. 

Japanese Americans leaving their 
homes during World War II

Barracks at a relocation 
camp in California
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Jewish Immigrants

In 1654, a small number of Jews 
landed in New Amsterdam. 
This area is now called New 
York City. Jews did not come in 
large numbers until the 1800s. 
Many fled poor treatment 
in Europe.

Many Jews came from 
Germany. Jews also came 
from Poland, Russia, and other 
European countries. They 
tended to settle in the big cities 
of the east. Some Jews worked 
in factories. Others started 
small businesses. During the 
1930s and 1940s, more Jews 
came. They were trying to 
escape the Nazis. 
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Some Jews who left Europe to 
get away from discrimination 
found unfair treatment in 
America. They could not 
hold certain jobs or buy 
property in some places. There 
were colleges that limited 
the number of Jews who 
could attend. 

However, Jewish immigrants 
and their children also found 
success in America. Jews 
played a major role in the 
early days of Hollywood and 
the film industry. There were 
important Jewish scientists, 
like Albert Einstein, judges, and 
professors. Today, the Jewish 
community in America is 
strong and stable.

Spotlight: Like thousands 

of other Jews, Albert 

Einstein fled Europe 

because of the rise of the 

Nazi Party in Germany. 

In 1933, Einstein settled in 

the United States. He was 

the most famous scientist 

of his time. He created and 

discovered many important 

theories. Einstein’s theories 

led to the development 

of the atomic bomb, 

which helped the U.S. 

defeat the Japanese during 

World War II.

A busy Jewish neighborhood in 
New York City, c. 1909
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Hispanic Immigrants

Spanish explorers came 
to America long ago. They 
traveled through the Southwest 
during the 1500s because 
they were looking for gold. 
The Spanish built settlements 
across the region. Many more 
Hispanics came from Mexico 
in the 1900s. Others came 
from Cuba and South America. 
Puerto Rico is an island owned 
by the United States. Many 
people have moved from there 
to the mainland. In the 1980s, 
thousands of people came from 
Central America to the United 
States. Many were fleeing wars. 

Hispanic Americans have 
overcome many challenges. 
They have faced unfair 
treatment. They have had to 
fight for their rights.

Cuban Day parade in New Jersey

San Juan, Puerto Rico
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Hispanics are the largest group 
of new immigrants in the 
United States. They work on 
farms. They work in factories. 
They work in every kind of job. 
There are Hispanic astronauts. 
Franklin Díaz flew on the space 
shuttle many times. Ellen 
Ochoa was the first female 
Hispanic astronaut. 

Political Power: Today 

many Hispanics hold 

political office. Julian Castro 

was elected mayor of San 

Antonio in 2009. In 2010, 

Nevada elected Brian 

Sandoval as governor. Sonia 

Sotomayor became the 

first Hispanic justice on the 

Supreme Court in 2009.

U.S. Supreme Court Justice 
Sonia Sotomayor

Today Hispanics live in all 
parts of America. They are 
an important thread in the 
American quilt.

Franklin Ramón 
Chang Díaz, astronaut

Ellen Ochoa, 
first Hispanic 
female astronaut

Admiral David Farragut, 
first Hispanic Admiral 
for the U.S. in 1800s
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Swedish and 
Norwegian Immigrants

More than a million people 
from Norway and Sweden 
have come to America. Many 
came to farm this country’s 
rich soil. They were able to 
find cheap land to farm. Others 
came to work in America’s 
factories. Some came for 
religious reasons.

Immigrants from Sweden 
and Norway faced less 
discrimination than many other 
groups. They often looked like 
the Americans in the places 
where they settled. However, 
they still had to work very hard 
to make new lives in America.

There have been 
many important 
Norwegian Americans 
and Swedish Americans. For 
example, Charles Lindbergh’s 
family was from Sweden. He 
was the first person to fly 
across the Atlantic Ocean 
without stopping. 

Conrad Hilton’s father came to 
America from Norway. Conrad 
started the Hilton hotel chain. 
These hotels can be found all 
across the country.

Charles Lindbergh
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The Great Immigration 
of 1900 to 1930: Italian, 
Greek, Polish, and 
Other Immigrants

The time of greatest 
immigration to America 
was from 1900 to 1930. The 
country was growing fast. 
There were plenty of jobs. 
People came from all over 
Europe. Many came from Italy 
and Greece. Some came from 
Poland and other countries in 
Eastern Europe. 

 

Actual baggage at Ellis Island 
from time of great immigration
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During this time, most 
immigrants arrived in New 
York. They would pass the 
Statue of Liberty on their way 
to Ellis Island. Some of the 
new immigrants stayed in New 
York. Others spread out across 
the country. Many ended up 
working in factories and mines 
in small towns or big cities. 

New immigrants were often 
met by aid societies. The aid 
workers spoke their language. 
They were people who knew 
their ways. They helped new 
arrivals find a place to live and 
a job. They helped immigrant 
children get into school. 
They taught English. Life was 
hard for the new immigrants. 
However, they got by with the 
help of friends and relatives 
who had come earlier.

Immigrants landing at Ellis Island, 1902
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Immigrant Life

The immigrant story often 
follows a pattern. The first 
people to arrive are very 
poor. They have problems 
learning English. They have 
to learn how to fit in. Other 
Americans may not make 
them feel welcome.

Their children go to school in 
America. They learn English 
when they are young. They 
learn how to live in America. 
These young people keep 
their family memories from 
the old country, but they are 
Americans. They usually get 
better educations than their 
parents. They get better jobs.

Immigrants often wrote letters 
back to their friends and family, 
telling them how good life was in 
America. This caused more and 
more people from the old country 
to want to come to America too.

Immigrants can have hard 
lives. However, they give their 
children a chance to reach the 
American Dream.

Polish immigrants working on a berry farm, 1909

Immigrant neighborhood in  
New York, c. 1907
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Immigrants Today

People still want to come to 
America from all over the 
world. Like the immigrants 
before them, they want to 
come for freedom. They want 
to come for better jobs. They 
want to come for a better life 
for their children. 

However, it can take many 
years to be able to come to 
America. The United States 
limits how many immigrants 
come here each year. Once they 
are here, it can take many more 
years to become citizens. Still, 
they keep coming.

Immigrants enrich America 
in every way. They help build 
our homes. They help grow 
our crops. They start new 
businesses. They bring new 
ideas and new energy. They do 
not take America for granted. 
They make every part of life in 
America better.
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barracks: Simple, temporary buildings that 
people live in.

brutal: Harsh and severe.

cash crop: A crop grown to sell for money.

civil rights: The basic rights of citizens 
(Example: the right to vote or to fair treatment).

colonies: Early settlements in North America.

discrimination: Unfair treatment of a group 
of people.

famine: An extreme shortage of food.

fertile: Good for growing crops.

fled: Ran away from.

game: Animals hunted for food.

immigrants: People settling in another country.

indentured servants: People who work 
in exchange for transportation or other 
non‑money rewards.

lured: Attracted.

oppression: Harm done by a government to a 
group of people in its country.

segregation: Forced separation of groups 
of people.

symbols: Things, such as flags, that stand for 
something else.

traditions: Behaviors or beliefs handed down 
from generation to generation.

Glossary
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