The following is a letter to the editor that Rev. Chopourian wrote to the Armenian Reporter in reaction to 5 Ellis Island Medals given to Armenians.
ARE ELLIS ISLAND MEDALS FOR THE NOTABLES ONLY?

The Editor

The Armenian Reporter

Attention: Mr. Aris Sevag

My dear Editor:

In an earlier issue, your paper reported as follows: “Prominent Armenians to receive 2004 Ellis Island Medal of Honor, joining leaders of the business, political, medical, arts, labor, education worlds at May 15 Medal Gala.

“The Ellis Island Medal of Honor allows us an opportunity to honor the best in America – those who lend their talents, time and energy to making our country a better place for us all.”

In your May 29, 2004 issue you listed the names of the Ellis Island Medal of Honor winners, all very fine individuals who bring honor to us all, and indicated full coverage would be given with additional pictures. 

Finally, in your June 5 issue, under the title “Prominent Members of the Armenian-American Community,” you provided a beautiful spread of two pages, with the wonderful and worthwhile services rendered by the recipients. I hold them all in the highest esteem.

And, , I think for a record in your newspaper, a fourth featured article appeared on an Ellis Island Medal recipient (June, 04 issue).

My assumption is that Armenians, under the sponsorship of the National Ethnic Coalition Organization that serves over 250 organizations, may not have had the opportunity to help define the criteria for selecting honorees. That is unfortunate because if Armenians had made some input, “Prominent” may not have been the word they would have used as the condition for earning a medal.

The words Prominent, Notable do not reflect the spirit of Ellis Island. Ellis Island is more than a medal – it is a profound grace bestowed upon a ‘huddled mass’ by a generous nation, the USA.

I reviewed the history of Ellis Island (Reference: Collier’s Encyclopedia) and would like to bring the following to the attention of the reader. In 1785, Samuel Ellis, a butcher, owned the island.  Subsequently, it was acquired by  New York State. In 1808 the United States Government paid New York State $10,000 for the Island, which first became a fort, then a powder arsenal, and, in 1892, an immigration station. From then, until Nov. 12, 1954, when the station was closed, an estimated 20,000,000 immigrants were processed in its 62 years of operation.

The Island was made famous by the addition of a statue, the Statue of Liberty. A French author of American History, Edouard de Laboulaye, proposed the erection of a memorial to commemorate the alliance of 1778 between France and the United States. Auguste Bartholdi was assigned to execute a mammoth statue for erection upon the Island in New York Harbor. The statue was completed and the presentation was made in Paris on July 4, 1882. It was taken apart and reassembled at its present location. 

The statue elicits many symbolisms, one of which portrays Liberty in the figure of a woman who has just won her freedom. In her right hand she holds a burning torch and, in her left hand, a book of law inscribed July 4, 1776. 

Most touching, inscribed on the pedestal are these lines, written by Emma Lazarus:

                             Give me your tired, your poor,

                             Your huddled masses yearning to be free,

                             The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

                             Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me

                             I lift my lamp beside the golden door.

These symbolisms are not intended for the Prominent, the Notable, the High and the Mighty. It is a misnomer to believe Ellis Island Medals are for the Prominent. The humble and ordinary also deserve if they are serviceable, contributing citizens who make a difference in the lives of their children and the lives of others. All those who believe in Liberty and promote it.

Permit me to stimulate your interest with a few examples:

A curriculum vitae was sent to the group of Armenians who apparently have the authority to determine who qualifies. It was of a humble and ordinary person whose work at home and abroad, in Armenia and some twenty countries, was extensive and constructive. It was returned marked “does not qualify.”

I know of a male Armenian who came through Ellis Island with just a few dollars in his pocket. He set up a small barbershop, and how he managed to send his son through Harvard Law School is a mystery. Find him, he deserves recognition.

There are humble immigrant mothers (who may be grandmothers by now) who raise children to be honest, honorable and helpful. They raise them to be become good solid citizens and teach them to love Liberty. Some do it despite meager means. Shine your search light on those and choose one or two among such and make them happy by recognition of their sacrificial motherhood.

Let us not forget those underpaid teachers in small Armenian schools. The teachers who struggle to shape their students into good citizens and loving and serviceable people. They perform miracles despite lack of modern tools. They prepare good citizens. “ Lift your lamp upon them” who do golden work. Search and find them and let them know that their efforts are worthwhile.

The Prominent, the Notable and the High and Mighty have reached the summit. Let us find those who are humble yet noble, who have struggled at the foot of the mountain and have made a difference. Let us shine the torch on the “huddled masses.”

G. H. Chopourian

