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Abstract 
In the first decade of the twentieth century, United States immigration 
inspectors at the US-Mexico border excluded hundreds of young Syrians, 
turning many toward unstable lives as unauthorized migrants in North 
America. Inspectors combined Progressive Era concerns about child labor 
with orientalist and racist views of migrants from the Ottoman Empire to 
conclude that unaccompanied young Syrians posed a threat to the American 
family and workplace and should be sent back across the Atlantic. And while 
some excluded boys did return to Syria, the majority found ways to enter the 
United States without authorization. Some sought the help of smugglers and 
others obtained falsified papers that claimed uncles, brothers, and family 
friends as their fathers and accompanied them across the border. While these 
tactics worked, illicit border crossing launched young migrants into an 
unauthorized life marked by precarity and fear. In fact, oral histories 
conducted by the author have revealed that young boys who entered the 
United States without authorization often ended up in unstable professions 
connected to urban underworlds. Ultimately, this article seeks to demonstrate 
the ways hardline immigration policies of the early twentieth century 
targeting young boys set them on paths toward precarity as they navigated 
lives in the United States. 

 
ةصلاخ  
تايلاولا يب دودلحا ىلع ةيكيرملأا ةرجهلا وشتفم دعبتسا ,نيرشعلا نرقلا نم لولأا دقعلا ف  
ةرقتسم ريغ ةايح وحن مهنم ديدعلا لَّوح امم ,ييروسلا بابشلا تائم كيسكلماو ةدحتلما  
نأشب يمدقتلا رصعلا فواخم يب نوشتفلما عمج .ةيلامشلا اكيرمأ ف يحّرصُم ريغ نيرجاهمك  
ةيروطاربملإا نم نيرجاهملل ةيرصنعلاو ةيقارشتسلاا رظنلا تاهجو عم لافطلأا ةلامع  
ةرسلأل اًديدهت نولكشي مهيوذب يبوحصلما ريغ ييروسلا بابشلا نأ ىلإ اوصلخو ,ةينامثعلا  
دلاولأا ضعب داع امنيبو .يسلطلأا طيلمحا ربع مهتداعإ بجيو لمعلا ناكمو ةيكيرملأا  
بلط .حيرصت نود ةدحتلما تايلاولا لوخدل اًقرط ةيبلغلأا تدجو ,ايروس ىلإ نيدعبتسلما  
مهلاوخأو مهمامعأ نأ يعدت ةروزم قاروأ ىلع نورخآ لصحو يبرهلما نم ةدعاسلما ضعبلا  

تاكيتكتلا هذه تحنج امنيبو .دودلحا ربع مهوقفارو مهؤابآ مه ةلئاعلا ءاقدصأو مهتوخإو , 
مدعب مستت اهب حرصم ريغ ةايح ىلإ بابشلا نيرجاهلما عفد ينوناق ريغ لكشب دودلحا روبع نإف  
راغصلا دلاولأا نأ ةفلؤلما اهترجأ يتلا ةيهفشلا تاياورلا تفشك ,عقاولا ف .فولخاو رارقتسلاا  
ةطبترم ةرقتسم ريغ نهم ف رملأا مهب يهتني ام اًبلاغ حيرصت نود ةدحتلما تايلاولا اولخد نيذلا  
تدأ يتلا قرطلا حيضوت ىلإ لاقلما اذه ىعسي ,فاطلما ةياهن ف .ندلما ف ةيمارجلإا تامظنلماب  
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ىلإ راغصلا دلاولأا تفدهتسا يتلاو نيرشعلا نرقلا لئاوأ ف ةددشتلما ةرجهلا تاسايس اهب    
   . ةدحتلما تايلاولا ف مهتايح ءانثأ ةرقتسم ريغ تاراسم ىلع مهعضو
  

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In the first decade of the twentieth century, United States immigration 
inspectors began excluding unaccompanied Syrian boys from crossing 
the US-Mexico border in an effort to crack down on migration from the 
Middle East.1 In 1911, fifteen-year-old Essa Nasser left a village in the 
Ottoman province of Greater Syria for the United States, where he 
hoped to join his mother and uncles in Terra Haute, Indiana. While we 
do not know the exact route Nasser took, his journey would have been 
terrifying for a young boy who had lived most of his life caring for 
village livestock in the tiny mud and thatch home of his ailing father. 
To avoid Ottoman laws set in place to curb emigration, Nasser likely 
paid a sarraf (smuggler) to take him by steamboat to Beirut, where he 
faced several ways to enter the United States.2 While most migrants 
bought tickets to New York and crowded into inspection lines at Ellis 
Island, rumors of strict entry requirements and a growing network of 
Syrians in Mexico prompted Nasser to purchase a ticket for the port of 
Veracruz. Once in Mexico, he traveled to Mexico City, where he stayed 
with uncles for several weeks before heading to the border at Ciudad 
Juarez. When Nasser tried to cross into the United States, an inspector 
at El Paso rejected him on the grounds that he had trachoma, an eye 
disease that, if uncured, could lead to blindness. Instead of returning to 
Mexico City or Syria, Nasser, who desperately wanted to join his 
mother in Indiana, paid a Ciudad Juarez Syrian named Guirguis Attiee 
$200 to board him for two weeks and treat his eyes, an arrangement 
that was likely a scam concocted between Attiee and corrupt US 
immigration inspectors. Despite this setback, young Nasser believed 
that if he could prove his mother was a peddler in Indiana who made 
enough to support him, inspectors would let him cross. Nasser, 
however, underestimated the inspectors’ racialized and gendered 
biases that made them associate all Syrians with disease, transient 
peddling networks, and loose family values. When Nasser reported 
that he planned to join his mother, the inspector snapped, “Are you 
going to bum on the streets or are you going to work?” Nasser replied 
quickly, “Of course I will work,” to which the inspector countered, “So 
you do not plan to go to school? You’re being imported as a laborer for 
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the peddlers?” Nasser fell silent and the inspector stamped “excluded” 
in angry red letters across his petition. Consequently, instead of 
allowing Nasser to join his mother, US immigration officials sent the 
fifteen-year-old boy back to Mexico alone, where he either returned to 
Syria or, more likely, found a way to enter the United States without 
authorization.3  

This article draws on the stories of Nasser and dozens of other 
Syrian children to shed light on how racialized exclusion along the US-
Mexico border directed many Syrian boys toward unauthorized entry, 
pushing them toward unstable lives in underpaid work and crime. 
Histories of Syrian immigration tend to follow the pathbreaking work 
of Alixa Naff and emphasize an assimilationist narrative that uncovers 
how early Christian and Muslim Syrians settled across the Northeast 
and American Midwest at the turn of the twentieth century, won the 
right to become citizens in the 1915 Circuit Court case Dow v. U.S., and 
continued to represent the United States through patriotic service in 
two world wars.4 Indeed, in the face of contemporary orientalism and 
Islamophobia, emphasizing the patriotism and Americanness of early 
Syrians has proved important for scholars of Arab American studies. 
Such works, however, obscure the ways such racism presented legal 
barriers to Syrian migrants that followed them throughout their lives 
and drove them toward illicit labor. This article examines the short- and 
long-term consequences of US immigration inspectors’ exclusion of 
Syrian boys at the border, which resulted from Progressive Era 
anxieties over race, family, and child labor. First of all, upon exclusion, 
many young boys turned toward unauthorized entry through 
smuggling networks or by falsifying their papers and crossing the 
border legally. While false papers worked, the illegality of this initial 
act followed young Syrians throughout their lives. The last section of 
the article follows several young Syrians into the 1920s and 1930s to 
explore the ways unauthorized status steered them toward lives in 
bootlegging, crime, and other illicit forms of employment. This section 
in particular challenges assimilationist narratives in Arab American 
historiography by emphasizing how young Syrians engaged in illicit 
work that kept them on the edges of American society. Ultimately, the 
article charts the ways hardline US border policies established 
pathways to precarity for hundreds of Syrian boys in the first decade 
of the twentieth century. 

To access policy decisions and the lives of individual migrants, 
the article draws on a combination of government records and oral 
histories. I first noticed the exclusion of Syrian boys while combing 
through the vast deportation files of the Immigration and 



   Lifetimes of Instability   15 

 

Naturalization Service in the United States National Archives. These 
documents provide the names and personal information on deported 
immigrants, an interview with the immigrant in question, and in many 
cases a report drawn up by the immigration inspector that reveals their 
personal thoughts and prejudices on the immigrant in question. To 
understand the perspective of young migrants, the article draws on 
oral histories conducted in the 1980s by Alixa Naff, which are now held 
in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, as well as 
interviews I conducted with second- and third-generation migrants. 
My own interviews come from a larger project on Muslim immigrants 
in the industrial Midwest. As I searched for patterns in my interviews, 
I noticed details about how deportations and lives without legal papers 
affected migrants personally in ways that do not appear in official 
government documents. Taken together, this combination of personal 
narratives and official documents reveals both the reasons inspectors 
implemented hardline policies and the consequences these policies had 
on migrants across their lifetimes.  

 
EXCLUDING SYRIAN BOYS  
US immigration inspectors’ alarm at the influx of Syrian children on 
the US-Mexico border reflected broader Progressive Era concerns 
about child welfare and labor.5 At the turn of the twentieth century, a 
loose coalition of middle-class reformers banded together to bring 
order and reform to newly industrialized cities packed with migrants 
working in deplorable conditions.6 While many Progressives 
addressed workplace conditions, labor laws, alcohol consumption, and 
tenement conditions, children soon became a key focus of reformers. 
These reformers, most of whom were women, drew on the new field of 
developmental psychology to define childhood as a key life stage in 
need of protection. They advocated ending child labor and 
implementing mandatory schooling, and they built settlement houses 
and playgrounds to address the needs of children.7 Immigration 
inspectors, therefore, became alarmed when young Syrians began 
crossing the border in larger numbers with the intention of working. 
Unlike in Greater Syria, where children were expected to work and 
contribute to their families on farms and in factory jobs, reformers in 
the United States popularized the idea that children should attend 
school.8 

In fact, it was Progressive reformers in Washington, DC, who 
created immigration inspectors and border checkpoints in the first 
place, and these border bureaucrats relied on a series of new laws to 
justify excluding Syrians. Restrictionists at the national level secured 
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the passage of the 1891 Immigration Act, which created a new 
superintendent of immigration within the Treasury Department and 
established permanent inspection stations at land and sea borders. 
Beyond centralizing immigration restriction within the federal 
government, the 1891 law expanded the list of excludable aliens to 
felons, polygamists, “all idiots, insane persons, paupers, or persons 
likely to become a public charge,” and those carrying an infectious 
disease.9 Consequently, while Progressive Era child labor reforms 
shaped immigration inspectors’ ideas about Syrian boys, they could 
turn to a list of reasons when it came to denying specific boys entry into 
the United States. 

Disease soon became one of the most popular reasons for 
barring Syrians at ports of entry. Inspectors at the border developed a 
racialized conception of which immigrants carried diseases that was 
informed by the Eugenics movement, a pseudoscientific effort to rank 
races and ethnicities based on perceived characteristics.10 Syrians and 
other immigrants from the Middle East, China, and Mexico soon 
became associated with trachoma. Inspectors at Ellis Island, Angel 
Island, and on land borders tested for the eye disease by using a 
buttonhook to turn back migrants’ eyelids, consequently excluding any 
immigrant with even the slightest indication of an eye infection or 
abnormality.11 Trachoma became particularly associated with Syrians 
and inspectors diagnosed the disease liberally, sometimes because 
trachoma treatment clinics in Mexico offered them kickbacks.12 

Restriction for polygamy, which reformers originally devised to 
curb Mormon migration, soon became another reason for restricting 
immigrants from the Ottoman Empire.13 Most of the one hundred 
thousand Arabic-speaking immigrants from the Ottoman Empire were 
Christians, and the Muslim minority who joined them were not 
practicing polygamists. When Mufti Sadiq, a Muslim scholar from 
India, traveled to the United States in 1921, he attempted in vain to 
argue there was a difference between behaviors required of Muslims, 
like prayer, and those permitted, like polygamy.14 But nativist 
organizations like the San Francisco-based Asiatic Exclusion League 
latched onto the polygamy law, insisting that barring all Asians, Turks, 
and Syrians represented an obvious way to protect American women 
and preserve the integrity of American families.15 

The uneven enforcement of restrictions at Ellis Island prompted 
thousands of Syrians like Essa Nasser to travel to Mexico, where they 
could cross into the United States across the southern border. Scholars 
have documented the ways Mexico served as a “back door” to the 
United States for Syrian migrants hoping to evade US inspectors.16 In 
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reality, many Syrians traveled to Mexico because they had friends and 
family there and hoped to settle in the robust Arabic-speaking 
neighborhoods of Mexico City or Veracruz.17 But US immigration 
inspectors and the press paid little attention to the finer nuances of 
Syrian migrant networks and instead circulated reports exaggerating 
the threat of Syrians crossing the US-Mexico border. In 1906, the El Paso 
Times warned that a “question of infinitely more importance than that 
of Chinese immigration” was the “invasion of diseased Syrians” into 
El Paso and cities across America.18 By linking Syrians to the Chinese, 
a group that nativists had maligned for decades as both diseased and a 
threat to American labor markets, the newspaper tapped into 
longstanding fears about foreigners to portray Syrians as dangerous 
outsiders.19 

While most Syrian migrants were young men, in the 1910s 
immigration inspectors became preoccupied with an increase of Syrian 
children, particularly boys, who had begun to cross the US-Mexico 
border. Under the 1882 Immigration Act, inspectors could exclude any 
unaccompanied immigrant under the age of sixteen “likely to become 
a public charge,” but could let these children pass if they produced 
proof of family support in the United States.20 As the early generation 
of Syrian migrants began making money in the United States, they sent 
for their children, particularly sons, to join them in the United States. 
Consequently, unaccompanied boys like fifteen-year-old Gabriel Jorge 
Matook showed up in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, where inspectors 
expressed concern about their age. To reach the border, Matook had 
left his home in Akkar, Syria, over three months earlier and endured 
an exhausting journey via Tripoli, Marseilles, and Veracruz before 
stopping in Mexico City for a month and a half to visit with cousins. 
While in Mexico City, Matook peddled alongside his family and wrote 
to his father in Ashland, Kentucky, to ask for the funds to complete his 
journey. When he received money and a letter from his father 
promising to support him in the United States, Matook headed for the 
border, certain that he would soon be helping his parents, who both 
worked peddling goods between the mining camps in the lush 
Kentucky hills. Once at the Laredo border, however, the US 
immigration inspector investigated Matook’s eyes, questioned him 
about his parents’ peddling, and, despite the letter from his father, 
debarred his entry on the grounds that the young Syrian was “likely to 
become a public charge.”21 Matook’s case represented one of the nearly 
two hundred fifty young Syrian boys who were debarred at the US-
Mexico border between 1911 and 1913, a number that may appear small 
considering the thousands of immigrants categorized as “Syrian” 
crossing at El Paso, Laredo, or Tucson each day.22 Despite small 
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numbers, immigration inspectors expressed grave concern about 
young Syrian border crossers, who, they claimed, “had increased 
dramatically along the border,” demanding “an inquiry be made into 
the cause” of their rising numbers.23 In other words, immigration 
authorities refused to believe that Syrians who had made enough 
money in the United States simply wanted to be reunited with their 
children. Instead, inspectors relied on orientalist views of Syrian 
sneakiness and backwardness to craft a narrative that Middle Eastern 
families sent for young sons because they wanted to exploit their 
unpaid labor, thereby justifying their decisions to leave hundreds of 
young boys stranded along the Mexican border. 

This narrative developed in part because many Americans had 
come to view the peddling work undertaken by Syrians like the 
Matooks as unsavory labor. In the early twentieth century, peddling 
became a popular occupation for Ashkenazi Jews, Bengali Muslims, 
and Syrians because it required little capital and anyone could sell 
goods regardless of English ability.24 Syrian peddlers would buy 
household dry goods from a local wholesale merchant (who was 
usually also Syrian) and pack them across cities and through the 
countryside, bringing everything from bags of flour to needles and 
rosaries directly to American housewives. Charlotte Karem Albrecht 
has demonstrated that male peddlers, who brought “exotic difference 
to the doorsteps of aspiring-middle-class Americans,” posed a “sexual 
threat to the women who purchased their goods.”25 Peddlers soon 
became associated with sneaky and exploitative tactics, interpreted as 
figures who made money not through hard work but by selling fake 
holy water and overpriced goods to vulnerable women. Soon a 
reputation for peddling became enough to get young boys excluded. 
For instance, when fifteen-year-old Sarey Hanna El Baba told an 
inspector he wanted to join a cousin in Detroit, the US official 
concluded, “The alleged cousin is probably a peddler, this being the 
usual means of this race getting a livelihood.” In fact, most Syrians in 
the Detroit area worked in automobile factories, but El Baba’s examiner 
relied on stereotypes about these immigrants to conclude that 
excluding El Baba represented the only way to keep the young boy 
from “following a similar occupation.”26  

News of Syrian women peddlers further called into question 
their family values and led state officials to conclude that separating 
children from these families was in their best interest. Most women 
who peddled were Christians and tended to sell goods in pairs, 
walking together through a nearby town and along nearby city streets. 
Occasionally, a woman might accompany her husband, brother, or 
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father on a longer route, helping him hold lighter wares and making 
him appear less threatening to farming housewives. For instance, 
Elizabeth Beshara remembered that her father took her peddling as a 
child because farmers were more likely to offer a man with his 
daughter food and a warm bed for the night than a foreign man 
traveling on his own.27 Despite the prevalence of Syrian women with 
packs selling across towns in the United States, those who worked 
outside the home, particularly in peddling, faced criticism from both 
within and outside their community that questioned their fitness as 
mothers.28 At the border, immigration officials used this discourse to 
justify separating children from peddling mothers. Essa Nasser, the 
fifteen-year-old whose story opened this article, wanted to join his 
peddling mother in Terre Haute, Indiana, but immigration officials 
barred his entry because they reasoned that his mother’s line of work 
“prevents her from providing adequately for this child.”29 Similarly, 
when inspectors learned that fifteen-year-old Gabriel Matook’s 
stepmother peddled goods between mining towns in West Virginia, 
they debated whether he would have a proper home and caregiver in 
the United States. Inspectors ultimately admitted Matook, but news of 
a peddling maternal figure kept him detained at the border for four 
weeks.30 In sum, immigration officials drew on orientalist conclusions 
to deem Syrian families unstable, leading to the detention and 
exclusion of hundreds of young boys along the US-Mexico border. 
Such decisions, which were made at the discretion of local inspectors, 
ensured that hundreds of Syrian teenagers were stranded on the 
border, forced to navigate the dangerous boarding houses of Nuevo 
Laredo and Ciudad Juarez alone.  

Growing fears about immigrant contract labor within the US 
Bureau of Immigration also prompted inspectors to scrutinize Syrian 
children, and boys in particular. Responding to lurid tales from the 
penny press and Horatio Alger that depicted padrones who bought 
and sold Italian children for factory work in Philadelphia and New 
York, Congress passed a resolution against “Italian children” in 1874, 
followed by the Foran Act in 1885. While the previous legislation 
focused on immigrant children living within the continental United 
States, the Foran Act prohibited the “importation and migration of 
foreigners and aliens under contract or agreement to perform labor in 
the United States.”31 Port and border officials soon realized that the 
Foran Act proved difficult to enact and at times, it directly contradicted 
the “public charge” laws enacted by Congress in 1875 and 1882. By 
proving they had work waiting for them in American cities and would 
not become “public charges,” immigrants faced scrutiny over whether 
they had received this work through a contract or a padrone.32  
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Inspectors along the US-Mexico border became particularly 
preoccupied with contract labor laws because many Mexicans began 
signing contracts with padrones to work in the United States. In El 
Paso, Roman Gonzalez became a skilled and notorious labor boss who 
searched for workers across the Mexican countryside. Gonzalez sent 
such workers by the thousands to jobs as track workers on the 
Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway in Kansas and Oklahoma, 
where they worked to upgrade rail tracks from narrow to standard 
gauge.33 Many Mexican workers were familiar with contract systems 
and for decades had signed contracts with hacendaros that bound them 
to haciendas as unfree laborers.34 Soon thousands of Mexican workers 
traded exploitative contracts to haciendas for ones to Gonzalez and 
American companies, finding work on railroads and sugar beet fields 
across the American West and Midwest. The surge of Mexicans 
crossing the border worried inspectors; in fact, between 1886 and 1890, 
52 of the 175 federal cases to investigate Foran Act violations originated 
in El Paso.35 Thus, inspectors in El Paso and Laredo were attuned to the 
intricacies of the Foran Act and quick to investigate violations when 
Syrians began crossing the border.  

The labor demands of agrobusiness in the American South and 
Southwest established loopholes in the Foran Act that would actually 
facilitate Mexican contract labor. Overwhelmed by the thousands of 
Mexicans seeking work across the border, officials in the Bureau of 
Immigration devised provisions that allowed for controlled contracts 
between companies and immigrants.36 By World War I, the federal 
government exploited a loophole in the Foran Act to establish 
America’s first Mexican guestworker program, importing thousands of 
workers and their families on contracts to work in American railroads, 
coal mines, and agriculture.37 

As Mexican contract labor became codified into law, anxieties 
about padrones shifted toward the exploitation of children, 
particularly young boys. The connection between padrones and 
children emerged after a 1907 report from Andre Seraphic, a Greek 
immigrant from Turkey and investigator for the Bureau of 
Immigration. Seraphic inspected New York City’s Greek shoe shining 
industry, interviewing dozens of young boys to conclude that Greek 
boys were being sold by their parents to powerful padrones who gave 
the boys their own last names and sponsored their immigration. Once 
in New York, the padrones, or “pseudofathers,” made their “sons” 
work in ghastly conditions. Upon further scrutiny, it turned out that 
most of the “boys” Seraphic interviewed were over twenty-one, with 
some even in their thirties and married. Regardless of these pesky facts, 
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his conclusions struck a chord with middle-class reformers. Indeed, 
Seraphic’s research would produce a report for the Dillingham 
Commission entitled The Greek Padrone System in the United States.38 
Thus, Seraphic linked contract labor to Mediterranean children in an 
immigration study that would inform restrictive immigration policies 
for decades to come.39 

Given the growing concern over padrones and young boys, 
inspectors on the US-Mexico border naturally assumed Syrian boys 
must be employed by peddling rings that mirrored the Greek 
bootblacks in New York City. When Hussein Ali, a thirteen-year-old 
boy from Mehaite, Syria, arrived at the foot bridge in Laredo, Texas, 
with plans to reunite with his father in Fort Smith, Arkansas, Inspector 
A. J. Hotzon pulled him aside for further questioning. After a brief 
interrogation, the young boy admitted that his parents were both still 
in Syria and in truth he would live with his uncle, Maziad Abou Ali, 
who ran a small dry goods store in Fort Smith. Ali’s initial lie about his 
father led inspectors to question whether he had an uncle in Arkansas 
or if he were being contracted by the elder Ali, who went by Boo Wolly, 
to peddle goods from his store. When Inspector Hotzon refused to 
believe Ali’s story, his uncle made the trip south to Fort Worth, 
testifying that he would care for the boy and “put him in a United 
States school until he becomes a man.” Instead of evidence of family 
bonds and devotion, Inspector Hotzon used the uncle’s journey and the 
considerable expense and time it took to reason that “this man does not 
want to lose his investment.” And though he could not prove a 
violation of the Foran Act, its link to child labor informed Inspector 
Hotzon’s view of young Ali, so he stamped the boy’s card “likely to 
become a public charge” and turned the child back toward Nuevo 
Laredo.40 

Immigration inspectors’ efforts to curb Syrian child labor, 
whether for family or padrones, reflected the growing influence of a 
nationwide campaign against children’s employment championed by 
Progressive reformers. Responding to the appalling conditions of child 
workers in mills, factories, and mines across the United States, middle-
class reformers banded together under the leadership of Florence 
Kelley to form the National Consumers League and the National Child 
Labor Committee in 1904.41 Though reformers struggled to pass federal 
child labor laws, bills to prevent children from working in factories and 
mines received national coverage and enjoyed popular support.42 Thus, 
even if it were perfectly legal for Syrian children to peddle or work in 
factories, inspectors echoed the morals of Progressive reformers as they 
questioned migrants like Hussein Ali about their plans to attend 
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school.43 It is telling that young boys who told inspectors they planned 
to join fathers and pursue schooling in America had an easier time 
gaining entry. In 1911, the same year inspectors denied hundreds of 
other young boys and queried them about their plans to work, they 
admitted Jamel Abou Saad, a fifteen-year-old boy from Rashaya, Syria, 
who expressed his desire to join his brother and attend an American 
school. Though Saad possessed no more money or promise than other 
boys from Greater Syria, Inspector Benjamin Sojourner, remarked that 
he was “unusually bright” and “wants to learn,” and admitted him 
without further question.44 Indeed, it became clear that inspectors were 
more likely to admit migrants who conformed to their own middle-
class values. 

 
UNAUTHORIZED CHILDREN  
Once excluded, a smuggling industry that specialized in bringing 
Syrians across the border became the only option for young boys to 
reunite with their families. Smuggling rings developed on the US-
Mexico border in the wake of Chinese exclusion laws and early 
smugglers brought Chinese nationals across the border by the 
hundreds. As smuggling rings grew, their operations soon expanded 
to cater to southern and eastern Europeans and migrants from across 
the Ottoman Empire who had been excluded as “likely to become a 
public charge,” diseased, or illiterate in the 1910s.45 Soon, smugglers 
such as Khalil Koury, a Syrian in El Paso, began to specialize in helping 
Syrians cross the border by waiting at the edges of border lines in 
Juaréz, Mexico, searching for migrants rejected under trachoma or 
“likely to become a public charge” restrictions. When he saw a man or 
woman rejected by inspectors, he reassured the migrant in Arabic and 
guided the person to his boarding house, where he charged twenty-
five cents a day for room and board and had a doctor on call who 
claimed to treat trachoma for $10. Once fed and treated, Koury charged 
his boarders an extra $70 to $80 to guide them into the United States 
through a network of paid border guards and interpreters.46  

As news of restrictions against young boys circulated within the 
Syrian diaspora, families fabricated new relationships meant to legally 
evade US immigration laws. For instance, when Ali Hassan came to the 
United States in 1912 at the age of twelve to join his father in Michigan 
City, Indiana, his father arranged for him to travel with several cousins. 
When inspectors at Ellis Island questioned him, he named the eldest-
looking cousin as his father. Similarly, when Fares Abud Shahir 
boarded an ocean liner in Beirut by himself, he claimed a kindly older 
Syrian woman as his mother and inspectors never questioned him 
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again.47 When questioned in El Paso, fourteen-year-old Ali Hassan 
broke down and conceded that the man who he claimed as his father 
was actually a distant cousin. “I called him my father,” he admitted, 
“because my friends in my village told me I would not be allowed to 
come in on my own. Everyone said you have to have a father in the 
United States.”48 Hassan’s testimony demonstrates that young Syrians 
began fabricating a paper trail that would allow them entry into the 
United States, a tactic that allowed them to circumvent border 
restrictions and enter the United States without authorization. 
Unauthorized entry, however, would have lasting consequences for 
Syrian children as they attempted to establish their lives in the United 
States.  

Young Syrians who entered without legal papers would go on 
to lead lives in the shadows of American life, facing difficulty becoming 
citizens and haunted by the specter of immigration authorities whom 
they imagined might deport them at any moment. Sociologists, 
anthropologists, and scholars of ethnic studies have explored how 
unauthorized status shapes the lives of Latinx immigrants and their 
families, instilling fear in entire families for generations in ways that 
make immigration authorities loom large thousands of miles from the 
US-Mexico border.49 Beth Lew Williams has analyzed what this 
instability meant for migrants in America’s past by investigating how 
Chinese migrants who claimed “paper fathers” to enter the United 
States legally under an assumed identity could live as US citizens yet 
experience constant insecurity about their status.50 Such was the case 
for young Syrians, who traveled to Iowa, South Dakota, and New York 
City as the “sons” of Syrian families with the knowledge that if 
immigration authorities scrutinized their credentials, they might face 
deportation. 

 
LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES OF UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY  
As mentioned above, the insecurity that followed the lives of Syrian 
“paper sons” has been overlooked in many histories of Middle Eastern 
and North African (MENA) peoples in the United States.51 A scholarly 
narrative emphasizing Americanization and Arab American 
whiteness, however, obscures the real fact that unauthorized entry left 
many young Syrians with a fear of deportation throughout their lives 
that prevented them from fully participating in American citizenship. 
These migrants learned that speaking out in any way might draw 
unwanted attention from American officials. For instance, when Ali 
Habhab spoke out against the American government in his brother’s 
Fort Dodge, Iowa, dry goods store, immigration authorities picked him 
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up for questioning. Like dozens of other young Syrian boys, Habhab 
had entered the United States in the early 1910s by claiming his father, 
Abbass Habhab, lived and worked as a peddler in Iowa and had sent 
for him. While Abbass did work as a peddler in Iowa and Ali gained 
admission, Abbass was actually Ali’s elder brother, which rendered 
Ali’s entrance papers invalid. No one noticed as Ali settled into 
Midwestern life, helping his brothers in their store until the outbreak 
of World War I, when young Ali began to discuss the war in public. 
After enlisting as a soldier, Ali Habhab began criticizing the Allied 
forces in his brothers’ store. Like all shopkeepers in the 1910s, Ali 
chatted with clients about political events as he retrieved bolts of cloth 
from behind the shop’s counter. Several of these outbursts became 
heated enough to appear in the Fort Dodge Messenger, where local 
Iowans could read of Ali’s fears that Britain and France would soon 
seize Greater Syria and “divide the spoils.”52 Habhab’s opinions 
reflected the rise of pan-Syrian unity that swept across the Americas as 
immigrants learned that an Allied blockade of Ottoman Syria had 
caused a devastating famine in their homelands.53 This news, which 
swept through the Arab press in North and South America, led many 
diasporic immigrants to hope Syria would emerge from World War I 
independent from Britain and France, or perhaps even under an 
American mandate.54 But for Ali and his brothers, the blockade also felt 
personal. As news spread that even elites in Beirut and Mount Lebanon 
had resorted to eating barley bread, the Habhab brothers envisioned 
their parents, sisters, and cousins bartering their last possessions for 
meager handfuls of lentils and chickpeas. When local farmers strolled 
into the store, blissfully unaware of their family’s struggles abroad, Ali 
likely snapped, taking it upon himself to inform them that the 
American forces and their allies had innocent blood on their hands. 
Within several months, Ali faced deportation. And while no official 
record of his deportation remains, it is likely that his public views on 
the war drew the attention of police and immigration authorities who 
were predisposed to viewing Syrians as enemies of the United States.55 
Ali’s deportation signaled to Syrians across Iowa and the Midwest that 
anyone with an unstable immigration status should keep their heads 
down and work quietly; and his unfortunate story would be passed 
down to the next generation of Habhabs, who recounted it in oral 
history interviews.56 

Exclusion and insecurity pushed other Syrians toward 
bootlegging and organized crime. In 1913, Hussein Hamode Sobh 
entered the United States with his aunt Zinab at Ellis Island with plans 
to join his two half-brothers in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. Because he 
was only thirteen years old, however, he told immigration inspectors 
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that Zinab was his mother, setting him up for a life marked by 
insecurity. Always afraid he might be caught and reported to 
immigration authorities for deportation, he Americanized his name to 
Sam and bounced between jobs. He started out as a farm hand in Iowa, 
then worked on the killing floor of a grisly meatpacking house, and 
finally settled in Michigan City, Indiana, where he constructed railway 
cars alongside hundreds of other Syrians, always sending money home 
to his parents and promising to bring his brothers to the United States 
as soon as he established himself.57 On a return visit to Sioux Falls in 
1922, he got into a heated argument with a local man at his brothers’ 
dry goods store and shot the man twice in the leg, an incident that 
landed him in jail for a month.58 For Sam, the combination of an 
insecure immigration status, family pressure, and a hot temper formed 
him into an impulsive young man, quick to demand the respect that he 
thought he deserved. 

Sam finally settled in Gary, Indiana, where a sprawling steel 
factory dominated the city’s skyline, providing jobs and a booming 
underground economy. The Eighteenth Amendment’s prohibition on 
the transport and sale of alcohol pushed its distribution underground 
and in Gary government regulations bred widespread disrespect for 
the law. Bars and speakeasies made little effort to hide their alcohol, 
and the liquor smuggling business became a lucrative industry in the 
city.59 In fact, Sam saved the money to buy his grocery store and hotel 
by smuggling liquor for the mafia between Detroit, Gary, and Chicago. 
Bootlegging was a dangerous business; when his pickup truck broke 
down outside Detroit, Sam was so afraid the police would catch him 
and confiscate his cargo that he carried four cases of liquor over two 
miles, sputtering sweat and blood when he finally reached his 
destination.60 While Sam proudly recounted this tale to his son to 
demonstrate his own grit and strength, his experience underscores the 
profound instability of a life in which a few cases of whiskey meant the 
difference between financial security and a debt to a mafia ring that he 
could never hope to repay. 

Nativism surged in the 1920s and employers began requiring 
proof of citizenship or legal status for all but the most menial jobs. 
Throughout the decade, members of a revived Ku Klux Klan crowded 
the streets of America’s cities, disparaging African Americans, 
Catholics, and new immigrants in public picnics and parades.61 Public 
xenophobia shaped policy in 1924 when President Coolidge signed the 
landmark Johnson-Reed Act, which established quotas for immigrants 
that curbed southern and eastern European immigration and 
essentially halted it from MENA nations.62 The new law also 
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established the US Border Patrol, extending the policing of immigrants 
beyond US ports of entry and stoking widespread fears that 
unauthorized immigrants proliferated throughout foreign 
neighborhoods across the United States.63 Increased scrutiny and 
immigration raids on the shop floors of largescale employers like 
Henry Ford in Detroit meant that many immigrants with unstable legal 
statuses shied away from traditional factory employment and turned 
toward America’s underground economy.64 

Sam was one of the many Syrians whose unstable immigration 
statuses pushed them toward vice when they came of age. Soon young 
Syrian men ran pool halls and gambling businesses across the United 
States, presiding over pre-dominantly male spaces where the click of 
billiard balls masked the sound of money passing across smooth green 
felt tables. Across the Northeast and into the Midwest, Syrians and 
their neighborhoods became associated with bootlegged liquor in the 
1920s.65 By the next decade, many Syrians ran establishments that 
trafficked in liquor. In Grand Rapids, Michigan, Said Zehra, Assad 
Dabaky, and Haddad Maloley all operated pool halls that sold 
bootlegged liquor to locals.66 In Sioux City, Iowa, German and Italian 
immigrants owned the majority of the city’s pool halls, but Syrians 
soon became managers of these establishments, inviting exhausted 
meatpackers to have a sip of whiskey and perhaps triple the money 
they had earned dismembering hogs in a quick game of blackjack.67 
From 1932 to 1934, the Sioux City vice squad—the arm of the police 
department tasked with enforcing prohibition laws—constantly raided 
local pool halls, charging into smoky rooms, eager to overturn chairs 
and disrupt quiet card games with handcuffs and a trip to the local 
station.68 And while Sam Hamod bootlegged liquor in Gary, a friend 
from the Jezzine Valley known as Neffew Sam teamed up with 
“reputed vice and liquor lord” John Nahas to open the Green Lantern, 
a restaurant and resort that offered free-flowing liquor and dances 
every Friday and Saturday night to Prohibition-weary residents of 
Bloomington, Indiana .69 Beyond bars, Syrians also dabbled in 
gambling rings; for example, Ahmed “William” Abbas and Kamel 
Osman ran informal lottery gambling rings in Dearborn that eventually 
came to the attention of officials at Ford Motor Company.70 For these 
young men, many of whom had unstable immigration statuses, the 
world of vice provided their only opportunity to make enough money 
to send back to relatives suffering in the midst of a global Depression. 
 When President Franklin Roosevelt ended Prohibition with the 
Twenty-First Amendment in 1933, the same Syrians who had 
bootlegged in their twenties took over the bar business in urban centers 
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across the United States. In Detroit and Michigan City, a handful of 
enterprising men opened taverns, finding the sale of alcohol much 
more lucrative than running a small dry goods or grocery store.71 In 
Toledo, Ohio, where a dozen Syrian families had moved from Detroit 
and Grand Rapids, Michigan, in the 1930s, any Muslim family with the 
means bought a bar. By the end of the Depression, Manira Sallock 
remembered, “All of them bought bars. It was everyone in the 
community who had some sort of tavern.” Her father Mohammed 
Sayed reasoned that after several of his grocery stores went bankrupt, 
opening a bar marked the only logical step for his family. “I know it’s 
against our faith,” Manira, a Muslim and founder of the Toledo 
Mosque, remarked with a note of defensiveness in her tone, “but it’s 
called survival. This was how our fathers fed their families.”72  
 In many cases, young Syrian men turned to business in alcohol 
and vice because their uncertain immigration status offered few 
options. While the vast majority of Syrians entered legally alongside 
Italian, Polish, and German immigrants, border restrictions meant that 
many young Syrians hired smugglers or claimed parents who were not 
their own, a split-second decision that meant these migrants’ youths in 
the United States would be marked by an uncertain immigration status. 
US inspectors argued that barring Syrian boys at the border saved them 
from lives as contract laborers to peddling “padrones,” but as these 
migrants found ways into the United States, it was their unauthorized 
status that kept them from full participation in American life. Barred 
from stable jobs and living in constant fear of deportation, many young 
boys took up bootlegging and gambling as they reached manhood. 
Thus, unauthorized statuses launched them into a world of vice. When 
US authorities began using the growth of Syrian liquor smuggling as 
evidence that they should continue barring “a people inherently 
predisposed to crime and degeneracy,” they failed to note that it was 
their own restrictive policies that had driven many Syrians toward this 
illicit work.73 Ultimately, by separating young Syrians from their 
families at the border, US immigration officials set up these children 
for lives marked by instability that would associate entire communities 
with unauthorized entry and crime. 
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