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The Oceanic Journey to America: Traveling in Steerage Class

In the earlier years ship owners intending to sail to

‘@g“‘n STAR L W America filled their vessels with as much non-living cargo

and animals as possible. Prior to sailing, many owners would

ROYAL MAIL i . E STEAMERS then subcontract any unused space on their vessels to

immigration brokers. Immigration brokers, in turn, would set

LIVERPOOL 10 NEW YOR K up temporary stacked bed frames in their contracted spaces
EVERY WEDNESDAY. . . .
_ CALLING AT QUEENSTOWN EVERY THURSDAY. _ and send agents out into the countryside to entice as many
individuals as possible to purchase passenger tickets from
them. The comfort and safety of the passengers on board the

ship were of no consequence to the brokers: the more

passengers they squished in, the more money they could
me make. And many of the ship owners didn’t care either:
SALOON PASSAGE SECOND CABIN PASSAGE passengers were just another form of cargo.

£1A:2 T,Ow‘gio £8 ™ £10 The space contracted to immigration brokers was
STEERAGE PASSAGE usually in steerage or the orlop deck — a space located
To New York Boston. Philadelphia, or Baltimore, underneath steerage and which was reached by a hole in the
£4 steerage deck’s floor. Filth was everywhere and fresh air was

i T ———— non-existent. The only ventilation and light in the orlop deck
A _LSM':Y””{?'E-&CP rvenroot would have come through the hole in its ceiling. And the
Great Western Railway. floor-to-ceiling height of some of these decks was only

between 5 and 6 feet. There were some passengers who could
not stand up straight in this area for the entire oceanic journey.

The ship might sit in the port of embarkation for weeks until there were enough passengers to fill the
unused space. Passengers had to bring their own food and cooking utensils but because of the waiting time
in port, some of their food might have become rancid before the ship embarked on its oceanic journey.
Alternatively, some passengers might not have anticipated the extended stay in port and didn’t have
enough food with them. At that point they would be at the mercy of ship owner or captain who might not
have been willing to sell them food or supply them with fresh water. As the cooking and cleaning facilities
on board the ship were usually not adequate, passengers could not cook their food thoroughly or wash
dishes afterward. They might eat improperly cooked and contaminated food throughout their voyage.

The result of these conditions was that hundreds of immigrants died before the ships ever reached
their ports of arrival. Those who survived the journey often arrived in the United States incapacitated, ill,
destitute, and sometimes near death.

The federal government finally took notice and on 2 March 1919, the first federal immigration law, “An
Act regulating passenger ships and vessels,” was passed. It did not stop the horrific oceanic deaths.
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Starure I1.
March 2, 1819,
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Srarute II.
March 2, 1819,

Forfeitures
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senger over and
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custom-house
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Proviso.

If the number
exceeds two for
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sel is forfeited,
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prosecuted, dis-
tributed, &c.

Act of March
2, 1799, ch. 22,
sec. 91.

60 gallons of

FIITEENTH CONGRESS. Sess. Il. Cu. 45, 46. 1819.

Cuar. XLV.—Jn Act to regulate the %ayt of the army when employed on fahgue
Wi y.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United
States of America, in Congress assembled;, That, whenever it shall be
found expedient to employ the army at work on fortifications, in sarveys,
in cutting roads, and other constant labour, of not less than ten days, the
non-commissioned officers, musicians and privates, so employed, shall be
allowed fifteen cents, and an extra gill of whisky or spirits, each, per day,
while so employed.

Arprovep, March 2, 1819.

Cuar. XLV IL.—An Act regulating passenger ships and vessels. (a)

Be it cnacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United
States of America, in Congress assembled, That if the master or other
person on board of any ship or vessel, owned in the whole or in part by
a citizen or citizens of the United States, or the territories thereof, or by
a subject or subjects, citizen or citizens, of any foreign country, shall,
after the first day of January next, take on board of such ship or vessel,
at any foreign port or place, or shall bring or convey into the United
States, or the territories thereof, from any foreign port or place; or shall
carry, convey, or transport, from the United [States,] or the territories
thereof, to any foreign port or place, a greater number of passengers than
two for every five tons of such ship or vessel, according to custom-house
measurement, every such master, or other person so offending, and the
owner or owners of such ship or vessels, shall severally forfeit and pay to
the United States, the sum of one hundred and fifty dollars, for each and
every passenger so taken on board of such ship or vessel over and
above the aforesaid number of two to every five tons of such ship or
vessel ; to be recovered by suit, in any circuit or district court of the
United States, where the said vessel may arrive, or where the owner
or owners aforesaid may reside: Provided, nevertheless, That nothing in
this act shall be taken to apply to the complement of mcn usually and
ordinarily employed in navigating such ship or vessel.

Sec. 2. And be it further enacted, That if the number of passen-
gers so taken on board of any ship or vessel as aforesaid, or conveyed or
brought into the United States, or transported therefrom as aforesaid,
shall exceed the said pfoportion of two to every five tons of such ship or
vessel by the number of twenty passengers, in the whole, every such ship
or vessel shall be deemed and taken to be forfeited to the United States,
and shall be prosecuted and distributed in the same manner in which
the forfeitures and penalties are recovered and distributed under the pro-
visions of the act entitled “ An act to regulate the collection of duties on
tmports and tonnage.”

Sec. 3. And beit further enacted, That every ship or vessel bound on

Statute II,
March 2, 1819,
Chap. 46,

An Act
regulating
passenger ships
and vessels.

[continues next
page]

water, 100 Ibs. 3 voyage from the United States to any port on the continent of Europe,

(@) Passenger acts of the United States.—The passenger laws of the United States, apply only to
passengers whilst on their voyage, and until they shall have landed. After the landing of passengers,
the laws of the United States do not come in conflict with the laws of a state, which obliges security
to be given against their becoming chargeable as paupers; and for their removal out of the state, in
the event of their having become so chargeable, City of New York v. Miln, 11 Peters, 102.

Persons are not the subject of commerce; and not being imported goods they do not fall within
the reasoning founded upon the construction of a power given to Congress to regulate commerce, and
the prohibition of the states from imposing a duty on foreign goods. Ibid.

In estimating the number of passengers in a vessel, no deduction is to be made for children or
persons not paying; but those employed in navigating the vessel are not to be included. United
States v. The Louisa Barbara, Gilpin’s D. C. R. 334,

In-estimating the tonnage of a vessel bringing passengers from a foreign country, the measure-
ment of the custom-house, in the port of the United States, where the vessel arrives, is to be taken.

Idid.

Library of Congress, American Memory, A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: U.S. Congressional Documents and Debates, 1774-1875;
accessed 1 Mar 2021, < https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lawhome.html > Statutes and Documents > Statutes at Large 1789-1875 >
volume 3, 15" Congress, 2" Session, ch. 46, Act of March 2, 1819, pages 488-489 of 798.



. Page 3 of 4
The Oceanic Journey to America: Traveling in Steerage Class ¢

© Nancy C. Levin, 26 October 2021

FIFTEENTH CONGRESS. Sess. IL Cn. 47. 1819.

at the time of leaving the last port whence such ship or vessel shall sail,
shall have on board, well secured under deck, at least sixty gallons of
water, one hundred pounds of salted provisions, one gallon of vinegar,
and one hundred pounds of wholesome ship bread, for each and every
passenger on board such ship or vessel, over and above such other pro-
visions, stores, and live stock as may be put on board by such master or
passenger for their use, or that of the crew of such ship or vessel; and
in like proportion for‘a shorter or longer voyage ; and if the passengers,
on board of such ship or vessel in which the proportion of provisions
herein directed shall not have been provided, shall at any time be put
on short allowance, in water, flesh, vinegar, or bread, during any voyage
aforesaid, the master and owner of such ship or vessel shall severally pay
to each and every passenger who shall have been put on short allowance
as aforesaid, the sum of three dollars for each and every day they may
have been on such short allowance; to be recovered in the same manner
as seamen’s wages are, or may be, recovered.

Skc. 4. And be it further enacted, That the captain or master of any
ship or vessel arriving in the United States, or any of the territories there-
of, from any foreign place whatever, at the same time that he delivers a
manifest of the cargo, and, if there be no cargo, then at the time of
making report or entry of the ship or vessel, pursuant to the existing
laws of the United States, shall also deliver and report, to the col-
lector of the district in which such ship or vessel shall arrive, a list
or manifest of all the passengers taken on board of the said ship or
vessel at any foreign port or place; in which list or manifest it shall
be the duty of the said master to designate, particularly, the age, sex,
and occupation, of the said passengers, respectively, the country to
which they severally belong, and that of which it is their inten-
tion to become inhabitants; and shall further set forth whether any,
and what number, have died on the voyage; which report and manifest
shall be sworn to by the said master, in the same manner as is directed
by the existing laws of the United States, in relation to the manifest
of the cargo, and that the refusal or neglect of the master aforesaid,
to comply with the provisions of this section, shall incur the same
penalties, disabilities, and forfeitures, as are at present provided for
a refusal or neglect to report and deliver a manifest of the cargo
aforesaid.

Sec. 5. And be it further enacted, That each and every collector of
the customs, to whom such manifest or list of passengers as aforesaid
shall be delivered, shall, quarter yearly, return copies thereof to the
Secretary of State of the United States, by whom statements of the
same shall be laid before Congress at each and every session.

ArprovED, March 2, 1819.

489

of salted provi-
siouns, one gal-
lon of vinegar,
and 100 Ibs. of
wholesome
ship-bread, for
every passenger
to Europe, over
and above, &c.

In case of
short allowance,
to pay three
dolls. a day to
every passen-
ger, &c.

A list or
manifest of all
the passengers
to be de-
livered to the
collector, &ec.

Age, sex,and
occupation, of
passengers, to
be designated
and also the
country towhich
they belong,and
that where they
mean to reside;
together with
what number
have died on
the voyage.

Statements to
be laid before
Congress.

United States Passenger Acts

» March 2, 18.19: “An Act regulating passenger ships and vessels.” Restricted number of passengers on
all vgssels either coming to or leaving the United States, identified food for passengers on ships
leaving from the U.S. to foreign ports; required manifest / list of passengers.

February 22, 1847: “An Act to regulate the Carriage of Passengers in Merchant Vessels.” Provided
regulations regarding space allotted to passengers; number of passengers, 2 children under age 8 = 1

];;1;92011. [2 children = I person repealed by Act of March 2, 1847.] Extended Act of February 19,



Page 4 of 4
The Oceanic Journey to America: Traveling in Steerage Class
© Nancy C. Levin, 26 October 2021

» May 17, 1848: “An Act to provide for the Ventilation of Passenger Vessels and for other purposes.”
Provided regulations regarding “house” or hatch covering passage leading to below deck; food;
cooking ranges (cambooses); maintenance of health of passengers; ventilation, more. Extended Act of
February 19, 1862.

» March 3, 1849: “An Act to extend the Provisions of all Laws now in Force relating to the Carriage of
Passengers in Merchant Vessels, and the Regulations thereof.” Extended Act of May 17, 1848 and
February 19, 1862.

» March 3, 1855: “An Act to Regulate the Carriage of Passengers in Steamships and other Vessels.”
Provided regulations regarding number of passengers; space between decks, space between berths;
“house” covering passage to below deck, ventilators; provisions, fine for each death on board; and
more.
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