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Figure 1. Sign for F. H. Snow Insurance and Steam-Ship Ticket Agency, ca.
1894. South Street Seaport Museum Collection, 1988.014
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Abstract

The acceleration in maritime mobility that was afforded by the Atlantic steamship is difficult to overstate,
and it was an acceleration not linked solely to direct capacity and speed of ships. It was an acceleration
also in the vast hinterland of commercial activity that took place to get people on board those vessels,
whose carrying capacity in turn spurred networked migration and further expanded the commerce and
competition for filling migrant berths. In examining the distinct nature of passenger agents in Europe and
in the United States, their twin connectivity to migrant communities and steamship lines, and their role
in international mobility, a picture emerges of commercial nodes within migrant networks, amplifying
network effects and underwriting the maritime technology of Atlantic migration.
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f all the revolutionary “blue technolo-

gies” that have emerged through human

interaction with the oceans, the viable
use of ocean steam power is among the preem-
inent. The shrinking of space and contraction of
time between points on the globe that the tech-
nology allowed was transformative for both the
human and natural worlds. Economic historians
have long held that the drop in ocean freight rates
led by mechanized shipping helped power the
globalization of basic commodity markets in the
late nineteenth century.' For maritime historians,
the advent of the steam vessel and its application
to human mobilities catalyzed an unprecedented
migration of people in the Atlantic World during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.? As
these macroeconomic changes emerged across
the second half of the nineteenth century, so arose
within them endless microeconomies tying human
activity and exchange to this new technology of
the sea. Among these microeconomies was the vast
array of commercial activity which sought to con-
nect potential migrants to the steam vessels that
would carry them across the world. Central to this
economy was the passenger agent.

Passenger agents typically sought to profit
from organizing long-distance voyages. They
worked at many different points and levels in
the journey, on both sides of the ocean. At the
most formal of levels, they were “head agents”
of a shipping line who coordinated ticket sales,
or were specialist individuals given contracts to
do so. At the most infamous of levels, the name
was used to describe “runners” who inhabited
quaysides in Europe, seeking to sell tickets to
would-be emigrants trying to make “spot” pur-
chases at the dock. Such runners are also histori-
cally associated with exploiting migrants to gain
commissions on victuals, accommodation, and
any other service needed in the pre- or post-de-
parture phase. As emigration increased, and the
iron steamship became an expensive requisite in
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the migrant trade, the agency business became an
increasingly coordinated, interlinked, and ubig-
uitous element of mobility, with members of both
sending and receiving communities becoming
crucial connectors between shipping lines and the
community networks driving Atlantic migration.
To understand the impact of the steamship on nine-
teenth-century mobility, it is instructive to observe
the livelihoods and economies of those who, at
the micro level, made the macro industry viable.

Functionalism and Agency

The standard framework for understanding the
history of oceanic migration (typified and codi-
fied in the study of the North Atlantic) says that
information about disparities in living standards
between two places creates the potential for migra-
tion between them, while information from suc-
cessful pioneers moving between the two causes
subsequent people to follow.? It was an interplay
between economic, social, and political structures
on the one hand, and the human agency of personal
networks on the other. In this model, the increas-
ing opportunity provided by a growing immi-
grant community continually escalated departures
from the emigrating community, until the dispar-
ity in living standards between the two began to
diminish, or some other obstruction occurred.*
Add to this self-generative effect, say many mari-
time historians, a new medium of technology, the
steamship, and the dynamic escalates spectacu-
larly. For Francis Hyde, historian of the first suc-
cessful ocean steam navigation company, “the real
point to grasp is that it was the steamship which
changed the whole nature, organisation and prof-
itability of the migrant trade.”> A point added to
by Michael Miller, who noted that “Atlantic migra-
tion only reached fever pitch as a result of business
networks comprising lodging house owners, local
agents, recruiters, labor agencies, migrant brokers
and trading, railroad and shipping companies.”®
In his detailed account of emigrant commerce for



the Holland America Line (HAL), Torsten Feys has
made the strongest case yet for the role of passen-
ger agents in the scale and scope of transatlantic
migration.”

The effects described by these historians revolve
around the critical issues of cost, competition, and
capacity which the steamship inserted into the eco-
nomics of migration. Steamships, in particular iron-
hulled (and later steel-hulled) screw steamers,
were incredibly expensive to build and incredi-
bly expensive to run, demanding significant pay-
loads to warrant these costs.® After an unprofitable
period in the 1840s carrying cabin passengers and
freight, during the 1850s Atlantic emigrants—of
higher value than cargo and greater volume than
cabin passengers—became a critical market around
which to configure the technology.” The speed and
comfort of iron screw steamers led to an early tip-
ping point in the competition with passenger sail,
and once the technology had gained the entirety
of the emigrant trade in the early 1870s, a rush of
investment occurred across Europe to gain market
share.! Significant increases in shipbuilding (and
founding of shipping lines) during the 1870s left
permanent overcapacity in passenger berths." As
a result, crossing prices dropped, and competition
to bring sufficient emigrants (and return migrants)
on board became acute.

In both Europe and the United States, steam-
ship lines depended heavily on agents to effec-
tively organize and funnel demand for emigration
toward these vessels. Although steamshipping
lines frequently appointed their own head agents
in the United States to organize prepaid and east-
bound tickets, and in Europe, contracted responsi-
bility for customers to major individual agencies,
over time, local people who could organize (in the
US) and distribute (in Europe) prepaid tickets and
money orders, organize access to transit, and assist
with passports and paperwork became crucial.’
Social historians and sociologists have explored
this intermediate activity between migrants and
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shipping lines in great detail, from community
banking systems to remittance architecture and
the organization of transmigration to and from
ports.” By the early 1880s, economic historians
note, transport barriers to American emigration
were so low that the movement could become a
European-wide mass phenomenon.' Local agents
played a key role in making this transport accessi-
ble. In these interpretations, the functionalism of
the steamshipping sector and all of its connected
activities were causal factors in the timing, com-
position, and scale of Atlantic mobility.

Migration historians are somewhat less con-
vinced. In the 1960s and 1970s, historians using
data of Italian and Swedish migration were able
to show that settlement patterns of migrants in the
United States represented clusters of individuals
who were formerly of the same communities in
Europe.” In subsequent decades, such community
reconstitution proved to be constantly predictive
of American settlement patterns, with communi-
cations home predictive of departure decisions
(although general economic conditions remained
very much structurally significant in these commu-
nications and their effects). The agency of human
networks in structuring the place and timing of
migration has, as a result, become a core dynamic
in understanding historical mobility. For many
migration historians, the functionalism of increased
transportation opportunities is recognized, but
not as a causal issue in migration decisions, which
were a matter of family and community influence.
Multiple European studies, especially of Central
and Eastern Europe, have concluded that emigra-
tion commerce was at best a travel service, and at
worst an exploitative practice which, aloof from
the personal links of migrant networks, did not
factor in migration decisions.'

Some practical issues often help to shape these
interpretations. Firstly, there are geographic issues
of analysis. The status of passenger agents and
commerce differed significantly from place to place.
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Agents and some activities linked to them, such as
remittances, were actively supported by the United
Kingdom, and administered in favor of emigrants
by the national administration of Italy. As early
as 1838, the Post Office of the United Kingdom
had a dedicated money order service for interna-
tional remittances—much of which helped facil-
itate future migration from Britain and Ireland."”
Much later, as Italian emigration to the Americas
grew, the Italian government actively encouraged
circular migration, attempting in 1901 to channel
all remittances through the Bank of Naples, while
providing citizenship status to children and grand-
children of emigrated persons.! Both states were
interested in facilitating mobility and stimulating
the inward investment it generated."” However, in
Central and Eastern Europe, regulations were dif-
ferent. While emigration was legal from the dual
monarchy of Austro-Hungary, promotion of emi-
gration was not, and neither was the use of prepaid
tickets. The dual monarchy prioritized military
strength and wished to restrain loss of population
without completely prohibiting freedom of move-
ment. In areas of Europe subject to Russian rule,
emigration was not permitted. The entire process of
migration was clandestine, including departure.?
In areas such as the UK and Italy, where migration
was encouraged, it is common for historical and
contemporary analysis to credit commercial activ-
ity with stimulating mobility.* In more restrictive
areas, commerce is often generalized as existing
simply to meet the demand for navigating barriers
to mobility, with no stimulating effect.”?

Source bias and temporal considerations have
also influenced analysis. Where aspects of emi-
gration had to be conducted clandestinely—from
sending remittances or prepaid tickets, to phys-
ically moving across borders—there was much
scope for abuse. Documentary records can there-
fore skew toward representations of exploitation
and mistreatment. This misses the far larger, highly
successful organization of mobility. Temporally,
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exploitation also tended to occur early in migration
systems, when cultures of mobility and migrant
feedback loops were immature. This was the case
from Liverpool in the pre-1850 age of sail, and was
only remedied by joint forces of official regulation,
improved organization in migrant communities,
and technological changes. Even in the latter steam
age, regions new to mass emigration experienced
problems. In the early stages of Central and East-
ern European mobility, abuses in the transmigra-
tion of emigrants across Europe were pronounced,
typified by the Wadowice scandal of the 1880s.?
However, as each migration system matured, both
through official regulation and local organization of
migration commerce, so the filling of ships became
more efficient and effective.

Conclusions about the role of agents and their
influence can therefore often be heavily influenced
by periodization and regional-linguistic study. The
system appears abusive in the sailing era and the
embryonic era of various national movements. It
can appear as little more than an organizing force
in regions seeking to overcome barriers to mobil-
ity, or as a contributing stimulant where the activ-
ity of shipping and agency work was encouraged.
A final accompanying problem is that agents are
often only studied or thought of as a European
phenomenon. Yet even in the sailing era, coordi-
nating activity from agents on the American side
had a sustained stimulating effect on the European
movement as a whole. Indeed, important studies
of agent activity within wider social and migra-
tion networks, its criticality to shipping companies
and its central place in migrant communities and
strategies have originated in the study of Amer-
ican commerce. To historians exploring the cul-
ture of ethnic communities, the migrant economy
and its circular activities in ethnic banking, remit-
tances, and ship ticket sales, the “steamship ticket
agent” of American immigrant communities has
been important for understanding the codepen-
dent links between shipping companies and local



communities.** A clear appraisal of the passenger
agent as a transnational and international figure
with codependent roles in European and American
communities can reveal fascinating insights into
the nature of nineteenth-century oceanic migration,
and its interplay with one of the most symbolic
and important maritime technologies of popular
culture and history—the Atlantic liner. The rest of
this discussion will look closely at the individuals
and dynamics central to the microeconomies that
made the “blue technology” of the Atlantic steam
liner viable. Looking firstly at Europe, and then the
United States, it will assess integration and devel-
opment of the business over time, and its effects.

Europe

In Europe, passenger shipping agents first emerged
as dedicated businesses in the 1830s. Much Atlantic
migration was organized on an ad hoc basis by cap-
tains looking to gain additional paying freight, and
who might contract a local broker to find custom.
Many emigrants also arrived at ports looking to
make ticket purchases “on the spot.” However, in
ports with a specific focus on the passenger trade,
such as Bremen and Liverpool, specialist brokers
were engaged early in the Atlantic phenomenon.
As early as 1832, Bremen and Liverpool shippers
had offices and agents in the southern German
states, and were soon followed by Low Country
shippers. Doing this helped migrants book pas-
sages from nearer to their homes through regional
offices, and drastically extended the markets from
which shippers could draw custom. Links between
Liverpool shippers and Irish agent networks, as
well as coastal Irish steamshippers bringing pro-
duce and livestock to England, were also influ-
ential; Hamburg agents also offered to tranship
German emigrants by the same method to Liver-
pool via Hull.® These agencies and transmigra-
tion routes created an embryonic infrastructure of
middlemen who provided the necessary service of
linking those wishing to migrate with appropri-
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ate ports of departure. The system imposed more
formality than prior merchant recruiting of the
pre-Napoleonic period. In this formative period,
persuasive return migrants often recruited in local
villages on behalf of merchant houses in London
and Rotterdam, offering “free” berths—paid for in
North America by the sale of passengers’ inden-
tured labor.? This system was overwhelmed in the
postwar crisis period of 181620, when huge num-
bers came to Low Country ports seeking passage
by indenture. In response, continental legislation
increasingly began to insist that emigrants trav-
eling across European borders show a valid ship
ticket, or means to purchase a ticket, to gain entry
to port cities. Although this was not uniformly
enforceable, the creation of inland ticket offices
helped to ensure more solvent, ticket-carrying emi-
grants would reach European ports.”

This legislative reaction, and its effect on the
structure of migration, was a recurring theme in the
nineteenth century—whenever Atlantic migration
from Europe surged, legislation followed. Despite
some initial facilitating structure, and several (often
ineffective) Passenger Acts regulating vessels in
various ports, famine and food shortages in the
late 1840s profoundly exposed the cost of inade-
quate early legislation and services for mass scale
migration, again leading to tighter regulation. In
the most harrowing of conditions, unprecedented
departures from Ireland in the late 1840s occupied
both Liverpool quaysides and vessels which were
unfit to deal with the number and condition of
those attempting to leave.® Significant regulation
of British vessels and the emigration trade fol-
lowed.?” In German Europe, where less acute but
successive failures of potato harvests were also
felt, the number of arrivals in Bremen and Ham-
burg caused the Prussian state, across whose ter-
ritory German emigrants invariably had to pass,
to align itself with strict rules in southern German
states regulating agent licenses and activities.* By
1851-52, conditions on ships, subject to law but,
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outside of Bremen, rarely enforced, became more
tightly administered. Agent activity was increas-
ingly monitored and regulated, and in both Liver-
pool and Bremen, specialist lodging houses, with
capacity for sleeping 2,000 people at a time, were
opened in 1852 to provide those arriving at port
with somewhere to stay, away from swindlers
and runners.*

Commercial incentive, however, was also an
important codevelopment to shipping legislation
in the emigration experience, with laws at each
stage still open to evasion or abuse. Liverpool, for
example, struggled well into the 1850s to prevent
abuses. Its trade was enormous, and it had no pre-
requisites of valid tickets to keep out the hundreds
of thousands of people who annually sought to
take advantage of its frequent Atlantic shipping.
It was a hub of “spot” sales, with runners in the
port typically taking 7.5 percent commission from
shippers for selling tickets to quayside customers,
and further commissions from lodging houses and
victuallers.® Many formal agencies with physical
premises in the city also abused the prepaid remit-
tance system. It was not uncommon for shipping
houses to refuse to honor orders drawn up by New
York agents or forwarding houses in Europe.® In
Bremen, by contrast, the passenger system was
invented virtually from scratch when the new
deepwater port of Bremerhaven was opened in
1830. Stringently regulating vessel conditions
and lodging houses from the outset, and issu-
ing circulars to distant agencies offering guid-
ance on making spot purchases, ensured that the
port became almost instantly busy with custom.
This came at the expense of Hamburg, which,
while having ticket requirements to gain entry,
did not provide legal protection for people (much
like Liverpool) once they were inside the city. It
would take the private initiative of launching the
Hamburg-Amerikanische Packetfahrt-Actien-Ge-
sellschaft (Hamburg—America Packet Shipping
Company, or HAPAG) sailing line in 1848, with a
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policy of migrant care, to begin shifting the trade
in the city.> Legislation was therefore a force that,
while generally increasing over time, had mixed
local impacts.

Two additional factors coincided with legisla-
tive change in the period 1850-52 and were argu-
ably more significant to the volume and experience
of emigration. The first was the increasing control
of remittance and prepaid ticket infrastructure by
migrant communities themselves, symbolized by
the founding of the Irish Emigrant Savings Bank
(ESB) in New York in 1850. The improved trans-
atlantic coordination of passenger demand will
be discussed below. Joining this development was
the introduction of the iron screw steamer into the
passenger trade in 1850-52, first from Hamburg,
and then from Liverpool.* Very quickly, it became
clear that shippers able to offer this technology
had an incomparable advantage. However, to fill
berths on these expensive and prestigious ships,
passengers could not be defrauded or mistreated.
The technology therefore demanded a change in
culture. It is not coincidental that the lines which
succeeded as early exemplars, the Liverpool-Phil-
adelphia line and HAPAG (which added steamers
to its sailing fleet), both had a commercial record
of migrant care.* Critically, improved remittance
architecture also helped to fund the cost of steam-
ship tickets, which, at £6-8, were more than twice
the cost of those on sailing lines. Although sec-
tor-wide change was not instant, and abuses in
the sailing-ship sector were still possible, through
the 1850s and 1860s, the structure and practice of
passenger shipping changed considerably. Fol-
lowing the American Civil War, the development
of heavy industry in the United States increased
and, with it, demand for emigration, while Euro-
pean shipping lines were in a “race to the top” in
expensive steamship capacity. By the early 1870s,
American businesses and steamship lines began
to directly recruit emigrants in European com-
munities.” European authorities noted significant



increases in commercial activity to sell steamship
tickets. Increasingly, shipping lines began to use
well-connected and well-respected ethnic busi-
nesspeople in mushrooming urban communities
of America as sellers of prepaid steamship tickets
in the US, with the coordination of effective pre-
paid business, rather than any abuse of it, becom-
ing critical to commercial success in Europe.

A downturn in the American economy in
the second half of the 1870s, following the rail-
road boom, was met with an explosion in demand
for migration when recovery came in 1880. This
upsurge, which reached an impressive peak in
1882, allowed the new combination of remittance,
steamship, and fully developed rail networks to
express itself on European demand. Britain, Ire-
land, and Germany again reached near peaks in
emigration, but were also joined by new move-
ments from Southern and Eastern Europe, where
new labor recruitment had been concentrated in
the 1870s. Following the standard pattern, regu-
lation ensued. Having encouraged labor recruit-
ment at the close of the Civil War, in 1885, the
US Foran Act banned the practice of sponsoring
migration through contract labor, a product of
rising sentiment against cheap labor and tempo-
rary migration goals (made increasingly viable
by the steamship). In 1867, the Austrian monar-
chy expressly permitted, but also regulated, emi-
gration for the first time, becoming increasingly
draconian in the 1890s when agents “inducing”
migration by sharing advertising were threatened
with prison. Hungary followed with even stricter
protocols in 1903, attempting to control all migra-
tion via its own port of Fiume. Italy, which, like
Germany, had principal ports of departure in its
own territory, imposed legislation from 1888 that
governed both agents and port authorities. It fol-
lowed the lead of German ports which imposed
costly bonds on agents in case any emigrants they
assisted were defrauded or became a public charge.
In 1892, US regulation requiring shipping compa-
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nies to return those passengers who failed their
health inspections added a further layer of com-
mercial incentive to tight organization.® During
the mature stage of steamship migration the mon-
etary and legal incentives to conduct emigration
services efficiently and effectively had therefore
become substantial. All activity, from port city to
hinterland, was carefully and closely conducted.
Even if the European agent often served as a foil
for officials and newspaper presses who lamented
the strandings, frauds, misdirections, or even stow-
aways of occasional sensational cases, the business
and its profits were based on increasingly well-or-
ganized success.

A successful transaction for both shipping
lines and their potential steerage (or “third class”)
passengers often followed a typical pattern. In
most cases, communication from a family member
or friend provided a tipping point in decisions
to leave. This communication might be directly
received, or, as was common in the sailing era,
a locally prominent individual such as a priest,
innkeeper, or schoolteacher (who was literate and
trusted) might be a node in the correspondence
network. If the communication contained pre-
paid tickets, these same individuals might help
those departing plan their route, on behalf of the
sailing or steamship company. These local figures
commonly assumed the role of “subagents” who
could distribute prepaid tickets or organize for the
purchase of tickets for those interested in depart-
ing when news from abroad arrived. The critical
interface of the system was therefore distinctively
local. Subagents not only organized ticket pur-
chases from regional or head offices (using either
remitted cash or an emigrant’s savings to do so)
but also provided accompanying sailing schedules
and travel instructions. In time, this logistical and
advertising information was already on hand as
part of the subagent’s comprehensive local ser-
vice. Just as their prominent community status
was important in local communications, their
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Figure 2. Excerpts from a 1909 Cunard sailing schedule and third-class price list, with an image of the sister ships Lusitania/Mauretania
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invalids, and an outfit for the voyage. Mystic Seaport Museum, 2020.39.7076
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connectivity in the community was key to ship-
pers and head agents. With tickets and overland
travel routes provided (and potentially paid for
by emigrated friends), a well-organized depar-
ture ended with a very short stay in port before
embarkation on the chosen vessel and route.

Careful planning at the point of departure
was key, as transmigration routes could be dif-
ficult. In areas of Central, Southern, and Eastern
Europe, where satisfaction of military service was
required before departure, local subagents also
increasingly organized official paperwork to assist
people with departure. However, they could also
offer methods of evasion. It was not uncommon
for Italian migrants seeking to depart without offi-
cial papers to be moved north by Swiss agents and
then into the Rhine territories so that they could
depart via Low Country ports. By entering a clan-
destine system, such individuals were at risk of
being defrauded or returned later in their jour-
ney—despite increasingly sophisticated techniques
by agents to prevent this. The need to produce
official documents to cross borders from East-
ern Europe in order to reach ports in Northern
and Western Europe also led to racketeering
by train conductors and border staff who would
exploit departees by confiscating or rejecting their
papers, removing them to a regional agency where
they were forced to start the process again to the
profit of another agency or line.*” Such practice
even occasionally had semiofficial support. From
the early 1900s, many border guards prevented
migrants from Hungary from moving north, redi-
recting them to Fiume, from which the state had
an exclusive contract with the Cunard line.** In
the steam age, the necessity of border crossings
by rail and the sharp competition between ports
across the continent (all connected by the rail net)
allowed the priorities of states and steam lines to
impress themselves on the migration journey, and
sometimes its success or failure. Whether attempt-
ing formal or informal departure, close organiza-
tion of the journey was key.
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With steam lines in acute competition for emi-
grant markets, the best method of generating busi-
ness was to cultivate successful journeys. Head
agencies, regional offices, and local subagents were
therefore extremely proactive and successful in
providing emigrants with the necessary details to
achieve the migration route they wished to take,
often with minute details provided at departure
that would assure the most efficient route and least
scrutiny at borders.*! In cultivating this business the
major lines became, with varying degrees of over-
lap, key to particular regions and routes—for exam-
ple, HAPAG for Eastern Europe, Norddeutscher
Lloyd (NDL, Bremen) for Central Europe, or the
Anchor Line (Glasgow) for Italy and the Medi-
terranean, with others, such as the Red Star Line
(RSL) in Antwerp or HAL (Rotterdam) competing
to gain share from the largest incumbents. With
transit routes detailed to the minute, and tickets
and information sent in batches to single individ-
uals to reduce the chance of interception in certain
empires, alongside guidance on legal rights relating
to borders, successful journeys would and could
lead to recommendations about the line and its
ease of travel, stimulating more business.* Such
was the need to coordinate successful journeys,
the profusion of local subagents representing vari-
ous lines was enormous by the end of the century.
And though it has been claimed that a prolifera-
tion of subagents was linked to demand for medi-
ating barriers to migration (historians have noted
regions of Austro-Hungary with several thousand
subagents per shipping line), subagents were just
as prolific in areas with no restrictions.* One US
investigation enumerated 4,000 subagents working
in the Italian peninsula in the early 1890s, while
the Inman line of Liverpool maintained 3,400 in
the United Kingdom, and the Anchor Line 2,500.%

This profusion of local agents, for all the detail
required to organize migration at the local level,
also reflected the fact that shipping lines and head
agencies understood that personal relationships
were important in stimulating local sales. As their
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merchant forebears had known in hiring “New-
landers” to return to their home communities in
recruiting for colonial America, the steamship line
of the nineteenth century understood the value of
local voices in turning the desire to emigrate into
the decision to leave. In 1891, as Italian emigration
to the United States was gathering pace, an agent
of the Anchor Line, standing at an Italian quayside,
informed a US observer “that a man who has been
to the United States would be of more value as a
runner than one who had never left Italy,” just as
the HAL, with 2,000 agents across Europe, knew
that “agents have to be recruited from people who
are held in high regards by their community and
need to possess administrative skills. Knowledge
on the living conditions in the US is an important
asset.”* Hence the use of innkeepers, merchants,
and local schoolteachers, preferably with some
personal knowledge of the United States. Each
of these points was about confidence: local confi-
dence in the voice and authority of the agent, and
head agent confidence in their ability to organize
departures. (In the Italian case, “runners” might
even be deployed at a level below the subagent,
being paid one to five francs to “mingle with the
people, giving glowing descriptions of the United
States,” thus drawing laborers and workers into
the tools of subagent persuasion.)*

The European passenger agent, or commonly
“emigration agent,” in the day-to-day experience
of local communities, whether an English mining
village or a Calabrian farm, was therefore a local
person, potentially well-known locally, speaking in
local dialect, and knowledgeable about the poten-
tial of migration. For shipping lines and the head
agencies who were contracted to deliver passen-
gers, these local individuals could sell the virtues
of America and provide the advice needed to move
through Europe, board the correct ship, and pass
through Castle Garden (later Ellis Island), smooth-
ing the process of transit. The correct execution of
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this process was paramount in generating more
business for each line, and led to organizational
precision remarkable even to contemporaries. But
it represented only one side of the emigration
business. It has been relatively simple to cast this
great organizing force as an organizing force only;
where existing networks, propensity to leave, and
cultures of emigration apparently already existed,
agents are not credited with being the tipping
point in decisions to leave, and can appear a func-
tion of demand. However, this hive of activity in
European communities was not simply a logisti-
cal service. It was part of a much more extensive
commerce, extending across ethnic communities on
both sides of the Atlantic, which worked to stim-
ulate departures. Mirroring the European agent,
and indeed a crucial part of the European business,
was the American agent, typically in the form of
the “steamship ticket agent” or “immigrant bank,”
organizing passages through prepaid tickets or
money orders, coordinated by emigrated friends
in the United States. Passing back through local
conduits in Europe, remittances, tickets, and com-
munications formed a strongly circular system,
being part of the broader migration network within
which mobility functioned, and which deployed
itself to profit from that mobility. To fully under-
stand the role of the passenger agent in shipping
line and migration goals, activity on both sides of
the Atlantic requires co-observation.

United States

In the United States, the equivalent of the subagent,
working at the community level, was the “steam-
ship ticket agent” who featured prominently in
immigrant communities. In numbers analogous
to Europe, at the turn of the twentieth century, it
was estimated that a single European steamship
line retained 1,800 to 2,000 agents in the United
States.” Just as in Europe, commercial organiza-
tion of European departures was well established



in the pre-steam age. In the sailing era of American
immigration, a period before standardized mass
consumer banking, remitted tickets were a major
factor in paying for European emigration.* Pas-
senger agencies in the early sailing period offered
to send tickets from the US to Europe that could be
redeemed in European ports, but this system was
open to abuses. Emigration agents in Liverpool
were known to board boats bringing people from
Ireland and waylay people at the quayside to take
them to an agency for whom their prepaid tickets
were not valid, and force them to buy new ones.
However, sailing ship lines knew the importance
of capturing custom through the migrant network
and were often successful in directly coordinating
ticket sales themselves. The sailing ship business
of Enoch Train in Boston was among the most
prolific, claiming more than $1 million worth of
remittances handled annually.* John Killick has
provided a detailed study of the closely managed
business of the Cope Line in Philadelphia.®® The
Cope Line mailed receipts for tickets directly to
families, and allowed them to collect their ticket
from a designated agency in Liverpool within six
months of the letter arriving.”

From mid-century, this organizing activity
among sailing ship lines—actively stimulating
European departures by connecting them with
American purchasing power—was increasingly
joined by another opportunity for organizing remit-
ted funds: ethnic banking. The foremost example
of this service was that of the Irish Emigrant Sav-
ings Bank (ESB), established in 1850. Although
an important institution for savings, the prolific
organization of remittances by the Irish Emigrant
Society via the Bank of Ireland to prevent ticket
remittance fraud was significant in the establish-
ment of the ESB.? As the steamship matured into
the principal means of crossing during the next two
decades, these functions of ticket remittance and
community banking began to strongly converge.

PEER-REVIEWED SCHOLARSHIP

For members of immigrant communities who
ran local commercial enterprises, whether grocer-
ies, bakeries, boarding houses, or saloons, acting
as holders of community savings was an exten-
sion of business, “discreetly located within the
economic and social fabric of immigrant neigh-
bourhoods.”**As saving for remittance was an
important goal of many immigrants, the service
was critical. These informal bankers not only
helped with savings, but helped new arrivals locate
work and housing, provided notary services for
paperwork, and might also provide loans. Cen-
tral to their business, however, and to the savings
goals of members of their community, was the
sale of steamship tickets. When investigated by
the Dillingham Commission on Immigration in
the 1900s, of 116 immigrant banks examined, 108
maintained a steamship ticket agency, and it was
widely regarded that “the steamship agency is the
most general antecedent of the immigrant bank.”>
Providing access to tickets—either in prepaid form
or later in money-order form, sent to Europe to buy
(cheaper) tickets there—meant providing access to
America for friends and family, and access home
for those who increasingly planned return migra-
tion as part of their movement.

For many first-generation immigrants depend-
ing on personal and ethnic relations, savings were
entrusted to these commercial members of their
community, for whom the selling of tickets was
an effective sideline to make contacts with poten-
tial clients for other businesses.®> Contemporary
observers noted that the “most common function of
immigrant bankers was selling steamship tickets,”
and this principal function was so paramount that
“bank” rarely appeared in the letterheads, posters,
and advertisements of such businesses.®® A com-
bination of “steamship ticket agent” with “insur-

"o

ance broker,” “exchange agent,” and “notary”” was
the standard nomenclature. This arrangement,

which became increasingly specialized from the
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Figure 3. Albert F. Bishop, 1924 lithograph on tin of the ocean liner Berengaria, with a “Cunard Line” tag on the frame. It depicts the
ship entering the port of New York, with the Statue of Liberty visible in the lower left corner. According to its donor, the piece came

from the First National Bank in Tower City, North Dakota, and was a gift from Cunard to a bank employee in recognition of the many
immigrants they had brought to North Dakota. Mystic Seaport Museum, 2023.17
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1880s onward, placed access to steam line tickets
within community networks, and suited Euro-
pean shipping lines, for whom ethnic intermedi-
aries became more essential as the likes of RSL,
NDL, HAPAG, and Inman made more runs to
more American cities.”

In the United States, head agents for steam-
ship lines were generally appointed to their roles
in New York and other major inland cities because
they enjoyed diplomatic or commercial links with
lines and their port cities in Europe. These individ-
uals, like head agents in Europe, were the ultimate
source of ticket and advertising supplies, timeta-
bles, and sailing schedules, and tallied and orga-
nized the multitude of individuals using their line
at the point of departure. Likewise, the steamship
ticket agent of the American immigrant commu-
nity in many ways mirrored his European sub-
agent counterpart: a figure of local prominence
who had the trust of the local community, and
was the hinterland organizing force of mobility.
Much like their European subagent counterparts,
their preexisting experience in America was key in
the gaining of local trust, and many subsequently
prominent immigrant bankers were in the van-
guard of regional and national movements. For
successful immigrant bankers, a typical pattern
was to begin with a small-scale local business and,
through successful specialization, mature that busi-
ness into a highly specialized conduit for migra-
tory commerce. Cash remittances and prepaid
or money-order tickets could become large-scale
aspects of their financial enterprise. Typical of the
individuals who began as local businessmen and
evolved into major conduits for migration flows
were Henry Spira and Johann Németh, active in
communities in Ohio and Pennsylvania, respec-
tively. These key regions of early heavy industry in
the United States were a magnet for labor migration
from Eastern and Southern Europe, and members
of the community such as Spira and Németh were
critical to these migration flows.
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Henry Spira immigrated to America from Hun-
gary in 1879, at the very onset of extensive Hun-
garian emigration, and worked as a peddler; he
migrated back to Hungary in 1885 to become a
wholesale liquor merchant, before returning to
Cleveland in 1890. In 1891 he formed a foreign
exchange and steamship ticket business. Ideally
placed to gain extensive business from the local
community, it became the “Bank of Henry Spi-
ra.”® The firm became so successful as a migra-
tion business that Spira attempted to move into a
general emigration and banking service. Indicative
of this broadening trade, with his bank valued at
$75,000 and with letters of support from the First
National Bank of Cleveland, in 1912 Spira applied
to become a remittance depositor for the Bank of
Naples. However, in a sign of the potential strength
of ethnic ties in the emigration business, the bank
did not support his nomination, on account of his
Hungarian origin.*” Further east, in Pennsylvania,
Johann Németh, born in Hungary in 1861, had set-
tled in Hazelton, a region of anthracite mining,
by 1887. Part of the early pioneer phase of Hun-
garian emigration in the 1880s, Németh worked
as a store clerk before opening his own store.®® By
the mid-1890s he had started a steamship ticket
agency and a major business in remittances.® In a
very common pattern, he became involved in local
political and associational life, representing local
Hungarian miners in a legal case when they were
fired upon during a strike.® His public prominence
increased alongside his business success. In 1897
he was appointed Austro-Hungarian consul in
Hazelton, but was soon to move on. Taking over
the successful Wilkes-Barre immigrant bank of
Joseph Reichman (himself an immigrant banker
who remained as manager), Németh moved to
New York to coordinate shipping business, and
by the 1900s was successfully remitting enough
currency from the Austro-Hungarian community
to become an object of inquiry for Imperial author-
ities in Vienna.®®
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Figure 4. Prepaid ticket issued in 1895 by passenger agent M. Beker for passage
from Bremen to Philadelphia. Courtesy Staatsarchiv Bremen, StAB 2-M.6.€.9.a



The remittance activity that Németh coordi-
nated was indicative of the impressive integra-
tion of American and European activity, and the
ways in which community-led commercial activity
could circumvent legal oversight in order to rein-
force mobility and migration goals. To avoid any
official interruption of remittances by post, and to
increase cost effectiveness for immigrants them-
selves, Németh used a telegram system, sending
nominated amounts in very short (and therefore
cheap) codes, to postal offices on the German—Aus-
trian border. Orders were then telegrammed to a
train station within Austrian territory through a
remittance office maintained there on his behalf.
At this point, the instructions were taken to a local
post office for transferral into cash that could be
mailed to recipients. In this way, formal banking
procedures within the Empire were avoided.*

Such examples highlight the crucial points
about immigrant bankers and their roles. Begin-
ning as localized members of early migration
networks, they were individuals whose social
prominence and commercial acumen allowed
them to become critical conduits within national
migration networks. Innumerable others never
gained such prominence, remaining smaller nodes
in the day-to-day community of international
movement, while others, with significant starting
capital, became prominent even more rapidly, a
pattern more common to members of the Jewish
community in New York’s heavily concentrated
Lower East Side. Whether a small local business-
man practicing entirely informal accounting, a
local businessman who moved from informal to
formal banking through success in ethnic bank-
ing services, or those who entered financial ser-
vices right away, these individuals were as critical
to steamshipping lines as they were to their local
community. In 1899, the New York head agent of
NDL, Gustav Schwab, explained the criticality of
the prepaid ticket, when stating that “the ticket
is sent to John Smith in some village of Germany
and the whole village knows that he has a ticket
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from his brother to come over . . . his brother tells
all his friends and neighbours, and brings with
him, two, three or four men to this country they
heard of. So this pre-paid business is of immense
importance.”® Schwab estimated that the prepaid
business accounted for at least 60 percent of west-
bound sales. He also claimed that it was not the
European agent that solicited emigration (which
regulation made a virtual impossibility) but that
the prepaid business played such a large role, “it
is to that business that must be ascribed either the
increase or decrease in immigration.”®

These statements belie both the importance
of immigrant purchasing power to the viability
of the European steamship lines, and the critical
role played by intermediaries at the very local
level, who coordinated not only emigration of
friends and family for settled people, but east-
bound return sales for those wishing to move back
to Europe.” Early in the period of steamshipping,
lines worked hard to coordinate this activity them-
selves. In 1872, the Anchor Line stated that “the
success of their line of steamers depends in a great
measure on having systematic, well-appointed and
properly conducted agencies” in America, and
invited “those living at a distance from New York”
to inspect the ships Trinacria and California “so that
having on the latter ‘sampled a sea voyage’ they
could inform intending travellers what they knew
about the Anchor Line.”®® On board this celebra-
tory cruise for its agents, a toast was raised to the
agents who were “interested in one of the noblest
works man can be engaged with. You are the edu-
cators of your race—the elevators of mankind . .
.. You enrich your country in proportion as you
induce skilled labor to come from the Old country
to the New.”® Less than twenty years later, with
a profusion of informal steamship ticket agents
connecting local communities to regional agen-
cies, inducing acute competition to pricing, the
vernacular of the steam line and ship ticket agent
relationship would change.
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As the nineteenth century progressed, the
major Atlantic lines were increasingly incapable
of regulating ticket prices that were heavily deter-
mined by micro transactions at the community
level. From the 1870s British lines, and from the
1880s continental ones, attempted to establish cartel
arrangements that introduced minimum price
levels for all Atlantic tickets. Because of the expense
of their assets and constant need to upgrade and
expand, the intention of the cartels was to pre-
vent rate wars that might threaten the lines during
times of financial sensitivity, or reduce margins to
insignificant levels. By the 1890s, British and con-
tinental lines combined their cartels in the first of
many attempts at super cartels or “conferences”
designed to regulate the market. However, as each
line was dependent on community-level activity to
generate sales, ticket prices were inevitably forced
to the lowest bearable margins.”

At the local level, the steamship ticket agent of
the immigrant community typically represented
multiple lines in order to gain enough orders to
make their businesses viable. In order to make
as much profit as possible, various methods for
offering low-price tickets were pioneered. By the
mid-1880s, for example, many community-based
US ticket agents abandoned the prepaid ticket, on
which US head agents charged a premium, in favor
of a money order sent to Europe and made out to
a steam line there, where prices were cheaper.”
Local agents would also buy bulk orders of tickets
from lines and head agencies when demand and
prices were low, holding them to sell at higher rates
to customers when demand increased, pocketing
the margin. Lines that had attempted cartel agree-
ments with each other at the macro level could
not effectively fix prices when tactics for selling at
the community level reflected micro strategies for
manipulating the market. Shipping lines under-
stood their mercy at the hands of local agents all
too well, and it was surmised among contempo-
rary competitors in 1890 that the willingness of

34  MAINSHEET

larger lines to join cartel arrangements with smaller
firms could only have been born of the desire to
curb competitive selling, what with profits being
“weighed down by the restless actions of agents,
or should we say parasites.”” A far cry from the
earlier feats of civilization achieved by the offices
of agents who were company men, local agents
were, once under the full influence of migrant net-
works, agents of those networks before they were
agents of any one shipping line.

Effects

Despite the resentment among shipping lines
toward local agents and the effect of their activ-
ity on pricing, it was well understood that those
agents were crucial to the viability of their busi-
nesses. A critical point is whether, as some histo-
rians have argued, this business in fact inflated
overall demand for passenger berths, affecting
migration volumes. When arguing the importance
of prepaid tickets to the overall passenger business,
Gustav Schwab was clear that the American econ-
omy drove the peaks and troughs of demand. He
explained that “if we have had bad times in this
country, the prepaid business falls off; where 100
are usually sold in a day, only 25-30 will be sold.
If the immigrant is poor, immigration falls off.””
The sensitivity of migration to the health of the
American economy is, in this reading, not so much
a barometer of available work, but a barometer
of available purchasing power to bring people to
America. In these conditions, it is worth noting,
shipping lines were dependent on eastbound sales
of returning emigrants to compensate for lack of
westbound sales—yet another function to which
local intermediaries were key.

At a purely macro level, then, it is easy to
follow the systems-based logic of migration his-
toriography. At its widest lens, the Atlantic migra-
tion takes the appearance of large-scale structural
forces, negotiated by the agency of personal and
social networks. At the micro level, however, it is



clear that migration commerce was, in fact, part
of those networks. Immigrant bankers, “located
within the socioeconomic fabric of American ethnic
enclaves, emerged as central actors in the social net-
works that coordinated the process of immigrant
relocation to the New World.””* Not only did such
individuals act as “emissaries to America within
America,” receiving newcomers and providing an
essential service to immigrant communities, they
were channels of information and organization in
migration.” Their link to both American purchas-
ing power and to personal social networks, how-
ever, also provided them with the opportunity to
unite the two, stimulating migration. At times,
this stimulation could be entirely direct. Immedi-
ately prior to the passing of the US Foran Act in
1885, designed to prevent the inflow of contract
labor, a Banco Italiano official claimed that he had
advanced travel expenses to Italians emigrating
to the United States amounting to some 14,000
individuals between the Civil War and 1884.7
Such activity did not stop with the Act. While the
padrone figure, who actively organized and paid
for relocation and labor, has been a source of some
historiographical contention, both European and
US authorities knew that prepaid tickets, even if
not tied to direct employment, were negotiated
through ethnic intermediaries who also provided
labor exchanges, indirectly providing employment
opportunities to individuals upon arrival. It was
known to US investigators that Italian banks on
Mulberry Street and Bleecker Street also arranged
passage on credit which immigrants could repay
on installment. Immigrant banks on the Lower
East Side offered the same to European Jewish
communities.”

These points go beyond passenger agents
simply servicing family or filial decision-making to
migrate. They are an example of stimulating nodes
within a migration network, able to facilitate and
stimulate migration decisions by allowing migra-
tion decisions and actions to take place that were
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otherwise not possible. By compressing the cost of
transatlantic travel below that which steam lines
themselves would have wished to maintain, as well
as being the often creative conduits of cash between
transnational communities, the agency network
also increased the availability of and liquidity for
migration. It is not possible to quantify the effect
of this activity. It is clear, however, that there were
times in embryonic networks when agent activ-
ity could be a major catalyzing stimulus, and that
within established networks, individuals were able
to very effectively monetize their position by find-
ing ways to intensify network activity. The conflu-
ence of money exchange, ticket order, and labor
exchange that accrued around densely connected
individuals provided the opportunity to do this,
and was an opportunity that shipping lines, for all
their discomfort about price control, were able to
extensively leverage in American conditions. This
opportunity arose because, contrary to Europe, no
legal regulation at all hindered American agent
activity. Lines provided the agents with pocket
books, agendas, show cards, beer coasters, posters,
steel plates, pamphlets, guides, almanacs, time and
rate sheets and the like, and the “steamship ticket
agent” of the American city adorned his window
with posters even of lines he did not represent,
receiving cash savings and deposits with no need
of regulation.” There was no need of posting reg-
ulatory bonds to the steam line or city authorities,
and only very late in the peak of pre-World War
I immigration to America, when a financial crash
in 1907-8 caused a run on a number of prominent
immigrant banks, did attention begin to turn to
the regulation of informal banking services. Ulti-
mately, members of local immigrant communities
who worked to funnel individual and family earn-
ings back to Europe, as well as offering contacts
with employers and successful immigrants in set-
tled communities, effectively profited from stitching
together the components of migration, ensuring that
migration conditions and networks were amplified.”
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Conclusion

The study of the passenger steamship business has
led many maritime historians, as well as others
who have looked closely at immigrant economies,
to highlight the role of commercial intermediaries
in stimulating emigration by intensifying migration
chains. Issues of approach have prevented other
historians from reaching agreement. Largely, this
has been the result of studying European condi-
tions, as well as the approach to managing migra-
tion by European states. However, studying the
phenomenon of the passenger agent from the per-
spective of the migration network corroborates
many of the conclusions of those historians who
have argued that the steamship, far from being
merely a functional feature of international mobil-
ity, was, alongside its ancillary connective tech-
nologies of rail and telegraph, a force of radical
stimulation for migration. It provided the oppor-
tunity for more people to move not just because
of the capacity of the hull and the neat configura-
tions of ever more powerful engines and screws,
but because in racing to the top of these technolog-
ical developments, lines were inextricably bound
to massive, intricate networks spanning the Atlan-
tic that could stimulate as much custom as possi-
ble, and which would stimulate further migration
in turn. The historiographical charge against the
role of the steamship and agent in causing migra-
tion decisions is that such decisions were filial and
community based. However, the physical vessels
and the transnational activity that circulated the
money that kept them afloat heavily determined
accessibility to migration, and the liquidity needed
to conduct it. In some states, where correspondence
and tickets were intercepted, this was literally
critical to migration achieving the volumes it did;
across all states, the activity helped to underwrite
the size and grandeur of many of the most presti-
gious shipping lines of the age. As has frequently
proved the case when studying historical migra-
tion, focus on migration as a networked rather than
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inbound or outbound phenomenon helps to bring
these points into focus. Not only were communi-
ties in Europe and America bridged by the “blue
technology” of the Atlantic steam liner, they also
honed a commerce of mobility that underwrote the
most symbolic maritime technology of the nine-
teenth century.
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