
Steerage ConditionS on the journey aCroSS the atlantiC for the

Ellis island immigrants

When immigrants arrived at ellis island, they had just endured a long, difficult journey across the 
atlantic. the majority of  immigrants traveled to america in steerage. 

 steerage was the lowest deck of  a ship, originally made to hold cargo. Conditions in steerage im-
proved over time, but in the earlier part of  the 19th century, immigrants traveled by sailing ships. On these 
vessels, steerage was a dark, cramped space where passengers spent as little time as they had to. Beds lined 
both sides of  the steerage compartment, with a long common area in between. this was to be the passengers’ 
dining room, recreation area, and even restroom. Passengers were required to bring their own food and cook-
ing utensils for the journey, which often took a month or two.
 during the day, passengers spent most of  their time on the upper deck. if  the weather was bad, how-
ever, passengers were forced to stay in steerage. during storms, 
the crew would close ventilation to the steerage compartment, 
and passengers could not stay on the upper deck for their own 
safety. this created a foul-smelling, closed-in environment for the 
passengers, who could not leave steerage until the storm passed. 
 Food was not provided on sailing ships. Families had to 
cook in the ship’s kitchen and had to share it with the crew and 
the other passengers. around meal times, long lines would form 
as people waited their turn to cook for their families. Often times, 
the journey was delayed due to bad weather and families ran out 
of  food. 
 sanitation was also poor. there were no doctors on the ships, so sickness spread quickly in the wet, 
crowded space. toilets were scarce, and there was never enough fresh water to go around. Passengers used 
pots and buckets to collect rainwater during storms to use for cooking, cleaning and bathing.
 as more and more people came to america, technology advanced and companies began to provide bet-
ter accomodations for steerage passengers. steamships became popular, and they were able to provide better 
conditions for their travelers. On some steamships, passengers were allowed their own private space in steer-
age consisting of  one or two beds, a toilet and a washbowl. meals were provided and were served in a mess 
hall. to pass the time, people would gather on the main deck and play games, play music, dance and get to 
know one another. steamships were much faster, and the average length of  the journey from Europe to new 
York decreased from a month or two to a matter of  weeks.

Answer the questions below on a separate sheet of  paper~

1. Write a paragraph about the longest trip you have ever taken. Was it in a car, on a plane, on a train or some-
thing else? Who were you with? How much space did you have? How did you pass the time?

2. What do you have in your kitchen right now that would stay fresh for two weeks? How about two months?

3. imagine you’re a norwegian parent thinking of  joining your friends in america. they have sent many let-
ters home describing the conditions of  the ships and their great new life in michigan. does the journey seem 
worth it to you? Why or why not?
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