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The decision to leave home involved far more than 
courage—it required money. For most immigrants, simply 
securing enough funds to purchase a one-way passage to 
America was an extraordinary achievement. Beyond the 
ticket itself, they also needed enough money to survive 
after arriving until work could be found. Every dollar 
or shilling represented months, and sometimes years, 
of sacrifice.

For my Irish ancestors who emigrated during the late 
1830s and into the famine era, a steerage passage from 
Liverpool to Philadelphia generally cost between £3 and 
£6 in the late 1830s. By the height of the Great Famine, 
increased demand often pushed fares to £5 to £8, and 
sometimes even higher.

To place those figures into perspective, an Irish agricultural 
laborer typically earned only 8 to 12 pence per day, and 
then only when work was available. With 240 pence 
in one pound, a £5 passage represented approximately 
100 days of wages before spending a single penny 
on food, clothing, rent, or supporting a family. 
Because employment was often seasonal and uncertain, 
saving enough money for passage frequently required a 
year or more of careful budgeting and sacrifice.

Many families sold livestock, mortgaged or sold household 
possessions, borrowed from relatives, or received 
remittance money sent by family members who had 
already established themselves in America. In many cases, 
an entire extended family worked together so that one 
person could make the journey, hoping that success in 
America would eventually allow others to follow.

The true cost of passage was therefore measured not simply 
in pounds and shillings, but in years of determination, 
sacrifice, and hope.

Even after stepping ashore in Philadelphia or New York, 
immigrants faced another challenge. They still needed 
enough money to secure lodging, purchase food, and 
survive until they found employment. Purchasing a 
ticket was not merely paying for transportation across 
the Atlantic—it was an investment in a future they could 
only imagine.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Economics of Leaving Home

Photograph: Steerage Ticket

An example of an 1856–1857 Liverpool-to-Philadelphia steerage ticket for one-way passage. While issued a few years after 
Edward Connelly’s probable voyage, it closely represents the type of ticket he would have purchased. More than a receipt for 
transportation, it symbolized the opportunity to begin an entirely new life.
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If we could stand beside our ancestors on the morning they departed for America, what emotions would we 
see reflected in their faces? Each carried little more than a canvas bag slung over a shoulder and a one-way 
ticket in hand. They were leaving behind everything that had defined their lives—parents, brothers and 
sisters, lifelong friends, familiar churches, and the villages they had always called home.

It is easy to imagine a mixture of excitement, hope, fear, and uncertainty. Long before reaching the port city, 
they had probably heard stories from neighbors or read letters sent home by those who had already crossed 
the Atlantic. Some stories spoke of opportunity and prosperity. Others warned of dangerous seas, sickness, 
and failure. By the time they reached great ports such as Liverpool, Hamburg, Bremen, or Le Havre, those 
stories likely became even more colorful. Every dockside conversation seemed to carry another warning or 
another promise.

Did they ever question their decision? Did they wonder if they should turn back while home was still 
within reach? We will never know. What we do know is that each of them chose to take the next step 
forward. For many, they were the first person in their family to attempt such a journey.
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The Voyage
CHAPTER FOUR “WE LEFT EVERYTHING BEHIND EXCEPT HOPE”

Today we celebrate milestones such as being the first in a family to graduate from college or earn a 
professional degree. Those accomplishments are significant, but they are difficult to compare with the 
courage required to leave an entire world behind with no guarantee of success. Our ancestors were not 
simply changing jobs or moving to another town. They were crossing an ocean into the unknown, knowing 
they might never again see the people they loved.

Success itself was probably defined much more simply than it is today. A steady job. A warm bed. 
Enough food to feed a family. The opportunity to build a better future for the next generation. 
Those modest hopes were powerful enough to convince them that boarding the ship was the right decision.

Once aboard, another chapter began. Their first task was to find their berth in steerage. For the next several 
weeks—and in earlier centuries, sometimes months—that narrow bunk would become their home. Would a 
lower bunk be safer or more comfortable? Would the people sleeping nearby become trusted companions 
or complete strangers? Families with children, single laborers, young couples, and fellow immigrants from 
distant villages suddenly found themselves sharing the same crowded space with almost no privacy.
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