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The Cunard Steamship Line pioneered regular steamship service across the North Atlantic in 1840. Twenty years later, it overcame initial reticence towards steerage traffic, eventually becoming the longest-lived transporter of migrants to North America. Apart from an initial study thirty five years ago by Liverpool maritime historians Francis Hyde and Robin Bastin (e.g. chapter 3 of Hyde’s Cunard and the North Atlantic), this long association of Cunard with mass migration has been touched only lightly in previous historical scholarship, however. Cunard was never the largest carrier of migrants from the UK, although it outlasted all its competitors. It was also thought, however, to be inclined (perhaps more so than other lines) to consider migrant carriage a somewhat “distasteful” trade, and to focus instead on services offered to wealthier tourist and business travellers in the first class accommodations of its famously large and fast passenger steamers.

Cunard’s voyage accounting records, available from the early 1880s after it became a public company, and examined episodically but not comprehensively by Hyde and Bastin, confirm the importance of luxury class traffic to Cunard. Contrary to their conclusions, however, these records also show incontrovertibly that steerage did not diminish but grew in significance to the company after 1900. Systematic analysis of these voyage by voyage tabulations of passenger volumes, receipts and disbursements, also shows that migrant carriage between 1902 and 1914 was the largest source of Cunard’s revenue, profits, and variability in overall financial results.

These records corroborate earlier findings suggesting that migration during these peak years just before World War I had a greater effect on the business of shipping than the business of shipping had on migration. An earlier paper of mine (“The Transportation Revolution and Transatlantic Migration,” Research in Economic History 19) showed already that Cunard’s fares rose over the 1885-1914 period as a whole (when the company’s migrant passenger volume grew roughly tenfold). A new quarterly time series in this new paper shows that a positive, not inverse, relationship between fares and migration flows also applied seasonally and cyclically. Rather than lower ticket prices stimulating more migration, migration and prices both dipped during downturns in the U.S. job market. The cyclicality of fares diminished late in the period, however, when cartelization inhibited fare wars from breaking out during economic recessions.

The expenses side of Cunard’s operating accounts provides new insights into strategies by which falling operating costs were not parlayed into lower passage prices but were instead invested in faster and roomier ships offering gradually less uncomfortable journeys to all classes of passengers including migrants. The paper also analyses how Cunard’s fares, and the business mix between migrants and tourists varied seasonally.  A combination of the archival accounting data with other economic data shows that transatlantic fares were not -or at least were no longer by late 1800s- the key constraint on Europeans relocating to North America. A final section discusses reasons why Cunard is probably fairly typical of migrant carriers across the North Atlantic in this period.
