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Document Packet 
A Worker’s Journey 
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This article was written in 1978, by the President of the Illinois Canal Society. Source: 

Lewis University Library, John M. Lamb Collection   
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When was this document written and who is the author? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who is the intended audience?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is this a primary or secondary source? 
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Why were Irish immigrants hired to build the canal? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How were the Irish laborers viewed by the people of Illinois? Why?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What was the cause of rivalry between different groups of workers? 
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In 1839 the canal commission began to run out of funds. In order to keep work on the canal 

moving the commissioners decided to create their own form of money, which could be traded in 

for real cash once more funds became available. This form of money, known as “canal scrip” 

was given to the contractors in order to pay the workers that they hired.  When used to purchase 

land along the canal scrip was traded at face value ($1 of scrip = $1 of real cash). However, 

when traded on the open market at local stores for goods and services $1 of scrip equaled 

roughly 15¢. This meant that in reality laborers were paid MUCH less than their advertised 

wage. It also meant that those who had real cash could buy up scrip at a cheap price and use it to 

purchase large amounts of land. Source: Illinois State Archives, Illinois and Michigan Canal 

Scrip.  
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Why were workers paid in scrip? 

 

 

 

How is scrip different than cash?  

 

 

 

What do you make of the images selected for inclusion on the scrip?  Why do you think they 

were chosen? 
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Did being paid in scrip change the workers’ salary? 

 

 

 

If you were a canal laborer, what would you do with your scrip?  

 

 

 

Did anyone benefit for workers being paid in scrip? 
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This newspaper clipping is taken from the September 8th, 1846 addition of a Maryland 

newspaper titled American Republican and Baltimore Daily Clipper. These listings were very 

common throughout the Eastern states such as Ohio where laborers already had canal digging 

experience. Source: Library of Congress, Chronicling America.   

 

 

 
 

Who is the author of this document? Can you make any inferences about his job or position? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who are the intended readers?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Are there reasons why this advertisement would be placed in a paper east of Illinois? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would this advertisement convince you to move from Baltimore to Illinois? Why or why not?  
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Letter from James Brooks to Canal Commissioners, in 1838. Below the original letter is a 

transcribed version. Source: Illinois State Archives, Illinois and Michigan Canal Letters. 
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Juliet 22d. Feb. 1838 
To the commissioners of the Illinois and Michigan Canal 
 
Messrs, 

Since the Commission of the outrages by the Irish at my work on the Canal on the 19th 
and 20th Insist. and the course that has been pursued in relation to the matter, I conceive that it 
would be unsafe for me at this time to go upon my work I am unable at present to do so, on 
account of the injury received from the Irish. I have a large amount of property on and about 
my works, which is exposed to the rapacity of the Irish, and I have no men who can, or who 
dare to take measures to preserve my property.  
 The men who were arrested are now at liberty, and under existing circumstances I 
conceive it to be my duty to apply to you, gentlemen, to take such measures as you in your 
wisdom may think proper to preserve my property on the Canal and to restore order. 
 My Foreman is Dennis D. Kelly, living at Hay Town. 
As soon as I am able to ride I shall be at Lock Port to see you. 

 
   Very respectfully your obt. servt.  

James Brooks. 
 
Who is the author of this document? 
 
 
 
 
 
What is his relationship to the canal diggers? 
 
 
 
 
 
Who is the intended audience for the letter? 
 
 
 
 
What are his main concerns? Why? 
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Letter from Father Raho, a Vincentian priest to St. Louis Bishop Rosati, 1838. Source: Catherine 
Teresa, The Lowly Muscular Digger  
 
“Thank God, the people living in LaSalle are quieter, drink less and come to Church. 
Unfortunately the same can’t be said of the people living along the line, two or three miles 
north of here. They are extremely depraved and untouched by the grace of God.”  
 
Who is the author? Does he have a bias against the canal workers? 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Does this quote say anything about the relationship between the locals and the canal workers? 
 
 
 


