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Part 1 – Analysis 

 My object is the South Hadley Canal lottery ticket. It is fairly simple—a rectangular 

piece of paper with words printed onto it, describing what the bearer of the ticket will win if their 

number is drawn. It reads: ―South Hadley Canal Lottery. No.‖ followed by a rounded lozenge 

shape composed of a series of lines, where the ticket number would be written in. Below it reads: 

―This shall entitle the Bearer to One Quarter of the Prize drawn against its Number, if demanded 

within 12 months.‖ Also printed on the ticket are the phrases ―Deduction 12 ½ per cent‖ and 

―No. 75, Cornhill, Boston,‖ presumably the address of whoever is organizing and conducting the 

lottery. The number 12 has been handwritten on it in ink. Three sides of the ticket are unevenly 

cut or torn, suggesting it was cut from a sheet of multiple tickets. The paper itself is rather thin, 

printed only on one side, and somewhat translucent—watermark-like lines are visible when it is 

held up to the light. There is some decoration: an incomplete figure eight pattern on the torn left 

edge, presumably part of a larger design that was cut apart.  

 Analysis of the ticket is somewhat different than for a piece of furniture or silver because 

it is not the work of a skilled artist—it is a simple piece of printed paper. The ticket displays 

workmanship of certainty, because the lettering and decoration were printed and not handwritten. 

That being said, the writing and decoration on this ticket are nicely laid out and well printed. 

There may be other examples of lottery tickets to use as a comparison but they would all have 

very similar properties with no real opportunities to show off specific artisanal skills: a piece of 

paper with a printed description of potential winnings, perhaps with a small decoration. I did find 

other examples of South Hadley Canal lottery tickets in online auctions, which give some clues 

as to the history of Historic Deerfield’s particular ticket. One auction contains a winning ticket 



from the fifth class, which was signed by Jonathan Dwight, one of the lottery’s managers, and 

had the ticket number written in the lozenge shape at the top. Because Historic Deerfield’s 

example does not have a manager’s signature or a number written in the correct place, perhaps it 

was never distributed, which may account for why it still exists in such good condition. A 

majority of the examples in online auctions lack the number and signature and these are listed as 

―uncirculated‖ or ―never issued.‖ 

 The ticket would have been distributed in late 1804/early 1805 as the last in a series of 

lotteries to raise money for improvements to the South Hadley Canal, which had been built in the 

1790s and completed in 1795. The ticket had been thought to be from the time the Canal was 

constructed, but further research showed that the building was not funded through a lottery; a 

little over half of the funds came from Dutch investors and the rest came from domestic private 

investors. It was one of the first successful canals in the country and helped stimulate South 

Hadley’s economy and also drew tourists. Because of this importance the people of 

Massachusetts were willing to buy these tickets to repair the canal after ten years. The canal is 

significant because of the inclined plane that was designed to bypass the South Hadley Falls. The 

plane was eventually replaced by a series of locks in 1805, perhaps partly funded through these 

lotteries. Newspaper advertisements show that the managers of the lottery sold the tickets 

throughout the state. This particular ticket was from the seventh, and final, class, which the 

managers announced from Springfield on December 1, 1804. The managers of the seventh class 

were Jonathan Dwight, John Williams, Joseph Lyman, John Breck, and Samuel Lathrop. The 

Greenfield Gazette advertised for the lottery from January 9 to March 27, 1805. On March 6, 

1805, the managers announced the drawing would begin on May 9 and the Gazette began 

publishing the results on May 29. 



 The ticket also demonstrates the importance of canals in the United States as a whole at 

the beginning of the 19
th

 century. Canals made transportation of goods cheaper and easier. They 

allowed for better access to the interior of the rapidly expanding country, opening up the West. 

They also fit with the republican ideals of the new nation—the promotion of the public interest 

as well as individual welfare through internal improvements. George Washington considered 

canals ―fundamental to nationhood‖ and engineer Robert Fulton believed canals would ―bind the 

whole country together in the bonds of social intercourse.‖
1
 During a speech made at the 1825 

celebrations of the completion of the Erie Canal, arguably the most famous American canal, 

DeWitt Clinton, New York governor and the ―true father‖ of the Canal, called it important to the 

―duration of the Union‖ and the ―Holy cause of Republican Government.‖
2
 Obviously, many 

leading political and social figures in the early 19
th

 century believed in the great importance of 

canals to the United States and the South Hadley Canal lottery ticket demonstrates how the 

public was involved in these internal improvements. 

 

Part 2 – Museum Interpretation 

 This ticket could fit into a number of themes, including the history of canals or lotteries 

in the US, the history of industry in the South Hadley, which was facilitated by the canal, or of 

the growth of industry and economy in the US as a whole in the early republic. 

  I think the theme with the most interpretive possibilities is the history of canals, focusing 

more specifically on the early 19
th

 century, the contribution of canals to the building and 

strengthening of the new nation, and the connection of canals to republicanism and the 

promotion of the public good. The title could be something like ―Building a Nation: The Canal 
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Boom in the Early Republic, 1790-1860‖ (I use 1790-1860 because one of my sources is Canals 

for a Nation: The Canal Era in the United States, 1790-1860, although other sources give 

different—usually shorter—spans of time). The big idea of the exhibit is: ―The canal boom of the 

early 19
th

 century helped to physically and psychologically connect the newly-created United 

States by facilitating domestic trade and promoting the public interest.‖ 

 I would include the ticket in an early part of the exhibit, as an early example of a canal, 

since the South Hadley Canal was one of the first ones built in America and falls outside of the 

time span used by some academics when describing the Canal Era. The Canal itself would have 

already been discussed, as well as the connection of canal building to Americans’ republican 

ideals, and the lottery ticket’s caption label would only talk about the improvement of the Canal 

and the lottery itself. 

 ―After ten years of use, improvements were made to the South Hadley Canal in the first 

decade of the 19
th

 century. From 1804 to 1805, a series of seven lotteries were held to raise the 

necessary money. This ticket was printed as part of the final lottery, which was announced on 

December 1, 1804. The drawing began on May 9, 1805. This ticket does not appear to have been 

distributed because it lacks a number written in the appropriate place and the signature of one of 

the lottery’s manager. Newspapers throughout Massachusetts advertised the lottery, showing that 

many Americans in the Early Republic were committed to internal improvements.‖ 
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