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The Chelan - Townsend Test Fund
By George S. Vanderwende

and Its Checks

We hear so much today about guaranteed annual in-
come and the poverty level. There is also great activity
with regard to giving those 65 and over an income in
keeping with the cost of living.

These activities are not new. In the 1930's, a man
by the name of Townsend was promoting a plan known
as the Townsend Plan. The Encyclopedia Britannica
gives the following:

"During the depression that developed in the United
States in 1929, Dr. Francis E. Townsend, a Western
physician. promulgated a plan which became known by
his name. Every person 60 years and over would receive
a Federal Pension of $200.00 per month. For 8 million
pensioners above the 60 year limit, the cost would be
$20,000,000,000 a year, at least four time the Federal
Revenue in 1936, or 40% of the income of the nation.
On the other hand, the pensions would stimulate, so
it was argued, the consumption of commodities. A
considerable organization backed the plan which was dis-
cussed in Congress."

The advocates of the plan were very active in California.
There was quite a battle between the pros and cons. The
plan was so ridiculed by the cons that they issued "The
One Thursday Buck." It was a colorful item, a little
smaller than our paper dollar. The rainbow behind Santa
Claus was in many colors, Santa was in red, and the
scroll work and printing were in black. The reverse was
all in orange-yellow.

To test the soundness of the Townsend Plan, the Chel-
an, Washington merchants gave unanimous approval to a
six-month test. This test was to give a different individ-
ual each month over a six-month period $200 to spend
in the community, and each merchant, and hopefully
each individual who handled one of the Townsend Checks
would voluntarily pay a two percent transaction tax on
each dollar of merchandise the Townsend dollars pur-
chased.

Hundreds of checks in amounts ranging from 10c to
$1 were issued by the Miners and Merchants Bank of
Chelan (now a branch of the Seattle First National Bank
—1953 I in connection with the local community's testing
of the soundness of the Townsend Plan. National atten-
tion was focused on this experiment.

When a Mrs. Retta Freeman was the recipient of $200
in January 1937, the State Welfare Department discon-
tinued her $17 monthly state pension for six months. In
March, the national organization of the Townsend Plan
publicly stated that it disapproved of local experiments
such as the one in Chelan.

During March, the promotors of the test reported to the
Chelan Chamber of Commerce that the collections of the
transaction tax had failed to replace the original donated
pension fund and blamed the failure on three factors:
collectors took the checks out of circulation: the tax

The "One Thursday Buck" issued by Townsend Plan
opponents, obverse and reverse.

was self-imposed and perhaps was not paid by all; and
one month was too short a time to make an adequate test.
The testing of the plan was not continued.

The checks were to be endorsed by each person or
merchant receiving it in a transaction. Shown here is a
$.50 check issued March 3, 1937, on the Miners and
Merchants Bank of Chelan, Washington. It was headed
"Chelan-Townsend Test Fund" and had a note written
under the amount, "Void if not spent in Chelan within
ten days of the last endorsement." The reverse of the
check shows 19 endorsements from February 4th to
February 13th. Oddly enough, the endorsements were
all dated before the date of the check.

The following information was gleaned from the files
of the local newspaper for 1937:

1/14/37. Mr. Ison Lamb, Chelan County Supervisor
of the Townsend Plan, donated the first $200 to start the
test, and offered to put up $1,000 if local merchants would
agree to pay a self-imposed, voluntary two percent trans-
action tax on every dollar of merchandise the Townsend
dollars purchased.

1/28/37. The first recipient was Curtis C. Fleming
and his wife Elizabeth, with the announcement having
been made on 1/16/37. "Monday, January 18, a real
flurry of spending began. Hampered, hounded and cor-
nered at every move he and his wife made by newsreel
photographers and reporters, the Flemings tried valiantly
to put the money into circulation." Souvenir hunters ef-
fectively stopped circulation of most of the tagged dollars,
although those still to be found in circulation have from
20 to 26 signatures.

2/4/37. The Chelan Townsend Club was formed 3/5/35.
To start it, it needed at least 100 members, paying a
membership fee of 25c each. Now there are nearly 300
members. Mrs. R. Freeman received the second Town-
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One of the Test Fund checks.

send gift in checks of from 10c to $1. "As to souvenir
hunters, it is going to be difficult to take enough checks
to hurt the plan."

2/11/37. Mrs. Retta Freeman was given her $200 pen-
sion on 1/30 to spend. This second month the checks are
issued in smaller amounts-10c to $1—and not so many
are lost to souvenir hunters.

2/18/37. Mrs. Anna Pilsen was selected as the third
Townsend Club member to spend $200.

3/11/37. Final conclusion of the Chamber of Commerce
Committee report: "It is the opinion of the committee
that the results of the pension tests conducted in Chelan
do not warrant a continuation of the plan unless philan-
thropic endowments to start the pensions and to guaran-
tee their continuation to the old people can be secured."

Merchants' comments: "The publicity we got was fine.
but the test really told us nothing. The test turned out
to be nothing more than a 'nuisance tax'."

Although a third recipient was chosen, no record was
found that she actually received and spent the money.
The newspaper did state that Mrs. Retta Freeman was
given her $200 on January 30th to spend. There is no
accounting for the reason her checks were post-dated to
March 3rd.

When C. C. Fleming received the first $200, it was
in currency, not in checks. The currency had attached.
stapled in all four corners, a printed slip, the same size
as the currency. At the top of the slip was printed:

"This is Chelan, Washington, Townsend Test Dollar.
Please write your name and the date it entered your
hands on space below. Spend locally. If this bill en-
tered your hands 30 days after the first date, please tear
off this slip and give to Miners and Merchants Bank,
Chelan."

Then followed 25 lines and at the bottom:

"Postage guaranteed for the return of this slip from
anywhere in the World."

Written on the slip in the possession of the president
of the Chelan Historical Society were three signatures:

Isom Lamb 1/16/37 (the donor of the first $200 to
the Fund) ;

C. C. Fleming 1/17/37 I the first recipient of the
8200) :

William Emerson 1/19/37 (a local attorney).

Paper money and check collectors may be interested
in this story. As the event took place 34 years ago.
many collectors were either not born or too young to
know about it. Is history repeating itself in the efforts
to pay all those below a certain income an amount that
would bring them up to the so-called poverty income
level?

The information above was researched and furnished by
a retired banker and a president of the Lake Chelan
Historical Society at the request of the writer, who had
one of the checks which is shown.
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