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A Contrasting Pair:
Two North Dakota

Scrip Auctions
Local business promotions seem to have periods of

popularity. Dollar days, crazy days, and sidewalk sales
come and go, and are soon forgotten. A trade booster
which was popular throughout the 1930s was the scrip
auction. The name and details were different in every
community, but they had one thing in common: a
specially-printed medium of exchange (scrip) good only
for bidding at a special auction. The scrip, similar in
purpose to trading stamps or cigarette coupons,
promised the holder a chance to obtain needed
merchandise free, with the added excitement of an
auction. The project had several purposes: to stimulate
current business, give customers an incentive to pay
past due bills, and to provide the opportunity for people
to purchase items they might not be able to obtain
otherwise.

Because the scrip became absolutely worthless at the
close of the sale, few examples remain as evidence of
their use. The few specimens which have survived are
often the only clue to the sales where scrip was used.

By Forrest W. Daniel
Many other scrip auctions are recorded in local
newspaper files where they will remain forever hidden
unless found by chance. As a result, few issues of
auction scrip have been recorded.

Scrip is defined as "any of various documents used as
evidence that the holder or bearer is entitled to receive
something either absolutely or conditionally." Usually
the term is applied to documents used as a substitute for
legal money during times of monetary distress. Many
communities used scrip during the National Bank
Holiday in March, 1933, when banks were forbidden to
supply coins and currency. So whether the auction
scrip, as used in business promotions, can be considered
"legitimate" scrip is a matter of interpretation. Since
the scrip was receivable, conditionally, for goods, it
seems to have some claim to legitimacy. Among
numismatists, the classification of auction scrip is a
matter of opinion, often depending upon whether the
collector owns a specimen or not.
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Usually sponsored by local businessmen's
associations, the scrip auctions showed great variation
in scope. The size of the community, the number of
participants, the type of merchandise, the method of
distributing the scrip, and the length of the promotion
period all had an effect on the success of the sale.

Two North Dakota scrip auctions will serve as
contrasting examples. A large-scale trade booster was
sponsored by the Junior Association of Commerce in
Bismarck, the state capital. By the time it was held in
September, 1938, times were not prosperious, but they
were much better than they had been five years earlier.
Some of the items offered might have been considered
luxury goods, a washing machine, portable sewing
machine, and electric mixer, for example; but most were
practical, useful items. It was an all-day affair.

The event held in Carrington in April, 1933, is known
only from newspaper publicity. The time was the depth
of the depression and the goods donated for the sale
were basic essentials: canned goods, a ton of coal, and
automobile repairs among others. It was held after a
matinee movie.

The examples presented here may not be the extreme
at either end of the scale, but it is likely most of the scrip
auctions held throughout the nation during the 1930s
fell somewhere between the two in scope.

Bismarck's Million Buck Auction

The "Million Buck Auction" held in Bismarck, North
Dakota, on Saturday, September 17, 1938, was one of the
larger scrip auctions. More than 5,000 persons bid on
the merchandise and 1,770,000 Bucks were used in the
bidding. It was an all-day celebration and wound up
with a free dance in the evening.

The Bismarck Junior Association of Commerce,
sponsors of the promotion, made every effort to avoid
criticisms made of similar auctions. Rather than ask for
donations of items for sale, the JAC solicited specific
cash donations from every business and professional
man in the city. Sponsors received Bucks in proportion
to their assessment, with additional Bucks available at
a small charge. Merchants were asked to list goods
available for sale to the JAC at a fixed price. The funds
received were then used to purchase merchandise for the
sale. The result was a balanced variety of top quality
goods with items for every segment of the population.
Many of the articles were selected with farming people
in mind, but there were items for city folk, women and,
children. The terns were purchased from Bismarck
merchants as r ear as possible in proportion to their
donations.

R. B. Shepard, chairman of the general arrangements
committee, explained that the Buck Auction was not
simply a one-day affair, but it was designed to stimulate
business and the payment of bills over a period of seven
weeks, increase good will, and furnish entertainment
for patrons and patients of Bismarck firms. Donations
were received and publicity posters and Buck scrip were
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distributed to business places before the opening day of
the promotion, August 1.

To insure the widest possible distribution of Auction
Bucks, they were computed one Buck given for each one
cent of sales tax paid rather than the often-used one
Buck for one dollar of sales. The purchaser of an ice
cream soda was entitled to receive one Auction Buck
since one cent sales tax was payable on a 15-cent
purchase. Bucks were available for small purchases.
Persons paying bills owing before July 1 were to receive
double the number of Bucks for those payments.
Patrons were asked to be sure they received Bucks from
merchants when they paid their bills. Owners of service
businesses, which did not collect sales tax, and
professional people, doctors and lawyers, distributed
Auction Bucks at the same rate as retail
establishments.

Bucks were printed in denominations of 1, 5,10 and 20
each on a different color paper. One Buck scrip, one
example presently known, was printed on goldenrod
paper and is 21/2 x 5 inches in size. The Bucks were
printed by one of the print shops in Bismarck, but which
one of several cannot be determined.

As auction day approached Bismarck newspapers
reported final preparations for the sale. A number of
businessmen actively promoted the distribution of
Bucks. An advertisement of A. W. Lucas and Co. had the
line, "Bucks Are Given Out Here Without the Asking";
and Klein Lumber Co. listed "Million Buck Auction
Specials" at 10 per cent off. A. C. Isaminger, operator of
a filling station, distributed more Bucks than he
planned; a newspaper reported "a sneak thief had
escaped with his supply of the precious paper."
Isaminger said he had stamped his name on the back of
each Buck so it was possible the stolen Bucks could be
traced. Another theft of Bucks was mentioned without
details.

Merchandise purchased for the sale was displayed at
Buck Auction headquarters on Main Street, and it was
reported that more than 2,000 persons were counted
viewing the goods the Saturday before the sale. More
than $1,000 worth of merchandise was purchased for
the sale by the Junior Association of Commerce. The
items included: farm type power washing machine,
portable electric sewing machine, electric mangle, push-
button automobile radio, government approved mail
box, farm type console radio, kerosene house heater.
Butter churn, dairy pails, cream cans, pitch forks, horse
collars, axes, shovels, lanterns, wash tubs, laundry
tubs. Pressure cooker, electric mixer, dishes, canned
goods, ironing board, cotton and woolen blankets,
baking dishes. Clocks, pocket and wrist watches,
miniature radios, 12 gauge shot gun, .22 rifle, footballs,
basketball, baseballs, baseball gloves, furniture, Life
Guard inner tubes. For the children: toy wagons, kiddie
kar, tricycle, bicycle, scooters and sleds.

The merchandise was chosen for its utility and
quality, the type of goods people needed and wanted.
That seemed to be confirmed when a wrist watch was
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reported stolen from the front window of Buck Auction
headquarters. Chairman Shepard said the watch was
the only item lost or stolen.

As auction day approached it became evident the
event would be larger than anticipated. Plans to hold
the auction at the intersection of Broadway and Fourth
Street were changed. The site was moved a half block
west to the alley next to the post office; in that position,
only one block off Broadway would have to be closed to
traffic for the entire day. To handle the crowd, 15 Boy
Scouts were enlisted to patrol roped-off lanes dividing
the crowd. The lanes permitted successful bidders to
approach the auctioneer's stand to pay for and receive
their goods.

The quantity of Bucks distributed in Bismarck was
very great, and the chore of counting "the millions of
pieces of fake currency in circulation" threatened to be a
time-consuming one for the sale clerks. Holders of large
amounts of Auction Bucks were urged to have them
changed to larger denominations at headquarters
before the day of the sale. Between auction sessions
large denomination Bucks were available at the auction
stage.

Free Auction Bucks were made available to out-of-
town visitors the day of the sale. The first 100 who
registered at auction headquarters between 9 and 10
a.m. received 100 Auction Bucks. Free Bucks were also
given to the family coming from the greatest distance,
for the oldest car, and a number of other categories.
More than 450 people from all parts of North Dakota
registered the morning of the sale. Several states were
represented; the person from the greatest distance
registered from Brooklyn, New York. All the publicity
stated that only Auction Bucks could be used in the
bidding, no United States currency allowed.

Construction of the auction platform began early
Saturday morning and JAC members carried the 500-
plus items in the sale from auction headquarters to the
platform. Three sale sessions were scheduled at 10:30
a.m., 1:30 and 4:30 p.m. to allow different crowds to bid.
Auctioneer was J. M. Thompson, well-known farmer
and legislator.

The first session of the sale was completed when the
day's issue of The Bismarck Tribune went to press and
some of the early prices were reported on the front page:

Prices sky-rocketed to an alltime high in the wake of spirit-
ed bidding at Bismarck's long-awaited Buck Auction Satur-
day.

Never in the memory of the oldest resident has a sheepskin
coat cost its purchaser 4,000 bucks, but that was what one
went to when offered for sale Saturday.

Nor could anyone recall paying as much as 2,300 bucks for
a baby doll, but one fond mother did exactly that Saturday. A
sack of flour brought the unprecedented sum of 1,900 bucks
and a set of automobile horns sold for 3,200.

A man paid 3,600 bucks for an Indian blanket. A table
lamp sold for 3,500 bucks and a gallon jar of coffee for 3,000....
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The crowd was enthusiastic, the bidding spirited and
the temperature in the 70's. The Buck Auction was
credited with drawing the largest crowd ever to attend a
trade event in Bismarck. Merchants reported an
increase in business during the seven weeks leading up
to the Buck Auction, which served to offset the state-
wide decline from the previous year.

It was expected that the high Buck bidding in the
morning session would reduce the number in circulation
and that prices would be lower in the afternoon sales.
That was not the case, however; prices remained high
with bidders pooling their Bucks in the bidding. Many
individual bidders were frozen out. When the auctioneer
attempted to sell some of the goods at a low bid, the
crowd protested and would not permit it.

Some potential bidders, foreseeing that prices would
not come down to their bidding range, gave their Bucks
to bystanders and left. That added to the supply of
Bucks and high prices. There were also cases where
Bucks were purchased from other holders. The
auctioneer was able to restrict bidding on some of the
items to farmers so that nearly half of the articles went
to rural homes. Favored bidders at the auction, of
course, were persons who, during the seven weeks of
promotion, had purchased automobiles, farm
implements, or other expensive merchandise for cash.

While hopes that the big-bidders would be gone well
before the end of the auction did not materialize, there
was no disappointment at the quality of the
merchandise offered, only that there was not enough of
it. Radios, washing machines, mangles, and
merchandise used almost exclusively on the farm were
the most popular items.

More than 5,000 people attended the bidding and
spent a total of 1,770,000 Bucks on more than 500 pieces
of merchandise, according to the auctioneer. To all but
the disappointed bidders, the day was a great success.
And it was topped off by a free dance in the World War
Memorial Building, Guy Fudgy's orchestry playing to
an overflow crowd.

Carrington's Free Scrip Auction

Twenty-four businessmen in Carrington, North
Dakota, joined to sponsor a Free Auction on Thursday,
April 27, 1933. The promotion was announced in the
local newspaper, The Foster County Independent, on
March 30, barely two weeks after redemption of the
Carrington Scrip issued during the National Bank
Holiday began. ("Bank Holiday Scrip of Carrington,
North Dakota," Paper Money, Vol. 5, No. 1, 1966.)
Carrington residents had had the experience of using
scrip during an actual shortage of currency, and less
than two months later they used "Free Auction Money"
to purchase goods in a sales promotion.
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Carrington's scrip auction is known only from
newspaper publicity and advertisements. It was
unusual because it was a mid-week sale. No specimen of
the scrip is known to exist.

Participating merchants gave out Auction Money at
the rate of one Free Auction Dollar for every 25-cent
purchase in their establishments. The auction was
scheduled in the Grand Theatre after a special 20-cent
2:30 matinee.

The full-page advertisement which announced the
"Mammoth Free Auction" included coupons from
participating merchants. Each coupon listed the
merchandise contributed by the sponsor. There was a
line for a signature and the sentence, "Anyone over 16
years of age can exchange this ad for One Auction
Dollar at this place of business by signing their name
thereto". By redeeming the coupons a bidder could
receive up to 24 Auction Dollars before making any
purchases. The newspaper said most members of the
audience would carry a roll of $50 to $100 or more in
auction money.

There were no luxury goods in Carrington's auction,
only practical items everyone could use. The list
contained:

J. C. Penney Co.-1 Indian Design Bnanket, 984; 1 pair
Hose, 694; 1 Man's Dress Cap, 984.

The Foster County Independent—One box Printed Sta-
tionery, your name.

Live Stock, Meat & Produce Co.-2 boxes Assorted Mer-
chandise, value $1.50 each.

Bridgem an-Russell Company-5 Pounds Butter.

Carrington Ice & Fuel Company—Option, 1 ton Lignite or
1-5001b. Ice (Coupon) Book.

A. J. Smith & Co.-1 all-copper No. 9 Wash Boiler, value
$2.95.

Holiday-Martens Grocery-3 large cans Tomatoes; 1 10-lb.
bag Sugar; 1 No. 10 can Blackberries, 1 10-lb. box Macaroni.

S & L Dept. Store— 1 $1.49 Bed Spread; 1 $1 Ladies Wash
Dress; 1 49-1b. sack S. & L. Flour.

North American Creameries, Inc.-1 gallon Ice Cream.

Comus Billiard Parlor-1 Pipe, 1 1-lb. can Tobacco.

Gamble Stores, Inc.-1 pair Curtains for Fort Roadster,
$25..; 1 gallon Pure Penn Oil, 504; 4 Pedal Pants for Ford or
Chevrolet, 4 cars 354 each.

Kunkel Motor Co.— 3 sets $1.50 Reflect-O-Lite Shades; 1
$1.00 Alomite Lubricating Job; 2 30e cans Ford Tire Patches;
1 75C Inside Windshield Frost Wiper; 1 1-lb. can Mobile Hard
Oil.
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Mary-Hazel Shop—$3.00 in Trade.

Emmett Carroll's Service Garage-1 Valve Grinding Job,
any make car.

Hotel Cafe-1 Meal Ticket.

Red Owl Stores, Inc.-1 49-lb. sack Red Owl Flour; 1 lb. of
Golden Cup Coffee; 1 2-lb. jar Peanut Butter; 2 cans fancy
Sliced Peaches.

Boley Hardware & Furniture Co.-1 $1 Serving Tray; 1 $3
Electric Lamp; 1 894 2-qt. Ivory Percolator.

Beck's Red & White Grocary—$2.00 in Trade.

Carrington Drug Company-1 lb. can Velvet; 1 Camera.

0. B. Smebak, Chiropractor-1 Free Treatment.

Grand Theatre—Six Show Tickets for Any Show.

Kelley's U & I Store-1 lb. Nash Coffee; 1 can Libby's
fancy Peaches; 1 can Libby's fancy Apricots; 1 can Libby's
fancy Pears.

Carrington Radiator Shop— $3.00 in Trade.

E. E. Wenger, Harness & Shoe Shop— 1 pair Shoes Half-
soled.

The movie selected to precede the Free Auction was
chosen to put the audience in a good mood. "The
Unexpected Father," featuring Slim Summerville and
Zasu Pitts, was described as a comedy scream. Only the
65 articles donated by the 24 sponsoring merchants
were sold, with Auction Money the only currency.
Auctioneer J. W. Wampler called the sale and Don L.
Tracy, theatre manager, was clerk.

The contrast between these auctions was more than
just the size of the crowds and the amount of scrip
distributed. The great difference was in the times in
which they were held. Carrington's auction was a cry of
desperation for business at the bottom of the economic
trough, while Bismarck's came on an upward current,
still far from the top but looking toward better days.
Scrip auctions were a product of their time and the
number declined rapidly with the return of prosperity
and the advent of war-time shortages.
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