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MINNESOTA STATE SCRIP: 1858
by FORREST W. DANIEL

INTRODUCTION: This is a supplement to
"The Minnesota State Currency Issue of 1858"
written by Steve Schroeder (Paper Money,
Sept./Oct. 1989). Newspapers and other sources
have been used. Duplication will be kept to a
minimum so please read his article again. For a
larger view of the condition of the currency early
in 1858 see my "The Minnesota and Maine
Banknote Collection" that appeared in The
Numismatist, Sept. 1989.

THE SCRIP'S TIME FRAME

T
 HE Panic of 1857 brought a fast end to a period of

prosperity and land speculation in the Minnesota
Territory. Statehood was imminent when the Legis-

lature met for its first session early in December. Congress
had other problems, however, and the admission of Min-
nesota was delayed for more than five months. In the mean-
time Minnesota, in an effort to meet its fiscal obligations,
floated an issue of scrip to pay current bills until statehood
could be achieved, and enough coin to redeem the scrip
could be raised from sale of state bonds.

The bill, "An Act for the Relief of the Creditors of the
State," to authorize the scrip was introduced by Senator
Thomas Cowan. In response to the objection that the state
was forbidden by the Constitution to issue bills of credit,
Senator Cowan replied "with point and force." He said by
definition "bills of credit" were made money by law and were
legal tender. The scrip he envisioned was nothing of that
sort; it was merely evidence that the state owed the face of
the paper that bore twelve percent interest until paid. No-
body was forced to accept the scrip; any creditor could wait
and receive his pay in some other form. It was not legal
tender, and therefore not a bill of credit. The scrip would
be issued only when a creditor demanded immediate pay-
ment and would accept the certificates.

The first of the State Relief Currency, as it was sometimes
called because of the title of the January 29 dated Act, was
delivered from printer Louis Beuchner on February 9, 1858.
"Large quantities" of the $5 and $10 notes dated February
10 were released on February 11 with more on the 12th. They
received ready circulation. The $1s were released shortly
thereafter and reached outlying areas of the state within two
weeks. A public meeting in St. Paul was called for the seven-
teenth to urge the public and local businesses to accept and
circulate the notes at par. Business and banking represen-
tatives who attended the meeting agreed to accept the scrip;

and hope was expressed that some method could be found
to have Eastern creditors receive the notes for indebtedness.
Rumors of local discounting were already abroad.

In less than a week a group of local bankers, members of
the Board of Brokers, insisted that the Minnesota Treasury
Notes, which bore twelve percent interest, would not pay
Eastern debts and openly began to discount them. Their
own endorsed notes of fraudulent or non-existent banks were
discounted at seven percent in New York but the St. Paul
bankers attempted to drive the new state notes down to sev-
enty percent at home.

Several businesses advertised to receive the scrip at par;
Bostwick, Pease & Co., bankers, said they accepted the scrip
and any depreciation from par was brought about by the
merchants. Newspapers insisted on the soundness of the
state scrip and pleaded with the public to hold the scrip at
par; after all it would be redeemed with twelve percent in-
terest as soon as statehood was achieved, and that boon was
expected shortly. Editorials to that point continued the en-
tire time the notes circulated.

Bankers Ira Bidwell & Son, St. Paul, sent one of the notes
to J. Thompson, New York, to ascertain whether it could be
used in that city. The March 15 Thompson's Reporter said,
"Minnesota Territorial Scrip is to be funded into State stock,
when the Territory becomes a State. This, we think, is or will
be good; it bears 12 percent. interest."

But by April some local bankers were paying only 80 to
90 percent of face and paying that in endorsed notes of the
non-existent Central Bank of Gray, Maine. The Daily Pioneer
and Democrat newspaper reported on April 18 that St. Paul
brokers were refusing to accept state scrip altogether, thereby
forcing people with immediate need of funds to discount the
scrip even further (70 to 75 cents on the dollar) to street
buyers who were actually in the employ of the brokers.

The word Shylock was freely used to describe that class
of bankers and they were roundly and soundly condemned.
Meanwhile, Minnesota state scrip was being sold at par and
was considered a good investment in New York and
Washington, according to some reports.

Minnesota achieved statehood on May 11, 1858, and the
state officers were quietly sworn in on May 24th.

Early in June J. Jay Knox & Co., one of the leading banks
discounting Minnesota scrip, said of the offering of $250,000
state bonds to be used for retiring the scrip: "It is unfor-
tunate that these bonds cannot be used in Minnesota for
banking purposes."

The territorial treasurer and the state treasurer-elect acted
in cooperation to prepare the bonds for the $250,000 loan
to defray the current expenses of the state. Clark, Dodge &
Co., New York City, forecast that the loan would go at
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seven or eight percent; later, their successful bid for the loan
was eight percent interest, plus a premium of % of one per-
cent above par. Other bids ran as high as ten percent. The
bonds were sold on July 1 and sufficient funds became avail-
able immediately.

The state treasurer was able to discontinue issuing scrip
about the fourteenth, the date of the last entry in the records
found by Steve Schroeder. By that time the treasurer was
able to pay current state debts in coin.

On July 30, 1858 State Treasurer George W. Armstrong
gave notice that he was prepared to pay all outstanding
treasury drafts. Furthermore, interest on the drafts would
cease on August 10 on all sums not presented before that
time. Six months' interest amounted to six cents on each
dollar for the earliest-dated notes. The issue was retired and
the books were closed by February 1859, just one year after
the first Minnesota state scrip went into circulation. Any
scrip presented later was paid from the general treasury.

BITS AND PIECES
Mr. Schroeder's research of the auditor's records in the

Minnesota Archives shows that a total of $195,048 of the
scrip was delivered to the state, that $183,597.07 was issued
and that $533.34 was outstanding on February 1, 1859. That
same outstanding amount was reported by State Auditor
Stafford King in an article in The Numismatist, April 1957.

The difference of $11,451 between the amount of scrip
printed and the value issued, I believe, was the balance of
notes never issued. The last accounting of scrip issued was
entered on July 14; after that date bills were paid in cash—
there was no need to pay out any more scrip.

The journal entry dated May 28, showing $159,580.07 of
scrip issued as of (or on) that date, brings some confusing
questions from Mr. Schroeder, but he settles on a reasonable
answer. Clearly it is a catch up number to begin the new offi-
cial state ledger. Surely there was an earlier ledger which has
been lost.

The earliest scrip was dated February 10 (illustrations in
Schroeder's article) and was issued the next day. A penciled
note from the Minnesota Historical Society on a photocopy
of a 1957 newspaper item relating to the scrip says the first
note was cashed on May 28, 1858. Is it possible the odd seven
cents on the May 28 ledger entry was interest paid on the
notes redeemed that day and credited to the scrip account?
Some redemption records may exist.

If redemption records do exist they may account for any
notes bearing fractional values of more than one dollar. My
own initial interest was a search for unusual values, but no
record of issued notes was found, although the treasurer was
required by law to record the amount of drafts received from
the auditor and "the numbers, letters, denominations and
amounts of same, and to whom issued ......The same in-
formation was to be recorded when the notes were
redeemed. The drafts were not to be re-circulated when
received by the treasurer for any dues to the state, and when
so received they were to be cut-canceled with a cross at least
one inch each way.

The statute provided that the $1 drafts were to be designed
so fractional parts of a dollar might be inserted in a conven-

ient manner. The denominator "100" of a fraction was
provided in the denomination text to permit entry of the
number of cents in check fashion; an "X" was marked over
the fraction to make the draft an even dollar. Some
fractionally-denominated notes were released, but neither
of the registers in which all drafts were to be recorded ap-
pear to exist. Draft No. 186 for $1.50 was reported to be in
the Minnesota Historical Society collection in 1957, but is
not found in current inventories; nor is any other note with
a fractional value over one dollar.

At least one clerk was assigned to date and number the
individual notes. D.N. Gates received $3 a day for his work
during June, probably the last batch to be prepared for sig-
natures. A voucher and draft in the State Archives show his
pay for twenty-nine days (June 1 to June 28, inclusive) was
$87; he must have worked Sundays too.

Records discovered by Mr. Schroeder showing delivery
of the drafts from the printer suggest the scrip was printed
in sheets of 1-3, 1-3, 5-10 and 5-20. Two types of the $1 and
$3 are known but a cursory check with collectors has not con-
firmed a second type of the $5 scrip.

OH, THOSE COUNTERFEITERS
In the midst of July, Chief of Police John W. Crosby

learned it was possible that Minnesota state scrip was being
counterfeited. One, or perhaps two, men had called at Mr.
Martin's Daguerrean Gallery and had him make an exact
photograph of a state bill. Chief Crosby learned of the inci-
dent and began an intensive investigation at his own ex-
pense; he made a collar towards the end of the month. Philo
Engles and Dr. E. Cooley were arrested at Marine Mills, a
small village eighteen miles north of Hudson, Wisconsin.
They were lodged in the St. Paul jail.

One of the men was released for lack of evidence; but the
other, not named in the newspapers, was charged with
having a counterfeit plate of the state scrip in his possession
and was brought before City Justice Orlando Simons' on
July 30. He was discharged. The justice gave two reasons
for the dismissal:

1st. The law requires that the scrip shall be signed by the
Treasurer of State; but the bill of which the plate in his posses-
sion is a counterfeit, is signed by "A. Armstrong, Clerk Treas-
urer," instead of "G. W. Armstrong, Treasurer," which the court
held to be necessary in order to make them genuine, therefore
the notes signed A. Armstrong, Clerk, are decided to be
valueless.

2d. The note which was counterfeited is not State Scrip, and
no value is attached to it, it having none except such as would
be possessed by A. Armstrong's individual note, the Treasurer
not having signed the note, as directed by law, and the issue of
notes signed by the Clerk are wholly unauthorized.

The comment by the Pioneer and Democrat is as inexplicable
as the judgment: "The fortunate turn in the affairs of the
defendant is more the result of his own stupidity than any-
thing else, for his intention was evidently good."

Apparently no judgment was made on the point of pos-
session of a counterfeit plate with intent to defraud, the va-
lidity of the printed document itself, the validity of the State
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Auditor's signature or the signature of A. Armstrong. The
law did not specifically authorize proxy signatures and that
appears to be the sole basis for the ruling by Justice Simons.
A. (Albert) Armstrong was deputy state treasurer under his
brother and could easily have acknowledged the genuine-
ness of his signature or the document in question. 2

At least two Minnesota state scrip notes signed A. Arm-
strong, Clerk, are in collections. The signatures are similar
to the signature of the deputy treasurer who, by proxy,
signed G.W. Armstrong's signature on the draft to pay Louis
Beuchner that was illustrated in Mr. Schroeder's article. A.
Armstrong also had another signature, the shape of the cap-
ital letter A was pointed rather than round, which he used
on drafts of the Auditor's Office to pay other state bills, "By
A. Armstrong, Clerk," as proxy for Treasurer G.W. Arm-
strong.

The $5 and $1 notes with the A. Armstrong, Clerk, sig-
nature are dated July 1 and June 15 and have a W.F. (Wil-
liam Franklin) Dunbar signature as Auditor. Dunbar's
signature should appear on notes dated after May 24, al-
though none of the handy illustrations have that early a date.
Schroeder's research shows that a large number of prepared
drafts were registered on both July 1 and 2. It is quite pos-
sible the deputy signed some of them, in contravention of
a strict interpretation of the law, in the rush for those notes.

Newspapers said Treasurer Armstrong and Governor
Sibley were in New York at the time, negotiating the sale of

the $250,000 bond issue to repay the scrip and necessity may
have forced the use of the proxy as early as June 15. On July
29 the Pioneer and Democrat reported the arrival home of the
state treasurer, and a shipment of $100,000 in gold. Retire-
ment of the Minnesota state scrip began immediately
thereafter.

SCRIP TYPE VARIETIES
R.H. Rockholt, in Minnesota Obsolete Notes and Scrip, says that
all five denominations are known to have been printed in two
different lengths but is unsure of the reason: either different
plates or paper shrinkage. Schroeder has accounted for two
plates for the $1, $3 and $5 values; but only one plate each
for the $10 and $20.

Two $1 drafts dated March 20th, 1858 are from different
plates; the length is the same. One is from a much-degraded
lithograph stone and has an underscore line for the entry
of a payee's name; the other is from a sharp new stone and
has the printed name of Thomas Cowan' as payee. The
shading in the panel on the left and the numeral "1" has been
enhanced to a great degree on the latter plate and there are
fewer details in the acanthus leaf designs in the numeral one.
Neither note has a score for the number.

The $3 drafts come in the Thomas Cowan and blank
payee types. The type with Cowan's name has darker
shading in the panel on the left and the numeral.

One dollar scrip with the possible fraction crossed out. The written payee type is made out to W. H.C. Folsom,
member of the legislature who later wrote the history Fifty Years in the Northwest. The note is not cut-canceled.

One dollar scrip type with printed payee, Thomas Cowan, and sharper definition in printing and ornamentation.

(Photo courtesy Lorne Hillier)
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Five dollar scrip with no entry forpayee and hearing the signature of A. Armstrong Clerk. (Photo courtesy Lorne
Hillier)

A bold black $5 note with a blank payee score line is a full
Y8 inch longer (7% 6 in.) than the $1. It is dated July 1st and
bears the signatures A. Armstrong Clerk, Treasurer, and W.F.
Dunbar, Auditor. There is a score for the number. This draft
and most others reported have a cross cut-cancel (specified
by law).

Reported notes of $10 and $20 all have the signatures of
G.W. Armstrong and Julius Georgii (the new "state" treas-
urer). Some have the payee filled in while others are blank;
both styles have been cut-canceled. Notes with other signa-
tures may exist.

The Minnesota state scrip have several characteristics that
may or may not be universal. Notes seen, or reported, have
red serial numbers, the treasurer's signature in blue, and
the date, payee's name and auditor's signature in either
brown or black. Position letters appear to advance A through
E with the denomination. Printing plate deterioration is very
evident on some notes.

State of Minnesota scrip was intended to fill the need to
acknowledge current debt owed by the state until cash could
be provided for its retirement, and to put the state on a cash
basis. The scrip was never intended to provide emergency
circulation during the general fiscal crisis, although it cer-
tainly circulated for several months. Its disparagement by
the Board of Brokers surely brought hardship to individuals
who needed ready cash and healthy profits to the speculators
who purchased at discount. Its retirement within six months
kept speculative profits to a minimum. Despite its con-
temporary detractors it served its purpose for the State of
Minnesota.

NOTES
1. Orlando Simons had read law; he and his partner came to St.

Paul in 1849 as carpenters and later established a law practice.
Simons became Justice of the Peace in 1850, then City Justice
in 1854. In 1875 he was appointed Associate Judge of the
Common Pleas Court of Ramsey County. He was said to act,
decide, move and talk promptly; fearless in the discharge of his
duty, his decisions were usually accepted as correct. As City Jus-
tice he made the "fur fly."

2. Judge Simons was a Republican and Albert Armstrong an ar-
dent Democrat.

3. Thomas Cowan of Traverse des Sioux was a senator from
Nicollet and Brown Counties. He was the sponsor of the act
which authorized the scrip.
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Currency Losses
(continued from page 182)

8. A "wildcat bank" is defined as a bank that issued currency with
a face value greater than the value of the security behind the
notes. Minnesota railroad banks secured their notes with Min-
nesota 7s, worth perhaps 50 cents on the dollar, at the rate of
95 cents of currency for 50 cents ($1.00 par value) worth of
bonds.

9. Rockoff, p. 22.
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