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G.B. DeBernardi
AND

The Labor 1-i:xchange Movement
by STEVE WI I IFFI ELD

ORE than 25 years ago I received a letter from Mr. Joe

M Snell, then Director of the Kansas State I I istorical So-
ciety, with an enclosed letter. Joe knew me from re-

peated inquiries regarding the history of paper money issues
of Kansas and from frequent visits to do research at the Soci-
ety library in Topeka. The enclosed letter included several pho-
tocopies of notes I had not previously seen from Kansas, along
with an inquiry for information about them. The notes were
examples of Labor Exchange scrip in three "denominations,"
with the place of issue designated as "Freedom," Kansas. This
sent me to my research sources where I soon discovered there
had in fact been a Kansas colony called Freedom, which dis-
appeared around the turn of the century. It was located near
Fort Scott in Bourbon County.

Several locations from other states for this type of scrip had
previously been reported and a few Society of Paper Money
Collectors state catalogs illustrated similar pieces. I was also
able to ascertain that a man named G. B. "DeBernidi" [sic]
had been the proponent of the movement and that he had
lived at either Independence or St Joseph, Missouri. I wrote
what I was able to find out about the notes and offered to
purchase them from the holder. Unfortunately, I never received
a response; however, when the Kansas Paper Money book was
published in 1980, the notes were listed with what informa-
tion I had.

In later years, after returning to Kansas, I made several visits
to Independence and St. Joseph looking for information about
the Labor Exchange, Mr. "DeBernidi," or the notes; without
success. In 1990, in an update of the Kansas Paper Money cata-
log published in PAPER MONEY, I suggested that someone
should uncover the history of the Labor Exchange movement
and publish it for collectors. Of particular interest would be
the locations of all Exchange Branches and their note issues.

In December 1993 an article about the town of Freedom,
Kansas appeared in the Kansas City Star, written by James J.
Fisher who writes a regular column about local history. I wrote
to Mr. Fisher and requested his source, being sure to enclose a
self addressed stamped envelope. Months went by with no re-
sponse (not unexpected) when suddenly I got a note back say-
ing that his source had been an article in a Kansas state historical
quarterly publication from the late 1970s. This is a publica-
tion that I have subscribed to since 1970, and I have hunted
down and purchased every issue back to the late nineteenth
century, so it was unbelievable to me that I could have missed
it. I did some cursory looking in back issues without success
and forgot about it after a while; adding it to my long "to do"
list for sometime in the distant future.

In February 1996 I was pleased and surprised to see an ar-
ticle by Mr. Bruce Smith in the Bank Note Reporter. The article
provided a good deal of information about this elusive sub-

ject. Bruce corrected the spelling of Mr. DeBernardi's name
and explained how the error had been perpetuated by succes-
sive writers using a 1932 Waldo Moore article from The Nu-
mismatist, where the name had originally been mispelled. Bruce
also listed known notes and branches with their locations, and
requested that any new locations be reported to him.

I immediately sent a letter thanking him for the article and
providing additional information about new locations, i.e.
Osage City, KS. In a similar pattern to previous efforts, I never
received a response. However, I recently had an opportunity
to get to the Historical Society library where I spent some time
looking for information about the town of Freedom. I was
able to locate Mr. Fisher's source fairly quickly, and sure enough
I had missed it in 1977. The article was most informative about
the history of Freedom, Kansas. In addition, there were a num-
ber of other research sources in the library which provided
much of the story behind the Exchange movement, the Free-
dom Colony, where the whole thing had started for me, and
what had happened to the Labor Exchanges. It also provided a
number of Exchange locations in Kansas where notes had not
surfaced.

The biggest surprise to me was that a newspaper promoting
the Labor Exchange movement* had been published at Olathe,
Kansas, where I have lived for the last six years. The paper was
called "Progressive Thought and Dawn of Equity." Edited by
E.Z. Ernst, it was published from 1893 to 1903. The complete
set had been microfilmed and was available at the Historical
Society. Labor Exchanges were associations of "members" who
deposited goods they produced in an "Exchange Warehouse,"
or provided services in exchange for "labor checks." At least
two of the branches were located at Olathe including Branch
No. 6, which produced shirts, and No. 38, the publishing ef-
fort of Mr. Ernst. In 1896 Branch 38 also built a grain finishing
mill and produced milled products.

Giovanni B. DeBernardi was born in Zubiena, Piedmont,
Italy on February 2nd, 1831. As a young man he travelled in
Europe and finally emigrated to America in the 1850s. Even-
tually he located about 15 miles east of Kansas City, Missouri,
where he took up farming. Around 1875 he lost most of his
farm to a mortgage foreclosure resulting from the panic and
depression that began in 1873. He became a member of the
Greenback Party of Missouri and spent time as a lecturer for
the Grange movement. In 1890 he wrote a 262-page tract titled
Progressive Thought and the Dawn of Equity. In that same year he
organized a worker's cooperative called the "Labor Exchange"
and obtained a charter from the state of Missouri. By 1894 he
was editing a weekly paper at Independence, Missouri titled,
The Labor Exchange. M. DeBernardi, possibly his daughter, was
assistant editor. By January 1896, nearly 100 Labor Exchange
Branches had been chartered, although many were still in the
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organizing stage. By March 1897, the number had reached 200,
with over 10,000 members. And by early 1901 there were more
than 300 branches with more than 15,000 individual mem-
bers in the United States and Canada.

The explosive growth in membership was caused by the
national financial crisis of 1893 and the ensuing depression.
The debtor classes, including farmers and industrial workers,
were whipsawed by the lack of cheap money, or any money,
in circulation and resulting widespread unemployment. They
organized to get out from under what they perceived as "mo-
nopolist" control of the nation's money supply and jobs.

A single socialist colony, based on Mr. DeBernardi's prin-
ciples of labor, was organized and established at a place called
Freedom, Kansas in 1897. DeBernardi actually opposed the
idea of rural colonys. Freedom was located on approximately
160 acres of farmland on the Fort Scott Railroad, about six
miles northwest of present day Fulton, Kansas. It was orga-
nized by a man named Bailey, who owned a hotel at Iola,
Kansas. Mr. Bailey was not a member of the Exchange. J.W.
Fitzgerald was president and J.A. Howard served as secretary.
A number of tarpaper covered shacks were erected and by 1900
the population had reached 13 persons. About that time, E.Z.
Ernst moved to Freedom and became the agent for promoting
the colony. Peak population reached 41 people in 1901. In
addition to farming and coal mining enterprises, a "flying
machine" factory was erected and a protoype aircraft was con-
structed before 1902. The flying machine did not work and
that enterprise failed. Internal bickering soon developed and
the population began to decline after 1902. The original land-
owner filed a lawsuit aginst two of the members and obtained
a judgement against the colony. Ernst turned over his respon-
sibilities as agent at the end of 1902. From 1903 to 1905 the
colony-town lapsed into obscurity, and in 1905 a fire of suspi-
cious origin consumed what was left of the buildings.

The Olathe paper provided a wealth of information on the
branches. Locations and branch numbers were discovered for

145 of the 311 branches listed. A single issue of "The Labor
Exchange" of Independence identified 11 more. Branch 1 was
located at 216 East 15th Street in Kansas City, Missouri.**
Members produced tailored goods and tin cans. Branch 4 was
also located in Kansas City. Branch 311, the last one listed,
was located at Bellemont, Oklahoma. Some of the branches
were named after their managers, while others received patri-
otic names, such as the "Self Reliance" Branch, 220 in Cincin-
nati, Ohio. "Bernardi," Oklahoma was home to Branch 103.
Branch 230 was located at "Hepner Station on the Lehigh Val-
ley Railroad, East Brunswick Township, Pennsylvania." For
awhile, the paper published lists of products that various
branches produced or wished to exchange. Most produced
whatever was available locally. For example, there were a num-
ber of coal producers, such as 223, at Osage City, Kansas; and
Branch 299, at Vineyard Haven, Massachusetts, not surpris-
ingly, produced fish.

There were eleven or twelve Exchanges in Kansas. The larg-
est branches in the country were reportedly located at Olathe,
with Branch 6 and 38, and at Osage City, Kansas, 223. No
notes have turned up from Olathe and only a single one-twen-
tieth note has surfaced for the Osage City Branch. As previ-
ously mentioned, notes are also known for the Freedom Branch
199. Other Kansas Exchanges included: Beloit; Edwardsville,
197; Fort Scott; Harding, 140; Peterton; Pittsburg, 54; Salina,
131; and Turner.

Notes have been reported from Exchange Branches in Ari-
zona, California, Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Minnesota, Montana, Ohio, Oregon, Texas,
Mall, and Washington. Except for the Denver, Colorado
Branch, the notes appear to be scarce, although more will un-
doubtedly surface as additional information is published about
the history of paper money and its many substitutes. Exchange
Branches were also located in the states of Alabama, Arkansas,
Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Idaho, Iowa, Kentucky, Loui-
siana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Mississippi, Nebraska, New

York, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South
Dakota, Tennessee, and Virginia. Branch
157 was located in Canada, at Toronto, and
there may have been other branches in
Canada.

The notes of interest to collectors were
produced to be used as change for re-
deemed Labor Exchange checks or deposit
certificates. This is explained in the Septem-
ber 1895 issue of Progressive Thought. That
same issue reported "Branch Deposit
Certificates are ready. All but printing on
the local name and address and number-
ing. Will be sent to chartered branches at
$3.00 for 500 or $4.50 for 1,000." Prior to
this time Labor Exchange checks or
certificates had been used as receipts for
labor. An order for 1000 checks at $6 from
the Osage City Branch was reported shortly

-A thereafter.
Marshall, MO, Branch 2 had issued

22,500 units of certificates as early as 1893
and these were reportedly used throughout
the county. The Olathe Branch, 6 ran a shin
factory and used some certificates in 1893.
Tennessee's Branch 10 produced cigars,
stencils, clothing and brooms. Pfafftown,Note equivalent to one cent, Branch 84 back.
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NC Branch 11 was organized on August 4th, 1893 and had
issued 186 checks by year end. Number 13, location
unspecified, nearly perished before reorganizing. Branch 20
was located in Nebraska, etc. Most of the scrip was probably
redeemed for what it represented. Notes, once redeemed, were
more than likely destroyed. Many of the branches reported
that Labor Exchange scrip was widely accepted by local mer-
chants in their communities.

The office of the president, Mr. G.B. DeBernardi, was lo-
cated in Independence, Missouri. The office of the general or-
ganizer, Mr. E.Z. Ernst, was located in Olathe, Kansas.

Seven members were required to organize an Exchange
Branch. A charter and branch number were obtained by send-
ing $2.50 to the Exchange headquarters at Independence. A
charter was good for life. One of the members was appointed
to handle the issue and redemption of scrip. In order to avoid
conflicting with laws of the United States, Exchange scrip was
printed in denominations of one-half, one-quarter, one-tenth,
etc., equivalent to U.S. dollars and their fractions. The way the
system worked was that members could "deposit" or exchange
their services or goods produced for certificates denominated
in units representing portions of a days labor. Labor was val-
ued at $4 per day and each worker received 75 cents worth of
certificates per day forI- sustenance. Once the crop was harvested
or the goods produced were sold, the proceeds went to the
Exchange. if workers desired to keep any part of their own
production, they were required to pay for it in certificates. There

was a small reduction on redemption of goods that accrued to
the warehouse operator for expenses. It later also became pos-
sible to deposit property mortgages in exchange for these
checks.

A problem with the whole Labor Exchange idea would ap-
pear to have been the disparity between the goods or crops
produced and products required for consumption by the mem-
bers. lithe Exchange only produced a single commodity, such
as coal, for which there was an outside market demand, the
output could be sold for U.S. dollars and the dollars could
then have been used to purchase the needs of Exchange mem-
bers. However, if such a demand had existed, people who pro-
duced those crops or that product should not have been out of
work in the fi rst place. It seems as if Exchange members would
be working to produce unneccessary goods, in excess of what
they themselves could utilize.

This problem became more apparent as local branches
sought to exchange their goods with distant branches.
DeBernardi wrote that branches were not obligated to redeem
the scrip of other branches, since each group was indepen-
dent. Ernst further warned new branches to establish a local
trade before going too far afield in search of other trade goods.
A number of branches complained that they had no legal ten-
der with which to purchase raw materials for their skilled la-
bor. And the cost of transportation for goods, such as coal,
became a difficult problem resulting in appeals for a Labor
Exchange Railroad.

Salem Oregon Labor Exchange, Branch 108 face.

Salem, Oregon Labor Exchange, Branch 108 back.
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On May 15th, 1901 G.B. DeBernardi passed away at his
home in Independence. His photograph was published (for
the second time) in the Olathe paper; a distinguished looking
man with a trimmed white goatee. For some time enthusiasm
in the movement had been waning. The Progressive Thought
had become a promotional paper for the Freedom Colony af-
ter 1900, and its issues came further and further apart. Branch
reports ceased in 1899 and by July 1901 Ernst was looking for
someone to take over the paper. In the fourth quarter issue of
1902 the paper announced that it would become more of a
promotional organ for "progressive literature, socialism, and
free speech." The principles of the Labor Exchange "were still
true" but the people were not so ready to take up the philoso-
phy, or to adhere to the principles once adopted. The editor
commented that the movement had not developed as had been
hoped for and that the Labor Exchange plan "cannot meet the
present urgent needs of the people." This issue also contained
a design for a new Labor Exchange "Deposit Credit" for one
unit of services, Series A, 1900. These credits were to be re-
deemable for services or products at the Freedom Labor Ex-
change Branch. Ernst's picture was on the back. In the first
quarter issue of 1903 an article titled "The Adventures of a
Woman" began, completely filling the paper, except for one
small column. In it the editor protested that the Labor Exchange
idea was not dead or dying, which is a pretty good indicator
that it was. Some branches were still in operation.

By 1899 the national depression was ending and prosper-
ous times were returning to America. The Spanish-American
War and its successful outcome made this country a world
power, and establishment of the gold standard in 1900 elimi-
nated much of the greenback controversy. People wanted gold
or hard money rather than "checks," or scrip, and the supply
became sufficient to accommodate everyone's needs. The La-
bor Exchange Branches redeemed their checks and faded into
oblivion, although some were apparently still active as late as
the teens.

It is unlikely that all 311 branches issued scrip. Probably
many of them never got organized after receiving their char-
ter. However, the fact that they were organized makes it pos-
sible that notes were issued at some highly desirable locations.
Now it's up to collectors and dealers to root them out.

These Labor Exchange checks, like other substitutes for
money, remind us of the many trying periods of economic
history that America has experienced. They are fascinating
mementos, which motivate us to study local history and the
history of the United States. It remains for future collectors
and researchers to uncover the 150 or so remaining, unknown,
branch locations and the note denominations that were is-
sued. This collector is satisfied with what is now known about
Mr. DeBernardi and his Labor Exchange movement, and espe-
cially about the Exchange Branch locations in Kansas, my
adopted state. I must get back to looking for information about
the Kansas issues and issuers of the Civil War period. I low-
ever, if one of those Olathe, Kansas Labor Exchange scrip pieces
just happens to turn up I might be interested.

(To see what interest there may be in Labor Exchange scrip, if anyone
out there would like to know the branches located in your state, if you
will send me a SASE, I'll be happy to provide what information I have.
Steve Whitfield: 14092 W. 115th ST: Olathe, KS 66062. My thanks to
Hugh Shull for providing notes used to illustrate this article, and to
the Denver Public Library for research assistance.)

Endnotes:

*There were additional newspaper advocates of the Labor Exchange
movement in PA, OR, CO, WA, IA, OH, IL, VA, CA, and LA.

* *A 5/100th note on Branch 1, Kansas City, MO, dated 1898 appeared
in a Currency Auctions of America sale in May, 1993
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SWEDEN USES

BANK NOTE MOTIF
FOR STAMP DESIGN

by BARBARA R. MUELLER

personification of the Swedish nation—a seated Brit-

A annia-like figure called "Mother Svea"—was long a part
of the design of notes issued by the Sveriges Riksbank.

For well over a century she appeared on such notes as Pick 14-
16, 19-31, 33-38, 44, 45, 47 & 48. (She was supplanted by a
svelte standing version modelled by a beauty queen for Pick
56).

In 1994 Sweden Post issued a finely engraved, dark blue
stamp reproducing the familiar seated figure to mark the
country's entry into the so-called "common market" of the
European Union. The stars surrounding Svea's head were added
to represent the five other member states of the European Free
Trade Area that joined the common market at the same time
as Sweden. The face value of the stamp was the European post-
age rate.

Eva Ede designed the issue, Scott 2042, that was engraved
by the well-known Swedish engraver Martin MOrck. 	 ■
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