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The Return of the Short Snorter
By Michael E. Marotta

Above: Ecuador 5 sucres signed by the
Northern Indiana Aviation Museum
crew of the Beech 18 Navy MC-45.

Below: Northern Indiana Aviation
Museum: Jake Ross, Janice Taylor,
Lowell Farrand, John L Wesley,
Michelle Wantz.

A S READERS OF THIS PUBLICATION KNOW A SHORT
snorter is paper money signed by people who share a common expe-
rience. Millions of soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines learned
about short snorters during World War II. After the war, the tradi-

tion faded quickly. Now, it is being revived at airshows where classic planes and
warbirds fly in for a weekend to meet the crowds. (Editor's Note: a special
"Short Snorter" topical issue of Paper Money was published last November)

There were many ways to create a short snorter. The crew of an airplane
would swap notes the first time they crossed the equator, or landed on foreign
soil. A wounded soldier going home would collect a bill from each of his bud-
dies with their name on it. "When you get home, pal," they would say, "have a
snort on me." A platoon, battalion, or company might be shipped out togeth-
er and the men would pass their notes around, each one signing as many as he
could. Snort snorter rolls grew as notes were taped or pasted to each other in
long streamers.

During World War II, troops were
often paid in the currency of the country they
were occupying. Fighting in Europe, the
Pacific, and Africa, they could be paid in
Dutch guilders, British pounds, or French
francs, as well as American dollars. As a
result, short snorters often contain several
kinds of banknotes.

Short snorters became "challenges." If
you had served with someone and swapped
short snorters and they ran into you again,
you had to show the note or else buy the next
round of drinks.

I scanned, archived, and returned a set of
short snorters on French notes signed by
Americans moving through Tahiti. They were
not soldiers or sailors or marines, but civilian
contractors. These consultants from North
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American Aviation, Chance
Vought, Bendix and other com-
panies reported to the front to
provide expertise in the mainte-
nance, operation, and modifica-
tion of their equipment.

Although soldiers and
sailors knew short snorters, they
were most popular among air-
men because the tradition began
in the 1920s among barnstorm-
ers. According to a September
26, 1984, story in Coin World, a
pilot named Jack Ashcraft started
the tradition in August, 1925,
among the aviators of the Gates Flying Circus. The airshow had a supply of
stage money. Ashcraft tricked Clyde Pangborn into signing two notes, one
real, one play, and swapping them. Ashcraft came out ahead. Clyde Pangborn
later flew into aviation history by crossing the Pacific nonstop with Hugh
Herndon, Jr. Short snorters began a history of their own.

The Happy Bottom Riding Club: The Life and Times of Pancho Barnes, by
Lauren Kessler substantiates this story. Florence Lowe Barnes learned to fly
in the spring of 1928. She set a speed record and flew some cross country
races. When Chuck Yeager broke the sound barrier over Muroc, Barnes was
already the center of the social whirlwind there. In the late 1920s, Barnes and
her friends used the "short snorter" dodge to take hotshot pilots down a few
notches.

They would tell the egotistical victim that a select group of pilots wanted
him to be member of the "Short Snorters." They asked him to sign a high-
denomination note, a $50 or a $100 if he had one. There was no such club, of
course. Pancho and her friends just wanted the pilot to pay for the privilege of
being humilated. Short snorters remained an inside joke among aviators for 15
years. Then in World War II, millions more people joined the tradition,
which faded when the war ended.

Knowing what a short snorter is, and sharing both numismatics and avia-
tion as hobbies, I have been rekindling the tradition. In May, 2001, five pilots
were grounded at the Delaware County (Ohio) Airport, waiting for bad weath-
er to roll past. I told them the story of the short snorter. We took out our
dollars, signed and exchanged them.

At the end of a ground school class in basic avia-
tion, I spun the yarn again. This time, I came pre-
pared with a stack of demonetized foreign notes from
Latin America and the Middle East. Everyone signed
all of the notes including an Iraqi dinar, a Kazakstan
tenge, and a fiver from the Bank of Afghanistan.

When the airport hired a new manager, we gave
the outgoing manager a party. I created a string of
notes starting with an American dollar and including
an Iraqi 5 dinar with Saddam Hussein on it. Not even
the geezers recognized the tradition, though about a
dozen people put their farewell good wishes on the
moneys.

A few weeks later, at the annual airshow and fly-
in the airport manager showed his roll to the crew of
the Confederate Air Force B-24 Diamond Lil. They
knew darned well what it was then.

Uzbekistan 1 sum signed by Dan Pyles
who flies a Russian Yak-52.

Dan Pyles signs his short snorter on the
wing of his Russian Yak-52.
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