
Paper Money • November/December • Whole No. 258 	 403

Homegrown Laramie, Wyoming,
Scrip Helped Relieve Unemployment

in 1933

elected,
WAS JANUARY, 1933, PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT WAS RECENTLY

e but had not yet taken office. The Great Depression was spiraling . out of con-
trol towards the imminent collapse of the American banking system just two months
away. Small towns across the count° , were suffering, and trying to figure out effec-

tive means to help themselves and those in their communities, who were approaching' des-
peration.

The Paper Column
By Peter Huntoon

One such place was Laramie, Wyoming, situated along both U. S.
Highway 30 and the Union Pacific Railroad. It was a town of 8,600 people then,
had stability in the form of steady payrolls at the University of Wyoming and the
Union Pacific repair shops, but still unemployment was a serious problem.

The city and county governments were burdened with revenue shortfalls,
and were looking at reducing services, and deferring maintenance.

The mayor was one, Charles H. Friday. Another Friday, J. Edward, was
owner of Friday's Grocery Store. J. Edward was a vocal force in the Laramie
Boosters Club, and the members of the club were floating the idea of a scrip issue
to relieve unemployment, stimulate business, and carry out public works projects.
The city government was listening intently.

The Boosters' proposal reached the Laramie Republican Boomerang on
January 19, 1933. They claimed their scrip concept was already in use in 140
other municipalities across the country, and they contemplated a $20,000
issuance.

The concept was straight forward, and the costs self-liquidating. The
plan was to have a scrip commission issue scrip, each piece with a nominal value
of $1 in the form of a foldover cover, inside which would be spaces for 52 two-
cent stamps especially designed by the commission, and printed for that purpose.
The idea would be for local merchants to purchase the stamps, so that each time a
piece of scrip crossed their counter, they would affix one, cancel it by signing or
stamping it, and pass the scrip on.

In time, the booklet would amass $1.04 worth of stamps, At that time,
the bearer could redeem it for $1 in U. S. currency from the commission. The
extra 4 cents would fund the printing costs incurred by the scrip commission.

The $1 scrip booklet would be considered legal tender in the communi-
ty, and would circulate like a dollar bill. Clearly, each time it passed through a
merchant's hands, they were in effect paying a 2 percent tax on the transaction.
They considered this a nominal fee for the additional stimulus to their businesses.

Cooperation of the collective citizenry would be required to make the
idea work. People would have to be willing to accept the scrip from the mer-
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chants in change, and the employees of the merchants would have to be willing
to accept at least part of their pay in the scrip in order to get it out the door and
into someone else's till where another stamp would be affixed.

Both the passer and recipient merchant would be involved in seeing to
it that the necessary stamp was affixed to the scrip, and canceled by the mer-
chant.

Initially the scrip would be paid to an unemployed individual by either
the city or county government for services rendered on an appropriate public
works project.

The money collected from the sale of the stamps would be held in
escrow for the eventual redemption of the scrip once the booklets were filled.
Obviously, the success of the program would be measured by how rapidly the
scrip circulated within the community. The faster it circulated, the greater the
stimulus to the local economy.

There were three winners here. The primary was the formerly unem-
ployed person who initially received the scrip from the city or county govern-
ment for his services. The local government which paid out the scrip would
have some important public works project to show for the expenditure. And
finally, there was the merchant whose business was augmented by accepting the
scrip as money.

In effect, the scrip would inflate the total amount of money in town,
and thereby benefit everyone.

The scrip itself would circulate as money; that is, be worth a dollar in
any transaction. However, the real value behind the plan lay in the stamps
which merchants purchased in U. S. currency from the commission, and whose
money was held in escrow to eventually redeem the scrip.

Obviously, the scrip commission would have to sell sufficient numbers
of stamps to cover the outstanding scrip, or the plan would unravel. Only
active, preferably rapid, circulation of the scrip could make the plan viable.

The idea created quite a bit of excitement in town, and its boosters
talked up the plan with fellow local businessmen and professional people to
determine if they would buy into the concept. A public meeting was scheduled
for February 8th, a Wednesday, to discuss the idea.

The meeting was held "in the community room of the county building,
attended by one of the largest crowds to meet there in many months. Lines of
interested business men and others stood on three sides of the community room
after all seats were occupied" (Boomerang, Feb. 9, 1933).

The essence of the plan was overwhelmingly received by the crowd.
Some concrete limitations were agreed upon. First, and foremost, city and
county officials and employees could become involved in the issuance of the
scrip, but there would be no formal legal connection between the governments
and the scrip.

Furthermore, the total amount of scrip to be circulated would be limit-
ed to no more than $2,000; but if the plan worked well, increases could be con-
sidered. A petition was to be circulated among the businessmen and profession-
als in town, which they would sign in order show that they consented to the
idea.

"Spokesmen many times reminded reluctant ones that the purpose of
the plan was to relieve unemployment. It was pointed out that the system would
act as a sales tax easier to manage than heaNy taxes brought about by charity
being given the destitute at the present time" (Boomerang, Feb. 9, 1933).

It was decided that the scrip would be issued in denominations of 50
cents rather than a dollar, and the 52 stamps would he one cent each instead of
two. Once the scrip contained 52 stamps, it could be redeemed for 50 cents by
the commission.

Elmer K. Nelson, city engineer and member of the governor's commit-
tee on employment, discussed several public works projects that he thought



Paper Money • November/December • Whole No. 258 	 405

could be funded with the scrip.
The Laramie mayor and city council would supervise the program, but

each would not legally represent the city.
The city would pay the scrip to unemployed men who worked on city

projects. Once received by merchants, the scrip could be paid out as part of the
wages for their employees, and as partial payment for goods purchased by them
from other local businesses. Obviously, they also could pay it out as change,
because it was hoped that everyone would use it.

If scrip was tendered, and the merchant needed to return change, he had
the option of providing that change in the form of a credit slip to be used later at
his establishment.

Public lack of confidence in banks had reached crisis proportions in several states.
The storm broke in Michigan where runs on banks forced Governor William Comstock to
close every bank in the state by a proclamation dated Feb1 -flag
13.

By February 15th, The Boomerang reported that
154 local firms and professional men had signed on to the
scrip plan, representing 98 percent of the local companies.

The scrip committee was at that time comprised
of James M. Christensen, general manager of the Gem
City Grocery; J. Edward Friday, manager of Friday's
Grocery; Fire Chief J. H. Patrick; W. W. Husted, local
manager of the Rocky Mountain Gas Company; George J.
Forbes, assistant cashier of The First National Bank, and
Clare Mundell, assistant manager of the University Filling
Station. Mayor Charles H. Friday and the city council
would direct the program. City engineer Elmer K.
Nelson served as temporary secretary.

The February 21st Boomerang reported that "Mr.
Nelson, who doubtlessly will be the scrip commission's
director of unemployment relief, assisted by Stanley P.
Hunt of the University engineering college, was busy
today drawing designs for printing both the scrip and the
scrip stamps. Zinc etchings will be made of the designs
for printing. . . . It is understood that the scrip will be
issued and stamps will be sold by George Harvey, city
treasurer, acting as the treasurer of the commission, and
that J. H. Sullivan will be legal adviser to the commission.

"The commission will have the power to issue
scrip in any amount as long as it can be used advantageously, provided the
amount in circulation at any time will not exceed $1,000 in value. The scrip will
be serially numbered." The first printed would be 2,000 pieces, serial numbered
from 1 to 2,000.

The scrip program became a program that funded city projects. The
Albany County government did not participate in paying out scrip.

Panic was rolling across the country, such that cash withdrawals from bank
accounts by nervous depositors totaled $1.6 billion when the national administration
changed hands from Herbert Hoover to Franklin Roosevelt.

On Saturday, March 4th, it was announced in the Boomerang that the
first scrip, amounting to $250, would be issued the following Tuesday. On
Tuesday, it was announced that $283.50 in scrip had been paid out for labor ser-
vices by G. E. Harvey, treasurer. "About 200 red cards in store windows of local
business houses attested that the scrip was being accepted as a medium of
exchange by virtually every merchant and business firm in the city.

"Serial numbers 1 through 500 have been reserved by the commission
for souvenirs and already a large number of scrip certificates had been pur-
chased."

One-cent scrip stamps, purchased in
sheets of 100 by merchants and pro-
fessionals, supported the program.
The stamps were orange.
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Fifty cent scrip issued by the Scrip

Commission of Laramie in 1933 to help

relieve unemployment. It was the size

of a dollar bill when folded in half. The

scrip was printed in black on off white

paper with a red serial number. The

tiny initials of artist Elmer K. Nelson,

Laramie City Engineer, appear just

inside the border at lower left corner.

Immediately upon assuming office, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, by a
proclamation dated March 6, 1933, a Monday, closed every bank in the United States
and its possessions * a period of 4 days. On March 9, he asked Congress for legislation
giving' the executive branch control over banks for the protection of depositors.

The Emergency Banking Act of March 9, 1933, was passed without a single
dissenting vote, and the President immediately extended the bank holiday indefinitely.

The March 10th Boomerang reported that the interiors of the Laramie
municipal buildings were to be renovated and redecorated in March without
tapping the city treasury for a cent, $250 in scrip was to be used.

More scrip was needed, so at least one additional printing was made.
On March 11, Roosevelt announced that qualified banks would be reopened by

March 16th. Of the 5,916 national banks entering the bank holiday, 4,510 opened
with licenses by that Thursday, including the Albany and First National Banks of
Laramie. Over the next year, the unlicensed national banks shown to have sound assets
were licensed. The remainder were liquidated or placed in receiverships.

The plan was to call the scrip in for redemption on June 30th; however,
as that date approached, the due date was indefinitely postponed because the
scrip was circulating slowly, and not collecting stamps.

According to the June 16th Boomerang ., only $150 worth of scrip had
been turned in from the $1,152 pressed into circulation. Some $850 worth of
stamps had been sold, leaving another $300 worth of them to be purchased
before all the outstanding booklets could be filled.

It was found that most of the scrip had circulated to only a small num-
ber of local businesses. Issuance of scrip was to be terminated forthwith.



Paper Money • November/December • Whole No. 258   407

There were spaces for 52 one-cent

stamps, purchased by Laramie mer-

chants and professionals, that funded

the program. Each time they

received the scrip, they pasted a pre-

purchased stamp inside the booklet,

and canceled it by initialing or

stamping it. The bearer could

redeem it for fifty cents through trea-

surer Harvey at city hall once all 52
spaces were filled.

By June 30th, another $50 worth of scrip had been redeemed, for a total
of only $200, just a fifth of the total amount issued; $1,000 worth of stamps had
been sold by that date.

A deadline of September 1st was set as the final date for redemption in
mid-August. Scrip booklets, whether filled with stamps or not, would be
redeemed at their face value of fifty cents. Treasurer Harvey advised that the sale
of stamps and souvenir scrip certificates was sufficient to cover a complete
redemption of the outstanding scrip. At the time this announcement was made,
there remained $484 outstanding from the $1,152 issued.

The Boomerang carried a summary assessment of the program in late
August.

"Persons who received the money for work on city projects took the
money to a store, usually the grocer. The merchants were able to use it only in
payment of accounts with other business houses, partial payment of wages to
employees, or as change. It was found, however, that the clerks turned the money
back to their employers or another store and the paper money went through the
same circle again and again. A small group bore the burden, and they pro-
nounced the scrip more of a nuisance than a tax, while the majority of the citizen-
ry hardly saw the scrip. Efforts were made to broaden the scope of circulation,
but failed.

"Scrip financed the interior decoration at the city hall and fire station
and repairs to both buildings; the cleaning up of the La Bonte park area; the
cleaning and rip-rapping of the storm sewer outfall open channel; the construc-
tion of a fence at the city dump; the cleaning of the sanitary sewer system and the
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spring cleanup of the city park. Approximately 75 men were given part-time
work. All had been unemployed and were found to be desperately in need of
relief."

The citizens of Laramie had attempted to do right by their unemployed
brethren, and maybe spreading $1,152 out over 75 men, an average of a little
over $15 apiece, sounds meager by today's standards, but it was a shot in the
arm. A lunch could be had for a quarter, a loaf of bread for less than a dime, and
monthly rent was $15-$25.

The Laramie scrip plan played out at the very depths of the Depression,
offering small life rafts in a vast sea of despair.

It would take months for the federal New Deal programs to start to turn the
tide. By the end of 1933, unemployment in Wyoming would involve about a fifth of the
population of the state.

The Emergency Bank Act provided for immediate licensing of sound national
banks, and instituted Federal Deposit Insurance. Both boosted depositor confidence, and
encouraged people to return their money that they had squirreled away in mattresses to
banks where it could revitalize the economy.

An important provision of the emergency legislation was for the federal gov-
ernment to pump large amounts of new money into circulation. The idea was to get
money out there, and get it to start moving from hand to hand. Doesn't that sound on a
national scale exactly like what the Laramie Scrip Commission attempted to do locally?

You can make out many of the people and establishments who support-
ed the plan by their initials on the stamps that are pasted in the scrip. The worn
pieces of scrip, with their canceled stamps, are the most desirable items, not the
unused souvenirs, because the wear and tear that they exhibit are their pedigrees
that they actually were used for their intended purpose.

Perhaps the only criticism that can be levied against the plan was that it
was scaled back so greatly from the initial $20,000 proposal. In its reduced
form, it only scratched the surface of the need. But then, everyone was nervous
in those days, and caution was the byword.

No one lost a clime in this venture. The scrip commission redeemed all
of the scrip presented, whether filled with stamps or not. The pieces of Laramie
scrip that survived represent fragments of history that show that the people in
the town cared when the chips for some were really down. Those that survived
were keepsakes of the unimaginably hard times.
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My old Wyoming National Bank Note collecting buddy, and fierce

competitor, Tom Mason (1917-1979) of Cheyenne, had an avid interest in all
things paper, metal and glass from Wyoming. He gathered copies of all the
articles he could find on the Laramie scrip and sent them to me in 1976, soon
after I moved to Laramie, with the request that I write this story. I just discov-
ered the envelop containing his letter and those copies, long buried in an out of
the way file. I was astonished to find that I discovered his envelope one week
before the 75th anniversary of the day that the Laramie Boosters proposed the
scrip issue. As shown in the sources cited, the Boosters proposal appeared in the
Laramie Republican Boomerang, the local newspaper founded by humorist Bill
Nye the previous century.
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