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IN WHAT APPEARS TO BE A RELATIVELY SHORT TIME SPAN OF TWO
years (1861-1862), the Johnson House of Huntsville, AL changed the
designs of its scrip four times.1 These changes were not trivial in nature and
represented significant visual differences among the notes.  This article

explores these notes and seeks to offer explanations as to why the Johnson House
found it necessary to create so many versions of its “change notes.”  Before we get
to the notes themselves, let’s examine the nature of the Johnson House and its
proprietor, Mr. Alex Johnson.

The Johnson House

The Johnson House was a hotel  and boarding house located in
Huntsville, AL.  While there do not appear to be any surviving photographs of
the Johnson House, there is an interesting rendition that appeared on the cover
of a book on Huntsville’s history.  This book, as well as the cover art, is by
author Sarah Huff Fisk, and the cover portrays a scene from a Huntsville street in

the 1880s.2 Prominent in this scene is the
Johnson House which is depicted as a two-
story building with an external stairway
leading to the second floor.  If this is not an
accurate depiction of the Johnson House, it
seems to be a reasonable depiction consider-
ing the size and design.  The two entrances
on the ground floor suggest that they could
have served as small retail establishments.
This representation was likely influenced by
information the author received from a
prominent “restoration architect” while
working on an earlier book on Huntsville in
the 1820s.3 It seems likely that her pen-
chant for authentic detail would have car-
ried over into this later book.

The City Directory of Huntsville
shows that the Johnson House was located
on Washington between Randolph and
Clinton.4 Washington Street, which ran in
a north-south direction, was an important
commercial street and the Johnson House
was located just one block from the public
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square.  Fisk, in narrating a dialog between a two individuals considering the pur-
chase of the Johnson House in 1881 states “The Johnson House is in a prime loca-
tion.”5 The City Directory also notes that Alex Johnson, proprietor of the Johnson
House, resided on Washington Street, between Clinton and Holmes which was just
one block north of his establishment.

Alex Johnson, Proprietor

Census records for 1850 show that the Johnson household contained four
non-family residents (borders?) while the 1860 Census shows that there were six
non-family members in the household.6 These numbers would be consistent with
the size of the hotel depicted by Fisk.    It is interesting that the City Directory of
Huntsville, printed in 1859, shows Alex Johnson residing at a location other than
the Johnson House, while the Census records non-family members in his house-
hold.   Presumably these individuals resided in the Johnson House, not at his resi-
dence. 

Since Johnson did not live at the Johnson House it is likely that the ground
floor, depicted with two entrances, contained a kitchen and dining room for the
residents and perhaps a small office.  The space may have also held at least one
small retail store.  Meals were probably offered for residents and non-residents as
well.  Residents would have most likely resided upstairs at the Johnson House and
they came and went via the external stairway.

Alex Johnson, the proprietor of the Johnson House, was born in Kentucky
in 1812, but at some point prior to 1844 had relocated to Alabama.  From the 1850
U.S. Census records, we know that Mr. Johnson was married to a Sarah Johnson
who was born in Alabama in about 1823. The Census records also reveal that they
had three children at that time, all of whom had been born in Alabama.  The oldest
child, a boy named Lewis H., was 7 years of age in 1850 suggesting, but certainly
does not prove, that the marriage of Alex and Sarah would have occurred in
Alabama in 1842 or 1843.  The other children, Phoebe H. (born about 1845) and
Mary W. (born in 1847). The use of “H” in the middle names of two of children
suggests that Sarah Johnson’s maiden name began with an “H.” The 1880 Census
reveals that the “H” most likely stood for “Holding”.7

According to the 1850 Census, Mr. Johnson’s occupation was listed as
“merchandise clerk.”  However, listed in his “household” with his wife and their
three children were six additional individuals, all with different surnames.  The
occupations of these “residents” included those of carpenter (2), cabinet maker (1)
and tailor (2), with one resident having no occupation listed.   These individuals
came from Bohemia, France, England, Pennsylvania and North Carolina, reflecting
the fact that in 1850 Huntsville was a rapidly growing community and attracted
individuals seeking their fame and fortune in Alabama.  It would appear from this
list of residents in the Johnson household that Mr. Johnson was not only a “mer-
chandise clerk,” but was also the proprietor of a hotel or boarding house in 1850!
It is quite possible that Mr. Johnson ran a small merchandise store on the ground
floor of what was the “Johnson House.”

Ten years later, the 1860 Census reveals that the Johnson’s had added a
fourth child to the family (William H., who was just one month old at the time of
the Census). There were four other individuals listed in the household and Mr.
Johnson’s occupation was now listed as “landlord.”  The Census records suggest
that Mr. Johnson entered into the boarding house/hotel business as early as 1850,
possibly as a side-line to being a merchandise clerk, but by 1860 this business had
become his primary occupation.

The fortunes of Alex Johnson, like many other entrepreneurs of the time,
must have taken a turn for the worse during the Civil War for by 1870 at the age of
58 he was listed, along with 21 others, as a resident in the household of Joseph
Steele.8 Joseph Steele’s “occupation” was listed as “City Council,” although hav-
ing 22 non-family members in his “household” clearly suggests that he was also
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engaged in running a large boarding house or hotel.  The large number of resi-
dents at first suggests that this is not the Johnson House, but Fisk notes that in
1881 the Johnson House consisted of three parts, with both frame and brick
construction.9 If that new construction occurred during “Reconstruction” it
certainly seems possible that an enlarged Johnson House could accommodate 22
guests.  Indeed Fisk reports in her book that there was space for 18 borders at
the Johnson House.10

There was no information provided on the occupation of Alex Johnson
in 1870, nor was there a spouse or children listed for Johnson suggesting that
the family had separated during the war years.   However, by 1880 Alex Johnson
is shown living in the household of “Holding Johnson” age 20, whose occupa-
tion was listed as farmer.  This “Holding Johnson” is most likely William H.
Johnson, the son of Alex and Sarah Johnson who was born in 1860.  Also
included in the Holding household was a Phoebe H. Flinn, age 35.  This is most
likely the “Phoebe H” who is listed in Alex Johnson’s family in 1860 and who
was born in 1845 or 1846.  The presence of these “children” confirms that in
fact this is Alex Johnson of the Johnson House, although the Census records
report his birth year as “about 1815,” not 1812.  A “Sallie Johnson” who is 59,
is also listed as Holding Johnson’s mother, and would apparently be “Sarah”
Johnson, Alex’s wife.  While the 1880 Census suggest she was born in 1821
rather than 1823 noted earlier, it is not unusual for these kind of differences to
exist in Census records.  The 1890 Census records were destroyed by a fire and
no further information on Alex Johnson or his family has been located.

Given references to the Johnson House by Fisk in her historical novel,
the Johnson House was still in existence in the early 1880s.   Indeed, it is likely
that many of the buildings in Huntsville were spared from destruction since
they were probably being used by Union troops during occupation.11 It is not
clear, however, who owned and operated the Johnson House after the war. 

The Scrip Notes of the Johnson House

There were at least four different notes issued by the Johnson House.
Two notes contain a full date (February 15, 1862, and September 1, 1862), one
contains a partially-printed date (1862) and one has no date. 12 All major
designs are listed, although two of notes shown represent unlisted denomina-
tions.  The earliest printed date (February 15, 1862) contains a portrait of
Jefferson Davis in the center, with a mule, wagon, and bales of cotton on the
sides.  

This note states that it was “redeemable in currency” when presented in
sums of one dollar or greater, but they do not state what currency would be
offered.   The note is nicely engraved and printed by the firm Hutton & Freligh
of Memphis, Tennessee.  Rosene notes that this issue exists in 5-cent, 25-cent
and 50-cent denominations as well (R130-4, 5 and 6).  

R130-Unl.  Denomination is unlisted
in Rosene. (Courtesy of Heritage
Auctions)
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The next note to contain a fully printed date shows September
1, 1862, and is a completely different design from anything previously issued.
It is significant to notice that the portrait of Jefferson Davis does not appear on
the note, nor are there any references to Confederate currency.

A possible explanation for this issue stems the fact that Huntsville first
fell to the Federal Troops on April 11, 1862.13 While they were forced to
retreat later in 1862,  they remained in the area returning again in the fall of
1863 and remaining for the duration of the war.  As part of the occupation,
Marshall Law was declared and:

“All business was regulated and supervised at their sweet
will: all stores and supplies were in their hands and at their mercy.
…Even the necessaries of life could be purchased only for cash with
federal currency.  The brutality of this  last measure – whereby only
federal currency was recognized as a medium of exchange – can scar-
cly be imagined, so broad and disastrous was its effect. ...This mea-
sure served to make all things practically prohibitive to those loyal
to the South.  The people had no federal currency and little enough
Confederate currency.”14

It seems curious that in the midst of this back-and-forth occupation of
Huntsville, the Johnson House would defiantly issue merchant scrip, but the
lack of any reference to the Confederacy suggests some kind of signal to the
potential occupiers!  It is noteworthy that this note is a remainder and may in
fact have never been released for circulation by the Johnson House.
Nonetheless, it represents the second major type of their scrip in 4½ months!

The third issue with a partially printed date is listed in Rosene as R130-
1 and has sufficent space to hand-write the day and month.  This 5-cent note is
considerably different in design and utilizes a vignette of food items arranged in

R130-Unl.  A 50-cent note of
this design is shown in Rosene
as 130-7.  (Courtesy of Heritage
Auctions)

R130-1.  Date estimated to be
November 1862.  (Courtesy of
Heritage Auctions)
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a circle.  This vignette also appears on the scrip of A. S. Hyder, Princeton, AL
(Rosene R282-1).   Princeton, AL is located about 20 miles north east of
Huntsville and eight miles south of the Tennessee state line.  A number of differ-
ent designs similar to this circle of food existed among other Huntsville mer-
chants including a circle of boots and shoes (James Hickman, R127-1) and a
slightly different circle of food items (J. M. and T. I. Humphrey , R128-1).  Hyder
(Princeton) notes also included vignettes showing a circle of merchandise items
(R282-1), a circle of “upside down furniture” (R282-4), and a circle of “arms” or
rifles and pistols (R282-12).   The Venables’ Hotel in Huntsville (R131-1) also
used this vignette with “upside down furniture.” Although there is no indication
as to who printed these notes, it seems highly likely that it was a firm located in
Huntsville.

This note states that it is “Redeemable in Current Bank or Confederae
Notes when the sum of One Dollar is presented.”  This reference to Confederate
Notes suggests that this note predates the September 1 issue which lacks any refer-
ence to the Confederacy.  It seems unlikely that it predates the February 15th
issue with the image of Jefferson Davis since that would only allow about a month
and half for use of the notes!   Since the February 15th issues included the 5- and
10-cent denomnations it does not appear that this issue was needed for small
change. 

We can gain some insight into the likely date of this issue by examining
other issues similar in design.  The Huntsville notes of James Hickman (R127-1)
and J. M.and T. I.  Humphrey (R128-1) which carry similar vignettes to the
Johnson House note contain printed dates and both are November 1, 1862.  Both
of these notes make reference to Confederate notes.  This suggests that the
Johnson House note was most likely issued in late 1862 during a period when the
Federal troops were not occupying Huntsville.

The final note of the Johnson House is a bit of a puzzel.  It does not con-
tain any reference to a date nor to the Confederacy.  Heritage Auctions, in their
description of this note in a January 2010 auction, noted that: “This rare note
represents a very primitive effort by this issuer, who "graduated" with several
more professionally prepared later issues.”15 This statement suggests that this
note must have been issued prior to the notes issued in February 1862.  Since only
1.6 percent of all obsolete notes that have been identified for Alabama were issued
in the 1850s, it seems most likely that this note was issued either in 1860 or
1861.16 The lack of any reference to the Confederate states on the note may sug-
gest it was issued in 1860 since Alabama seceded from the Union on January 11,
1861 and the Confederate States of America was created on February 8, 1861.   If
this note was issued after January 1861, it probably would have mentioned either
Confederate currency or the Confederate States.    The lack of such reference sug-
gests the note was issued sometime between 1850 and 1860.  The use of an image
of a “sting ray” on the note only adds to the mystery surrounding this note.                  

R130-3.  Johnson House.  No date.   
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The second copy of this primative note auctioned by Heritage Auctions
in January of 2010 shows a significantly different signature of Alex Johnson
when compared to one shown on page 422.  This suggests that these notes may
have been all hand signed by Johnson and produced in a very limited quantity.

Sequencing Recap

The “primative” note was likely the first to be issued by the Johnson
House, perhaps as early as 1850 but not likely after 1860.  It seems likely that it
was printed in Huntsville, perhaps even by Alex Johnson himself reflecting the
lack of any significant resources.  The next notes to be issued were the ones with
the image of Jefferson Davis (February 1862 and September 1862).  The
Johnson House apparenlty had secured sufficient resources by this time to afford
to pay for engraving of these notes by a printer in Memphis, Tennessee. The
September issue was not likely released into circulation due to Federal occupta-
tion since only a remainder has been located.  

The final note to be issued by the Johnson House was probably issued
in November 1862 apparently after the Federal troops had withdrawn from the
area.  It is possible that all of the notes with the images of Jefferson Davis were
confiscated by the Union troops during the April occupation and it would have
been much easier and cheaper to replace them with notes printed locally rather
than trying to have new ones shipped from Memphis.
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