
Chattanooga Depression Scrip 
by Dennis Schafluetzel 

Depression Scrip Overview 
Depression scrip is an unofficial currency, paper money, or note issued during the depression or 

recession by municipal governments, retail stores, banks or bank clearing houses to provide a circulating 
medium to transact business when official currency was in short supply. It has been issued extensively 
throughout the world. 

As early as February 1933 depression scrip was issued by U. S. banks in states that declared a 
“Banking Holiday” that prevented depositors drawing cash out of their accounts.  Nearly every major 
city and state in the U. S. used local depression scrip in 1933 when U. S. President Franklin Roosevelt 
declared a "banking holiday" the first week he was in office. 

The four major national banks and a large grocery store in Chattanooga, TN issued depression 
scrip that circulated during the brief period the banks were “on holiday”. Advertisements and articles in 
the local newspaper indicated employees were paid wages in the scrip and merchants accepted it for 
purchases.  

Background - Stock Market Crash of 1929 
From the early 1920s to the end of 1928 economic activity had doubled, even tripled, and yearly 

outstripped all but the rosiest predictions. Combinations, investment trusts, stock and bond issues and 
land syndicates proliferated. As early as March of 1929, there were signs the economy was headed for 
trouble. Industrial production and real estate sales were declining. Earnings on stocks were significantly 
less than interest on brokers' loans. The shock came on Thursday, October 24, 1929 when a wave of sell 
orders hit the New York Stock Exchange. Stock prices plunged as panicky speculators dumped millions 
of shares, many of which were bought on margin. The impact on the country was not immediate except 
in the real estate market where prices declined as speculators attempted to liquidate their holdings to 
pay for their loans on stock and/or real estate. 

Background - Weak Banks Fail 
As defaults on the loans increased, the banks found the collateral that backed the loans had less 

value than the outstanding loan balance. Caught in the squeeze, banks were forced to dip into cash 
reserves. Many banks like the 1st National Bank of Chattanooga also sold real estate participation 
certificates that that paid interest. As real estate lost value the bank had to use additional reserves to pay 
the interest on the certificates. As cash reserves decreased, rumors begin to circulate that the bank 
did not have enough money to cover the deposits of their customers. As rumors spread, more and 
more customers demanded their money, creating a run on the bank. The bank either failed or merged 
with another stronger bank. 

Banks fail across the U.S. 
In early February 1933 the Louisiana governor closed the banks in the state and declared a 

"banking holiday" to stop heavy withdrawals that were about to bankrupt may state banks. Before the 
end of February, Michigan, Indiana, Maryland Arkansas, Kentucky, Ohio California, 
Pennsylvania, Minnesota, Indiana and Oklahoma governors had either declared a "banking 
holiday" or frozen withdrawals. By March 1st 5,504 banks in 31 states were on holiday. On March 
4th, New York banks, the largest in the country, declared a "banking holiday". This was the last 
day of President Hoover presidency. He said, "We are at the end of our string. There is nothing more 
we can do." 
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Roosevelt suspends gold payments, declares national "bank holiday  
On the second day in office, Sunday March 5, 1933, President Roosevelt proclaimed a 

national "banking holiday," suspended payments in gold and silver, authorized clearing house 
certificates to provide a medium of exchange during the banking holiday and ordered bankers to turn 
in names of gold hoarders for prosecution.  

Congress enacted legislation supporting Roosevelt's proclamation by Friday March 9th. The 
legislation banned gold ownership by US citizens, and expanded the money supply by printing and 
issuing Federal Reserve Bank Notes. The new banknotes were delivered to the Federal Reserve on 
Monday March 13th.  The legislation also provided loans from the Federal Reserve to member banks that 
had been audited and certified as sound. Banks began to open on the March 14th, ten days after 
Roosevelt was office. 

Chattanooga Bank Depression Scrip 
The front and back of the depression scrip from the four Chattanooga banks is similar. The scrip 

was issued for six months from the issue date, March 10, 1933. The $1 issued by all four banks is 
printed with a black scalloped border with the value 1 at each corner; the center is yellow with the Bank 
name at the top with red serial numbers.  

Most Chattanooga depression 
scrip was canceled when it was 
redeemed. The holes punched in the note 
above read PD 87-36 4 29 33. 87-36 is 
the Hamilton NB bank number. 4-29-33 
is the date canceled. However a few un-
redeemed notes are known without 
punch canceling. All known Chattanooga 
National Bank scrip is un-canceled. 

     Hamilton National Bank Scrip is signed by 
       B. M. Preston, Vice President. 

    Chattanooga National Bank Scrip is signed by 
   W. H. DeWitt, cashier. 
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The $5 issued by all four banks 
is printed with a blue scallop border 
with the value 5 at each corner; the 
center is yellow with the Bank name at 
the top with red serial numbers.  

The St. Elmo Bank scrip is signed by J. R. 
Huffop or another bank officer. 

The $10 issued by all four banks 
is printed with a green scalloped border 
with the value 10 at each corner; the 
center is yellow with the Bank name at 
the top with red serial numbers.  

The American Trust & Banking Co. was signed  
by the Vice President and Cashier, Bradley Currey. 

The backs of all the depression scrip from the four Chattanooga banks are identical. The banks 
lithographed the scrip at the same Nashville printer. The back of all denominations are printed in green 
with the value outlined over a large value in the center of the scrip. 

Issuer No. $1 No. $5 No. $10 
Hamilton NB 13 8 9 
St. Elmo Bank & Trust 3 3 4 
Chattanooga NB 5 0 0
American Trust & Banking Co. 1 1 1 

All of the Chattanooga bank depression is rare to scarce. Only 0 to 13 serial numbers 
have been seen/recorded for each denomination from each bank. However, the price is not high. 
Recently a set ($1, $5 & $10) of the Hamilton National Bank scrip sold for $200. 
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Companies Issue Depression Scrip 
The Chattanooga H. G. Hills grocery store issued one dollar depression scrip in 1933 that was 

good in Tennessee, Kentucky, Alabama or Georgia. It has a printed signature of the general manager 
and was signed by the clerk who issued it and was printed on dull black/pink safety paper. (Uni-face 185 
x 78 mm) 

The H. G. Hills depression 
scrip is scarce. I have only seen two 
although the "Standard Catalog of 
Depression Scrip of the US in the 
1930s including Canada and Mexico" 
gives it a value about the same as the 
Hamilton NB depression scrip. All the 
H. G. Hills scrip I have seen 
are marked "specimen." 
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