
 

Circulating in Traverse City 

It was a century ago this year that 
two brothers, John Newton and Loren 
Greeno Gatch, built a summer cottage on the 
shore of South Lake Leelanau, a body of 
water on the Leelanau Peninsula just 
northwest of Traverse City, Michigan. Since 
then, generations of Gatches have summered 
at that cottage which, despite the installation 
of an electric range alongside the original 
wood-burning stove, probably hasn’t 
changed much since my grandfather and 
great-uncle first brought their families there. 
My latest visit this August not only reunited 
me with my sisters, but also gave me the 
opportunity finally to research a bit of local 
currency lore: the Traverse City scrip of 
1933. 

During the Great Depression, local 
governments and private groups across the 
state of Michigan were quite active in 
issuing diverse emergency monies, ranging 
from Detroit’s handsome municipal notes to 
the stamped “Trade Scrip” put out by small 
towns like Cadillac, Howell, and South 
Haven. For its part, Traverse City got into 
the scrip business in late February 1933. The 
broader context was Michigan’s banking 
crisis, which threatened the entire nation’s 
financial structure. Detroit’s banking woes 
reverberated throughout the state, leading 
Governor William A. Comstock to declare a 
state bank “holiday” on February 14, 
preventing mass withdrawals from panicked 
depositors. Business took a hit in Traverse 
City. With their reserve deposits frozen in 
Detroit, its own two institutions—the First 
Peoples and Traverse City State Banks—
limited withdrawals to five percent of 
deposits. While municipal employees could 

cash their paychecks with the City 
Treasurer’s office, teachers received only 
one-third of their pay through the banks. 

Traverse City’s scrip plan emerged 
in this environment as a device for boosting 
trade. On February 24, a Chamber of 
Commerce committee led by William Hardy 
met to discuss issuing self-liquidating scrip 
to hire the unemployed and otherwise 
stimulate business. The local newspaper 
highlighted scrip schemes operating in other 
locales, giving a particularly favorable 
review of Howell’s “Trade Dollar”. By 
Saturday, March 4, the date of Roosevelt’s 
inauguration the Chamber had reached out 
to the City Commission with the idea of a 
joint public-private plan. Hardy and Arnell 
Engstrom of the Chamber formed a “control 
committee” together with Commissioner 
Con Foster, who was responsible for public 
works. A debate ensued as to whether the 
scrip should be stamped per transaction or 
per period of time. By the following 
Wednesday a plan was finalized for $2000 
in Traverse City scrip in $1 and 50ȼ 
denominations, each note requiring the 
affixing of a 2ȼ (1ȼ) stamp for each 
transaction, with the proviso that any scrip 
note unused for at least one week would 
require an additional stamp before it could 
be spent. While private businesses 
sponsored and promoted the scrip, the city 
government would decide how to initially 
spend it, and the Treasurer’s office would 
collect the stamp revenues and otherwise 
serve as the agency of redemption. Printed 
by Ebner Brothers, a local outfit, the green 
and red scrip notes sported a cameo portrait 
of the new President. 

Initially, at least, the scrip seemed a 
success. By mid-March, the first work crews 
cleaned up the bed of Boardman River in 
downtown Traverse City, before turning to 
spruce up nearby Clinch Park. Some one 
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hundred businesses endorsed the new 
currency in the local newspaper. For its part, 
the city accepted scrip in payment for some 
fees, and even considered paying public 
employees partly with it.  Meanwhile, state 
and national officials endeavored to thaw 
frozen bank deposits. Responding 
particularly to Detroit’s finances, Governor 
Comstock and the state legislature also 
worked to grant municipalities across the 
state legal authority to issue scrip against 
future tax receipts.  

By month’s end, the first supply of 
scrip was paid out, and the City 
Commissioners voted to support a second 
$2000 issue. Complaints soon multiplied, 
however, about people’s unwillingness to 
affix the necessary stamps, the purchase of 
which was meant to create the scrip’s 
redemption fund. By May 11, the newspaper 
announced that the scrip was “seriously 

threatened by unethical practices” whereby 
buyers and sellers colluded to avoid 
purchasing and affixing the stamps. “If these 
practices keep up”, the newspaper warned, 
“the scrip will go on until it is worn out 
without maturing.” 

After that negative report, Traverse 
City scrip disappears from the newspaper as 
well as from City Commissioner meeting 
minutes. Without any official closure to the 
experiment, it appears that scrip use simply 
petered out without any organized attempt at 
its redemption. This was not an uncommon 
experience elsewhere in the United States, 
and reflected the basic nuisance of stamping 
each scrip note during its circulation. Unlike 
many municipalities downstate, Traverse 
City never resorted to tax anticipation 
issues, and its abortive experiment with 
stamp scrip represents its sole contribution 
to the local money of the Great Depression. 

Scrip images from Rod Charlton’s website www.depressionscrip.com 
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