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      To Herbie. 

    

  

    

      

        

          

            

          


          

            

              

              The babysitting recession

            


          


        


      


      

        ‘Since we decided a few weeks ago to adopt leaves as legal tender, we have of course all become immensely rich… But, we have also run into a small inflation problem on account of the high level of leaf availability. Which means that I gather the current going rate has something like three major deciduous forests buying one ship’s peanut. So, um, in order to obviate this problem and effectively revalue the leaf, we are about to embark on an extensive defoliation campaign, and um, burn down all the forests.’ 


        

          

            Douglas Adams, 

            

              The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

            

          

        


      


      The inspirational tale I have to tell concerns a recession that began in the early 1970s, and was entirely created on Capitol Hill, the heart of American government. 


       


      
Why am I not surprised?


      I’d probably better be clear about this: it wasn’t an ordinary recession in the US economy; it was a recession in a babysitting circle called the Capitol Hill Babysitting Cooperative. The co-op was a group of parents who would babysit for each other, and most of them were members of the congressional staff who worked in or near the US Capitol – hence the co-op’s name. With almost two hundred families in the circle, working out who was owed an evening of sitting, and who was owing, would have been a tricky book-keeping problem. Instead, a quasi-currency or ‘scrip’ was used. Families who joined the co-op were issued with forty pieces of scrip – effectively, these were like banknotes, each worth half an hour of babysitting, or fifteen minutes at specified peak times. Families exchanged these pieces of scrip with each other in return for babysitting services. If they left the co-op, they had to pay all their scrip back to the organising committee. 
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