Rationing in WWII


Do you know what “Rationing” is?  Have you ever been affected by Rationing?  If you are 60 years old or less, the chances are very good that you have never been affected by Rationing.


Webster defines “Rationing” as: “The setting of an allowance of provisions or food or other commodities, which restricts the purchase and use of such items within any given period of time”  One pound of coffee per family per month; one auto tire per each 6 months per vehicle owner, are examples of rationing.

Has the United States ever been involved in Rationing by law?  Yes, of course it has.  But Britain was involved in rationing long before we ever got involved in it.

However, many of us ‘old-timers’ who served in the military services during 1940 to 1945, during WWII, were never really affected by rationing, as the military supplied us with most all of the necessities of life, in reasonable amounts as the situation dictated. So, we were never concerned with rationing.  We were not concerned with how the system worked, but those folks at home, were truly affected by such rationing.

In Britain, the civilians were used to rationing long before we were here in the United States.  If British civilians looked ‘dowdy’ and badly dressed, it was not because they did not like chic clothing, nor how to wear them.  All clothing was rationed.  A man was allowed to buy a new suit ‘every two years’, and to buy a shirt every ‘twenty months’! Trousers came without cuffs, pleats or zippers. All commodities that were scarce in the United States, were even scarcer in Britain, where there were shortages that Americans never experienced, like blankets, bottles, drinking glasses, pots and pans, cutlery, soap, newspaper, paper bags, bed sheets, towels, paper clips, needles, carpets, combs and golf balls.  If hairpins, common in those days, were unavailable, pipe cleaners were found and used for this purpose!  Of course, gasoline and heating oil were not to be had, and coal was extremely scarce, and the roads were empty of most all civilian traffic, and houses and office buildings were colder than usual.
Going to the movies, recitals, concerts or other sport functions, the audiences sat bundled up in overcoats, scarves and mittens.  Baby carriages, nursing bottles and nipples almost disappeared, and so did commercial children’s toys.  Paper became much more precious than in timber rich America, and newspapers dwindled to four pages per day, and envelopes and greeting cards were difficult to find.

For the British, almost all normal conveniences, and even some necessities became rarities: fountain pens, chamber pots, wedding rings, all kitchen utensils, cigarettes, tobacco and matches, toothbrushes and razor blades.  Standard wooden pencils came without paint or varnish.  Wood was so scarce, that the manufacture of furniture was severely restricted.

The nightly ‘blackouts’ became even more tedious and dangerous, once flashlights and batteries became unavailable.  To this list of shortages, could be added such a former convenience and necessity as window glass, to replace all of the shattered windows, damaged by the incessant bombing, but which had to be replaced with cardboard, if and when it could be found.  The iron railings and gates around parks disappeared, presumably to provide metal for weapons, vehicles and other military materiel.  Railway station signs were removed, like road signs, for their metal content, and a secondary reason was to confuse the German invaders, if and when they ever did land, in getting around the cities and rural areas.

Added to all of these deprivations, was the total lack of ‘service’ in the stores, and shopping queues were the common thing of the day.  You could spend a whole day waiting in lines, acquiring the most basic items.

Food was much harder to come by than in America, as there was such a limited supply from the limited amount of agricultural land available for growing crops, and maintaining dairy cows, hogs or cattle.  Almost one half of all of the food consumed by the Britons, had to be brought in by ship, mostly from America, and these supply and cargo ships were systematically sunk by the overwhelming number of German U-Boats, plying the Atlantic, and lying in wait for the next convoy to come along.

The British Ministry of Food announced, “Food is a Munition of War, Don’t Waste It!”  Severe rationing began in January 1940, and it did not end in its entirety until 1954, nine years after the beginning of the war!  Virtually everything you liked to eat or drink was available only in miniscule quantities: meat, butter, cheese, eggs, sugar, sweets, fruit, fats, white bread, (the staff of life, we were told), teas, coffee and whiskey!  The most prevalent item was fish, including whale meat, but also an ample supply of potatoes, carrots, parsnips, cabbage and turnips.  Perhaps more than anything that was available in the meat line, was ‘mutton’, a tough tasteless, old male sheep.  Animal ‘offal’ was occasionally offered by the friendly neighborhood butcher, which led to serious cases of gout due to so many livers and ‘lights’ being consumed during the wartime.
Many substitute items were offered in place of the genuine items: carrot marmalade, soya links – in place of sausage, pot pies made with potatoes, carrots, parsnips and turnips, with perhaps a bit of fish stock for flavoring, or by adding a bullion cube to the water that the peas were boiled in, and even thicken it with oatmeal for a variety in flavor. Fried crow, or ‘crow a la Lyonnaise’, or even Starlings were substituted. Dried and ground up acorns were a common substitute for coffee, and if real coffee were ever available, the grounds were dried and used over again – more than once.  Ground up blackberry leaves substituted for tea!  Mashed potatoes were used as filling for lunchtime sandwiches.  The ads read: eat potatoes often, they give you the extra energy you need for your daily duties in wartime, and they guard you against illness.  Cook them often!  Potato pancakes are a delicacy for supper!!
When some of the Britons wished to be hospitable, and entertained an American soldier, they offered them ‘Mock Hamburger” – two thirds potato!  One official’s wife worked for the Food Ministry, writing and preparing recipes, and writing snappy slogans to promote enthusiasm about powdered eggs, which she pointed out were the real whole egg with nothing added, certainly not plaster or wood chips, as rumor had proclaimed, and nothing had been removed except the shell and the water. When a whole egg was found in the market, it was ‘caveat emptor’, (buyer beware), as only too often after getting it home, it was found to be rotten when cracked open, especially those stamped “Canada” – how old could these have been??

One gentleman, when asked by a neighbor to loan him a razor blade, he replied, “I do not have an extra one, I have been using this same blade for the past six weeks myself”!

It was often witnessed to see a fight between several women in a shop selling a few ‘rare’ items, such as sauce pans, buttons, darning wool, shoe laces and many other normally mundane items.

Everyone was short of sox, even though full of holes, underwear that was all stretched out, and outer clothing that was threadbare, shoes with holes in the soles, that were patched up with a cardboard inner liner.

And to add insult to injury, there was nothing cheap – everything came at a high price, except synthetic Gin.

Going into a local Pub left a lot to be desired, with its warm beer, and to sit at a table on which there were gravy dribblings from the previous customer, having to use bent cutlery, dented trays, course white coffee mugs and a sour smell of bad coffee, pungent stew and dirty and sweaty clothes that had not seen any soap or water in months of wear.

With axis control of the Mediterranean for so long, it deprived the Britons of bananas and citrus fruit, and it was the German occupation of Brittany in France, whose onion sellers were deprived of their annual visits to Briton each year, that it made onions a rare luxury, and they even became popular as prizes at raffles and treasure hunts.

In the case of a proud father, who had very luckily been given a Mars Bar by an American soldier, took it home, and carefully sliced it up into small portions, displaying them attractively on a plate for the family’s desert that evening.

The following poem was gleaned from a British newspaper of the time, about and by, Mrs. Milburn, whose son, Alan Jones, was captured near Dunkirk in 1940, and spent the next five years in a German prison camp.

She fantasized:

WHEN

How good ‘twill be in days to come, when Peace is here again,

To live in simple comfort free from worry, stress and strain,

When breakfast is a cheery meal with coffee rich and rare,

And cream a-floating on the top and lashings still to spare.

From “Times or Telegraph” we’re roused, “Please pass the Marmalade”,

To hand a jar of jellied gold – real genuine homemade!

When butter bends before it breaks in winter’s icy grip,

When one may see without surprise the orange and its pip.

When blackout curtains disappear and all may show a light,

When shop assistants may be wrong – the customer be always right.

When milkmen pour out milk in quarts, the butcher brings in the joints,

And no one thinks of ration books or coupons or points.

When work has its allotted hours and there is time for play,

When no one needs to listen to the news but once a day,

When sugar’s sweet and plentiful, and Lord Wooten is a Duke.

But, Oh, with hope and patience we are waiting for a day
When the tank is full of petrol and the dust sheet is stowed away,

The engine’s running smoothly and the M.G. is free to roam,

When Oflag’s gates have opened wide, and Alan Jones is home.

When Allan Jones finally came home in May 1945, Mrs. Milburn’ s grocer helped the family celebrate, by letting her have some oranges!

America’s Homefront During WWII
When the United States entered WWII, it would unite the American people, as it never had before, no matter how they felt before Japan’s unwarranted attack on Pearl Harbor and the United States. It would also be a war that ‘everyone’ got involved in. For the most part all able bodied men and women enlisted in the Armed Forces. For those who were unable to serve in the military, the people of the ‘Homefront’ were asked to ration, sacrifice and perform domestic duties for those who went to work in defense plants.
While American forces were fighting overseas or training at U.S. military camps, families at home were also fully engaged in the war effort, from selling War Bonds, Rationing, Women in the Workplace, Victory Gardens and Salvage Drives. 
War Bonds: Despite increased revenue from taxes needed for the war effort, during WWII the government relied on borrowing from the public through the sale of Government War Bonds and small denomination War Stamps to meet most of the war costs.  The sale of War Bonds and War Stamps from 1942 – 1945, by everyone from children going door-to-door, to movie stars Abbott and Costello and Irene Dunne, helped the country stage a rapid economic recovery after the long post-depression years. Sales of war Bonds and Stamps were set up in booths at schools, in local movie theaters and in front of food stores, wherever the traffic was the heaviest.  Posters and Billboards throughout America promoted Bond drives with slogans like: “Join The Fight”, Back The Invasion”, Help Avenge Pearl Harbor” and “Hasten the Homecoming: Buy Victory Bonds!”

Rationing: ‘Making do with less’ was the rallying cry on the American Homefront.  Following the example of our British cousins, America soon began the rationing of critical goods.  The Office of Price Administration, (OPA), was set up in 1941, to set up the necessary rationing regulations by which we would be governed for the next few years. 
Memories of WWI inflation, as well as the need to avoid shortages caused by hoarding and panic buying, prompted the U.S. Government to adopt rationing.  This was seen as the best way to ensure adequate supplies to meet the needs of all civilians.  Rationing was first instituted for sugar in May 1942.  Coffee was next on the list beginning on November 29th, 1942, with an allowance of one pound for a 5 week period; shoes were next put on the list of rationed items in February 1943.  During the last three years of WWII, Americans needed ration stamps to purchase products such as cheese, meat, canned goods, sugar, butter, shoes and gasoline.  A typical allocation of sugar was 12 ounces per individual per week.  Auto validation stamps permitted three (3) gallons of gasoline per week.  One pair of shoes a year was the norm between February 1943 and October 1945.  The Office of Price Administration fixed prices and rationed scarce commodities according to the supply and demand.
In order to purchase food, a point system was set up.  Once again, conserving played a major role.  While some foods were easy to come by, others like meat and sugar were much more difficult.  The makers of Crisco and Spry, two of the leading cooking fats of the time, along with other shortenings or natural lard products, came up with recipes that made a satisfying meal, yet saved on ration points. Another suggested way to save on points was to serve soups, pasta and even breakfast cereal for dinner!

Not All Food Was Rationed. The main unrationed food items were: eggs, fresh fruit and vegetables, dried and dehydrated fruits, (prunes, raisins, apples etc,) fresh fish and shell fish of all varieties ,bread and grain cereals, and other grain products such as spaghetti, macaroni and noodles, poultry and game, jams, preserves and jellies, mayonnaise and salad dressing and perishable cheeses. This is not a complete list!

For Gasoline and Tire rationing, there were coupons in the ration book entitling its owner to buy a specific number of gallons of gasoline.  Once all of the coupons were used, no more gasoline could be purchased until the beginning of the next designated period. If it were not all consumed, it could be accumulated until they had sufficient to go on a trip or vacation! The gasoline allotted was supposed to be used strictly for ‘essential’ purposes. The number of gallons allowed usually was based on the actual miles traveled between home and the place of employment during a specific rationing period.  Tires were rationed too, and any tire in any condition became a valuable possession.  Flat tires were once again the expected rather than the unusual occurrence. They were repaired and repaired. With inner tubes, there were patches on top of patches!
Many car owners found that the rewards of owning an automobile were just not worth dealing with all of the difficulties.  Some placed their cars in long term storage and kept them there until the end of the war.  Many sold their cars, as prices on used cars skyrocketed during the war years.  No new models of cars came out from 1942 until 1946, as all of the auto industry had been converted to military production. Consequently, every car of any make or model had a greatly inflated value.  At first people sold their cars to the highest bidders and there were tales of fantastic prices paid.  Before too long, the OPA stepped in and placed a ceiling price on every model and type of car, and this was the maximum price allowed under the law.

“Black marketing” became quite prevalent, and for those people who wanted more than his/her share, this was the alternative to rationing, but unfortunately for them, it was quite illegal to do so, and was punishable by law. 

 With the military getting its first claim on all products such as steel, aluminum, coal, wood, rubber, gasoline, cigarettes and foods such as coffee, sugar and meats, American families began feeling the pinch. Within a short period of time, Ration Books had been issued to every family member in the country.   For those who disobeyed the rationing rules, punishment was strict.  Punishments ranging from as high as 10 years imprisonment or $10,000 fine, or both, were imposed under the U.S. Statutes for any violations arising from infractions of the Rationing Orders & Regulations. Thus, with Rationing, came a thriving ‘black market’ for the scarcer products.

Women at Work: During the war years as men marched off to battle, Women on the Homefront marched into factories and into the fields and they made tremendous contributions to the war effort in great numbers – more than 6 million of them. Women from all across America, went to work in all types of war related industries, helping to ensure America’s war victory.  The image of one such fictional woman at work, became famous all over the country, even inspiring a song, “Rosie The Riveter”, and this became a poster symbol for all American women who gave up their cozy home lives to work in shipyards, steel mills, foundries, lumber mills, warehouses, offices, hospitals, agricultural fields and day care centers.
Victory Gardens: As certain food products became scarcer, Americans turned their attention to ‘growing their own’.  Government campaigns encouraged all citizens to plant and grow their own vegetables in “Victory Gardens”, and posters were all over proclaiming “Dig for Victory” and “Plant for Peace”.  There were competitions for the “Best Victory Garden” in every town and village, and there were many published recipes in all local newspapers promoting these home grown products.  At one point during the war years, America’s Victory Gardens produced nearly one half of all U.S. vegetables consumed.  Even in the City of Boston, plots of land on the Boston Common were allocated to eligible citizens to plow up and plant a Victory Garden!
Salvage Drives: During the war years, Americans got their first taste of recycling.  To aid the war effort, they were encouraged to salvage their tin cans, bottles, odd bits of rubber, waste paper, nylon and silk, (to make parachutes), scrap metal of any type, and even fats and cooking oils left over from cooking, with which to make explosives.  Scrap metal drives were held all over the country, and even the farmers were encouraged by the John Deere Company to “Sink a Sub From Your Farm”: Bring in Your Scrap.  Clothing was collected to make rags for cleaning machinery, and cleaning the decks of our navy ships.  Many other classes of material were collected for various ultimate uses, all to help in the war effort.

For the older generation, all of this was not unexpected, nor was it a great hardship, as they had just a few years before come out of the Great Depression, during which time, although there was no rationing, money was scarce, so therefore supplies, food and most all of the basic necessities were very difficult to obtain. For the younger generation, this tightening of the belt was new, and in most cases created a great deal of suffering and hardship.  They did not know how to cope without many things. But, they learned.
Save & Sacrifice: A large part of the war propaganda effort, demanded sacrifice in terms of daily activities – saving left over waste fats for use in explosives, saving tin cans for metal to be recycled into military materiel, eating left-overs, recycling paper, growing vegetables and canning them for later home use, saving gasoline by driving cars slower and less often. The national speed limit was lowered to 35 mph!! Appeals directly to women became a major element in poster propaganda, from asking women to enlist in the armed forces, to encouraging housewives to conserve all home resources. The government fought price fixing and black marketing with rationing.  All Americans needed to share in the burdens of shortages equally.  Not to share in sacrifices for Victory was an unpatriotic act, and often was reported.
Every Citizen was a Soldier: The mobilization of American industry during World War II was an achievement without precedent in magnitude, complexity and duration.  This achievement is in part attributed to the federal government’s intensive program to marshal the contributions of people of all ages and from all walks of life.  Most all Americans were willing to give up many luxuries and devote much of their spare time to the war effort to achieve Victory.

Thus, the Allied troops were victorious in World War II.  It was also a Victory every American man, woman and child could share, because they knew exactly what had to be done… and they did it!!
Following are a few examples of rationing during World War II – if available at all:
Roast Loin of Pork Dinner

    .45 cents

Turkey Dinner


$1.00  (Included a cocktail!)
Potatoes



    . 65 cents per Bushel

Cabbage



   .01 cents per pound

Bread




   .05 cents per loaf

Apples




   .59 cents per bushel

Veal Chops



   .17 cents per pound

Hamburg



   .25 cents for 2 pounds

Mackerel



   .25 cents for 2 pounds

   


Pot Roast Beef


   .14 cents per pound

Butter



       
   .34 cents per pound

Pork Roast



   .12 cents per pound

Donuts



   .12 cents per dozen

Oysters



   .29 cents per pint
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