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ABSTRACT


This paper focuses on the effects of the Second World War on agricultural production in Eau Claire County, Wisconsin.  The American citizens’ support in rationing scarce goods, buying war bonds, growing victory gardens, and countless other initiatives became vital to the allied success. It could be argued, however, that the most important home front activity was agricultural production.  This paper explores the variables that made Eau Claire County agricultural production different from the rest of the nation.  
Introduction

On the inside of War Rations Book No. 2 are the words, “This is your Government’s guarantee of your fair share of goods made scarce by war.”  This statement highlights the sacrifices that were necessary in order for the United States and their fellow allied powers to succeed in their goal of unconditional surrender of the Axis powers, which consisted of Nazi Germany, Japan, and Italy.  The American citizens’ support in rationing scarce goods, buying war bonds, growing victory gardens, and countless other initiatives became vital to the allied success. It could be argued, however, that the most important home front activity was agricultural production.
 

The Russians loss to the Germans and the Germans loss to the Allies in World War I forced both countries to concede territory and national prestige that they could be expected to attempt to regain when the opportunity offered.  England and France, the two European powers depended on to maintain the post World War I status quo, both were immensely depleted militarily and unable to bear the burden of policing Europe.  Nazi Germany was able to take advantage of the tentativeness of France and England and rebuild into a military power. On September 1, 1939, the German Army, led by Nazi leader, Adolf Hitler, invaded Poland while the Russians attacked from the East.  Europe during this time period was entangled with treaties and pacts between countries stating that if one country was attacked, they could count on support from another country, Thus as a result of the German-Russian invasion of Poland, virtually all of Europe was thrust into war.
 
The United States maintained an official stance of neutrality throughout the opening years of the war as they watched France fall to the Nazis and Britain teeter on the verge of collapse.  Japan was also creating a substantial territorial empire in Southeast Asia by employing military force.  The United States maintained neutrality, but in 1940 the first peacetime draft in the history of the United States conscripted thousands of young men into military service.  The U.S. may have been militarily neutral, but they were not oblivious to the threat of the axis powers.  On December 7, 1941 the threat of the axis powers was realized when the Japanese used a surprise attack at the U.S. Naval base at Pearl Harbor.  The United States was now at war.
                              

World War II is the focus of many books and articles since the war ended in 1945.  The majority of these books focus on the military spectrum of the war.  The home front during the war years is also a well-documented topic from the World War II time period.  Many authors write about the home front in terms of war industries, especially “Rosie the Riveter,” and the changing complexity of gender roles brought on by the war.  

The effect of the war on agricultural production is a topic that is largely passed over historically.  A small selection of books focus on the topic including Amy Bentley’s book, Eating For Victory, Stephanie A. Carpenter’s On the Farm Front: The Women’s Land Army in World War II and Walter Wilcox’s book, The Farmer During the Second World War.  These books have a nationwide agricultural focus and regional variants are not discussed in adequate detail.   There is also a plethora of articles written that describe certain aspects of farming during the world war II time-frame, but these too have a nationwide focus. This paper will attempt to explain the effects of the Second World War on agriculture by using a narrow concentration focusing on Eau Claire County. 

Every locale within the country has its own variations that made World War II a unique experience.  This paper will concentrate on the unique variations of the agricultural producers of Eau Claire County during the war and explain the conditions that made Eau Claire County a different experience than any place else on the United States home front.      

During the war, European agricultural production incurred disruption on a catastrophic scale.  Large tracts of fertile land were in Nazi Germany control.  It would be left to the United States to supply the free world with enough agricultural produce to feed the military forces to victory as well as sustain the civilian population.  Wisconsin, declared as America’s dairy land since 1940, would bear a large part of the burden to increase agricultural production to meet these enormous wartime demands.  Eau Claire County, along with the 72 other counties found in Wisconsin, would now be expected to increase agricultural production. 

Eau Claire County was different than many other Wisconsin counties because of its dual role as both an agricultural and industrial county. It became home to both “Rosie the Riveter” and the industrious farmer.  The majority of the industrial capability was found in the city of Eau Claire.  The Gillette Tire Company, Pressure Cooker (Presto), and Western Electric Company were among the leading industrial corporations.  The labor competition between the industrial and agricultural sectors would fluctuate throughout the war.  The agricultural labor force became depleted by men and women joining the military, seeking industrial jobs in the city of Eau Claire, or taking the opportunity to seek work elsewhere around the country.  Through technological advances, war deferments, rationing breaks, and sacrifice; Eau Claire County farmers were able to preserve and increase their agricultural production and help aid to the war effort at home and abroad.  This paper will also seek to explain how the war benefited the farmers in terms of increased prices for their goods and increased value to their lands. 

A Brief Historical Background of Eau Claire County.

Eau Claire County came into existence as a result of legislative action in 1856 and being carved out of the larger Chippewa County. The county is located in west-central Wisconsin and is comprised of 638 square miles.  The largest city and county seat is Eau Claire, located in the northwestern corner of the county.                                
FIGURE 1
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Source:  http://www.co.eau-claire.wi.us/       
The city of Eau Claire became a regional hub in the 1860s because of its position on the Chippewa River and Union Pacific Railroad which allowed it to become a transportation center of goods.
The county was an early attraction for settlers because of the area’s rich natural resources, primarily timber.  The Chippewa and Eau Claire rivers provided a transport system to float logs down the rivers to the awaiting sawmills.  The city of Eau Claire earned the moniker of the “sawdust city” because of the many mills that were found along the river in the city.  

The timber industry began to wane in the late nineteenth century.  Settlers to the area began to farm the cutover region and sell their produce at local markets.  By the turn of the twentieth century, farmers were selling their grains in Chicago by using the railroad to transport their goods.  

At the onset of World War II, the city of Eau Claire was the only urban center in the county, home to 65% of the total population.  The majority of the county, however, was devoted to farmland in varying capacities.  

Agricultural capacity of Eau Claire County

Eau Claire County provided farmers with adequate soil, climate, and a transportation infrastructure that enable the farmers to succeed in increasing agricultural production.  Eau Claire County also had an adequate number of farms within the county to easily increase production as the United States began to mobilize its military infrastructure in 1940 and early 1941. Figure 1 illustrates the number and size of farms located in Eau Claire County in the 1940 census.  
TABLE 1
FARMS IN EAU CLAIRE COUNTY

	TOTAL NUMBER OF FARMS
	FARMS 1-99 ACRES
	FARMS 100-199 ACRES IN SIZE
	FARMS 200-499

ACRES IN SIZE
	FARMS 500+ ACRES IN SIZE
	AVERAGE SIZE OF FARM IN ACRES

	2,156
	859
	904
	431
	38
	134.1


Source: Historical Census Browser 1940 Census at http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/php/state.php

Eau Claire County, at the start of the war, had a surplus of available laborers due to the massive layoffs brought on by a lack of available manufacturing materials. The United States had already begun rationing in early 1942 making war material such as rubber, metals, and gasoline scarce.  This unemployment phenomenon is illustrated in the following letter from the Wisconsin State Federation of Labor to the President of the American Federation of Labor dated January 15, 1942.  

I am writing to you because of the seriousness of the rapidly increasing number of unemployed in the city of Eau Claire, Wisconsin, and suggest that the American Federation of Labor use its influence to urge immediate action by the Office of Production Management to classify Eau Claire as a “Distress City.”…The banning of new tire’s sales has affected the stoppage of production at the Gillette Tire Company.  1800 men are affected in that one industry.  The affect will soon be felt more generally in the whole city.  We must have immediate relief.

Industries all over the county experienced similar layoffs at the beginning of the war.  Presto temporarily cut 600 jobs.  City of Eau Claire Mayor Donald Barnes wrote a letter to the Office of Production Management in January 1942 stating, “Situation at Eau Claire desperate.  Layoff in the city now totals 3100.” 
   599 of 3,100 unemployed were women.  The temporary dormancy of Eau Claire County’s industrial sector failed to be reflected in the agricultural sector, but did hinder its growth by cutting the aggregate demand on the areas agricultural products because of citizen’s loss of purchasing power.
  
This temporary period of unemployment in early 1942 was reversed by the latter half of 1942 and early 1943.  The United States’ principal source of rubber became cut off as the Japanese invaded Malaya and the East Indies in 1942.
 This invasion severely depleted the supply of crude rubber to civilian uses.  As a result, The Gillette Tire Company, owned by U.S. Rubber, was sold to the United States government in early 1942.  At the time, the government had a greater need for ammunition than for tires or rubber goods.  Thus, the plant was converted into an ordnance plant with the purpose of manufacturing small caliber munitions. 
 The labor demand shifted quickly when the former Gillette and Presto factories converted to war munitions production in the late summer of 1942. Women also saw a new opportunity to be employed in jobs that were previously dominated by men. 
Factories began to hire women in large numbers out of Eau Claire County in 1942, but still could not maintain a large enough labor force.  In July of 1943, the National Housing Agency certified that 1500 war workers would be imported into Eau Claire within the next 5 months. 
  All able bodied citizens in Eau Claire County were encouraged to find work in the war industries, or at least make a spare bedroom available for rent to workers coming into Eau Claire to fill the labor shortage.
 Farmers and small business owners frequently found themselves working extra long hours to complete the day’s work because of the lack of available and willing laborers.  Industries offered a substantially larger wage, thus drawing many laborers away from the agricultural pool.
  
In Rice Lake, a city located in Barron County, 50 miles north of Eau Claire County, the farmers resorted to using 200 German POWs to work on the farms.   These men received virtually the same rations as regular American soldiers.  They were also paid in coupons that allowed them to purchase goods at the Post Exchange.
  In Still water, Minnesota; Farmers there resorted to using prison labor to work at their farms.  These farmers would pick up the inmates at the prison gates in morning and return them at night.  During this time they were solely responsible for the supervision of the inmates.
  Eau Claire County farmers never benefited from these alternative labor sources; instead they competed with Eau Claire County industries for available workers.   

TABLE 2

FARM vs. INDUSTRIAL WAGES 

	LOCATION
	FARM WORKERS WAGES

PER DAY (IN DOLLARS)
	INDUSTRIAL LABORERS

WAGES PER DAY (IN DOLLARS)
	AVERAGE FARM AND INDUSTRIAL WAGE PER HOUR

	EAST
	$3.68
	$5.02
	$.91

	MIDWEST
	$3.28
	$5.62
	$.86

	SOUTH
	$1.82
	$3.63
	$.56

	WEST
	$3.63
	$5.50
	$.96


SOURCE: Louis J. Ducoff, “Wages of Agricultural Labor in The United States,” 1945, 78.  
Table 2 exemplifies the disparity in wages between farm and industrial workers.  

Farms and small businesses could not compete with the wages being offered in the war industries.  Farmers in Eau Claire County were losing valuable farm hands to the industries found within the city of Eau Claire.  Women were also bypassing the open farm labor opportunities for the more lucrative industrial jobs.  Figure 2 illustrates that farm workers were earning over $2 dollars a day less than their industrial worker counterparts and exactly half the hourly wage.  Faced with a shrinking labor pool, farmers increased their own hours to approximately 18 a day, and turned to young boys and old men to help complete the work.
 


One possible explanation for the shift from agricultural work to industrial labor is provided in Sidney Schmukler’s article, “The Industrial Alternative for Farmers.”  Schmukler argues that industrial work embodied the same type of skills that farm laborers acquired while working on farms.  Thus, the transition from the farm labor force to the industrial one was rather smooth.  Schmukler notes that farm laborers transition into “white collar” jobs was extremely rare. This explanation may explain why Eau Claire County’s rural population was able succeed in the industrial sector. 
        

Military Service in Eau Claire County

In 1940, the United States government started the military draft.  Each county had a quota to fulfill.  Eau Claire’s initial quota was 15, which was easily filled.  Harry Van Gorden, a gas station owner in Eau Claire during the war, records in his diary that the day after Pearl Harbor was attacked; the Army’s recruitment station located on Barstow Street had a considerable line before the doors opened. 
 


In total, 4,414 Eau Claire County men would serve in the military of which, 155 would pay the ultimate price. 
 According to the 1940 census, 20 percent of the male population of Eau Claire County would join the armed services.  
TABLE 3

EAU CLAIRE COUNTY POPULATION: 1930-50
	CENSUS YEAR
	FEMALE POPULATION
	MALE POPULATION
	TOTAL POPULATION

	1930
	20,404
	20,683
	41,087

	1940
	23,431
	23,568
	46,999

	1950
	27,488
	26,699
	54,187


SOURCE: Historical Census Browser at http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/php/state.php
In 1940, approximately 65% of Eau Claire County’s population was urban and 35% rural.  The urban population was largely concentrated in the city of Eau Claire.  By 1943, farm leaders became alarmed that there would not be enough labor to complete the plantings and harvesting.  This sentiment was echoed by the state Farm Labor Procurement Administration.  This governmental agency attempted to acquire additional labor, but found that the state was 100,000 workers short of an adequate labor force. 
  
Facing such an overwhelming labor shortage made it evident that an extensive agricultural deferment program would have to be installed in order to keep up with agricultural demands brought on by the war. 

Agricultural Deferments

From the beginning of the draft period, agriculture was recognized as a field in which military deferments were necessary.  Industrial workers also had the opportunity for this deferment.  A memorandum from the Selective Service Headquarters to local draft boards in December of 1941states the criteria that a person had to posses in order to receive deferment from the military:
He is, or but for a seasonal or temporary interruption would be, engaged in such an activity, or He cannot be replaced satisfactorily because of a shortage of persons with his qualifications or skill in such an activity. 

If the registrant left his occupation, the local draft board could reclassify him available to military service.  It also presented a loophole to draft dodgers; they could find work in the agricultural or industrial sector and be granted deferment and avoid being drafted.  
Based on this information, it appears that it would have been relatively easy to be granted a military deferment in Eau Claire County. Byron Berg, an Eau Claire County resident during World War II, said he received a deferment with no questions asked because food production was so important.
 The skills that these men provided on the farm outweighed their ability to serve in the military.  
The chance for military deferment was not always taken as Robert Lorman states,

“Early in the war, especially after Pearl Harbor, a lot of people felt that it was our duty to serve the country and get revenge on those Japs.  I had been on the farm my whole life, doing the same stuff every day.  This would be my chance to see the world outside of the cornfields.   Luckily, I never had to regret my decision as other boys did.”
   

Military deferments may have helped the labor shortage in Eau Claire County, but nothing would alleviate the problem fully until the return of service men in the latter half of 1945.  


Women were not subject to the draft, but undoubtedly felt its ubiquitous effects. As men from Eau Claire County were recruited into the army, farm women had the opportunity to seek off the farm employment, often for the first time in their lives.  These jobs paid a substantial amount more than farm labor.  Women would work in the war industry plants in Eau Claire such as the Gillette Tire Company (ordnance plant) or the Presto plant, then return home and help on the farm.
  

Rationing and Sacrifice

“Never in the long history of human combat have so many talked 

so much about sacrifice with so little deprivation 

as in the United States in World War II”

The above quote is from the head of the Office of Price Administration, John Galbraith.  He obviously thought that United States Citizens had to give up very little in order for rationing to be successful.  This point could undoubtedly be argued by the millions of citizens who had to go without during the war to ensure that enough goods would be available to the armed forces.  The most notable items rationed during the war included rubber, sugar, gasoline, meats, and metals
.  

Farmers were in a great position not to be affected adversely by rationing.  Farmers were largely self-sufficient.   They did not have to grow backyard victory gardens or save ration coupons to buy a pound of beef.  Farmers here in Eau Claire simply used produce from their farms in order to provide for their families.
 It should be noted that every township in Eau Claire County had a victory garden committee, and all were active creating community victory gardens in their respective community.
  

Farmers were also able to receive more gasoline than the average citizen.  Non-farmers had to make due for three months on only 24 gallons of gas in early 1944.  By the middle of the year, six gallons was to last two weeks. Farmers were able to get enough gas to operate their equipment, and often used this gas for their cars. This created a black market on goods, where a person could get what they wanted, but had to pay up to five times the value of the good. 
 
Harry Van Gorden’s gas stations, along with all other gas stations, were to be closed from 7pm to 7am.  Harry’s son, who was in the military, wrote this letter to his father in February 1942. “Tires are hard to get so we drive very little.  I suppose your tire business and gas will be shot now, and 7 to 7 will lay off hundreds of men.”
  Van Gorden’s business did not fold and, in fact, suffered from a labor shortage after 1942. 
    

The production of virtually all American automobiles stopped in 1942.  The large automobile companies were converted entirely to war production in 1942 and it would not be until August of 1944 that large-scale automobile production would resume.  As a result, cars were being sold at inflated prices. 

World War II was a time when the U.S. government asked that citizens save and reuse virtually everything that could be useful.  Aluminum drives were started in the Eau Claire County communities because aluminum was extremely valuable in the production of aircraft.  Shoes were recycled; children in Eau Claire County even collected milk weed floss to be used in the manufacturing of lifejackets.
  

There were also frequent “scrap drives” in the county throughout the war where volunteer collectors would go house to house in search of scrap metal, rubber, or any other war material that could be reused.  One such “scrap drive” took place in Eau Claire County in the summer of 1943.  Collectors managed to salvage 240 tons of rubber and 320,000 pounds of scrap metal.
  Robert Lorman states, “We saved every scrap of anything in hope that it would benefit us in some way if the war kept dragging on.  Everyone talked to each other about the being over by Christmas of this year or that year, but in the back of their heads there was always a thought that this could drag on a long time.” 
 
Rationing became easier on farmers because they had always been resourceful and largely self sufficient.  They still had a difficult time procuring tires and farm machinery during the war.  Any type of obstacles faced by the farmers hampered their ability to produce at their maximum potential.   
The Implication of the War for Agriculture

The history of American agriculture is one of change: the overall western expansion of population, inland transportation, refrigeration, and the internal combustion engine.  These changes have shaped American agriculture for years, but no event has advanced the rate of agricultural change faster than the Second World War.

Eau Claire County would not be bypassed in this time of immense change.  Farm equipment such as tractors and advanced plows would make its way to Eau Claire County farms at an increased rate during the war years, but not initially.  It was not until 1943 that the War Production Board and Food Administration upgraded food production to a number one priority on par with munitions and weapons.  After food production became a number one priority, steel and other materials were made available for the manufacturing of farm machinery.
  
  Eau Claire County farms at the start of the war commonly were without electricity.  In fact, of the 1,437 Eau Claire County farms located within one quarter of a mile from an electric distribution line, only 692 had electricity.  More farmers had telephone connections (835 farms) than electricity.
  Indoor plumbing and modern appliances such as refrigerators and gas stoves also were being installed in farm houses during the early war years.  
Between 1940 and 1943, agricultural production in the United States increased by 16%.  The question of how production increased based on the labor shortage garners attention.   One answer is the increased use of tractors, mechanical milk machines, modern appliances, and a better utilization of the existing labor force through the Manpower Commission.  

The number of tractors on farms rose by more than half a million from January 1940 to January 1943.
  This increased the total number of tractors by more than a third.  It has been estimated that one tractor can save 150 man-hours annually.
  This may help explain why the manual labor shortage became manageable by Eau Claire County farmers and farmers all across the country.   

Mechanized milking machines significantly reduced the amount of man hours it took for a herd of milk cows to be milked.  The war brought along many technological advances that aided both farmers and the general civilians such as refrigerators, washing and drying machines, and microwaves.  Farmers differed from most of the general civilian population in that they worked longer days.  Any time that could be saved by these modern technological advances would allow them to potentially have more time devoted to farming.    
These technological advances aided the farmer tremendously, but even with them, not all farmers could continue to operate their farms for a living.  Elderly farmers found themselves without a reliable labor force and physically unable to perform the strenuous farm labor, and thus sold their farms or cut back production.  Farmers also were inclined to rent or sell their farms and earn the high war industry wages.
  Harry 
Van Gorden states that men and women were receiving 13 dollars a day working at the Gillette plant, (ordnance plant after the government took over).
  

Environmental Challenges during the War
One of the most obvious variables encountered by each region of America during World War II was the unique environmental challenges each region confronted.  Farmers in Eau Claire County did not go without their share of environmentally related issues.  

In the spring of 1941, Eau Claire County experienced wide spread flooding brought on by torrential rains and rising water levels.  Eau Claire County farmers were delayed in getting their seeds in the ground because the high amount of moisture in the soil made it impossible to plant.  In the summer of 1943, a large amount of grasshoppers threatened Eau Claire County crops.  The county’s agricultural agent’s office distributed grasshopper poison to control the infestation.
 Perhaps the worst environmental threat to farmers during the war was the drought during the summer of 1945.  The continued heat and absence of rain wreaked havoc on Eau Claire County pastures and crops.  In fact, most pastures were entirely dried up, forcing farmers to put their cattle on feed instead of letting them graze.
 


Against these environmental difficulties, farmers were still able to keep agricultural production relatively high.  One explanation for this was the innovative farming techniques being used by Eau Claire County farmers.  One of the more prominent innovations was called “contour farming.”  Contour farming was especially useful in the cultivation of soybeans and corn.  It involved farming perpendicular to a slope rather than parallel with it.  This method was particularly useful in the rolling hill country side prominent in Eau Claire County. 
 
The Bigger the War, the Bigger the Price

World War II has often been cited as the driving force behind pulling the United States economy out of the Great Depression.  Farmers throughout the country suffered greatly during the Depression years as they witnessed their produce decrease in price.  Farmers throughout the country struggled to keep the bank from foreclosing on their loans.  The Second World War can be seen as the savior for many farmers as prices and demand for their products increased dramatically during the war years.  
Table 4 illustrates the market price that farmers could expect to receive throughout the war years.  The change is dramatic, with an increase in virtually every agricultural product.  The increased purchasing power that farmers would earn as a result of their increased prices meant that they could continue to upgrade their farms and equipment in order to increase production even further.
TABLE 4

Agricultural Prices in Eau Claire County
	Date 
	Price of Wheat per bushel
	Price of Corn per bushel
	Price of butter per pound
	Price of Cheese per pound
	Price of eggs per pound

	May 14, 1941
	101.5
	N/A
	36
	18
	22.5

	Sept 1, 1941
	124
	82
	35.25
	23.75
	29

	Oct 31, 1942
	125
	84
	50
	23.5
	40

	June 9, 1944
	158.5
	N/A
	41
	N/A
	30

	July 31, 1945
	165
	118
	41.5
	73.25
	44


Source: Van Gorden, Harry. Diary.  Box 1, Folder 1-3. University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire Archives, Eau Claire.
  


Prices did not drop for agricultural products as soon as the war was over in August of 1945;  prices continued to remain relatively high, as the government bought up the agricultural produce and shipped it to the war ravaged countries of Europe. 
 

World War II also had another effect on farmers in Eau Claire County.  The average acreage per farm increased from 134.1 acres per farm in 1940 to 140 acres per farm in 1950.  The increased use of modern machinery made these expansions potentially profitable.
  

CONCLUSION

Japan Surrenders, Accepts Allied Terms, Truman Says

This was the headline in the Eau Claire Leader Telegram on August 15, 1945.  Eau Claire County celebrated with the rest of the country when headlines like this one swept across the nation.  However joyous the occasion was for the country, there would be time for reflection over the many lost lives the war had taken.

 World War II left little unchanged throughout the world.  Europe and Japan were reduced to rubble.  They would depend on supplies from the United States for years to come to rebuild their national infrastructure and societies.  Emerging out of the chaos of World War II came two world superpowers; the United States and the Soviet Union.  The countries were had opposing political ideologies that would transpire into the Cold War.  


Farmers in Eau Claire County, as well as around the country, were able to overcome the adversity that comes with a war on the scale of World War II and provide enough food for the armies and citizens of the allied countries to win the war.  The U.S. agricultural economy, far away from the fighting, was able to expand rapidly throughout the war.


Here in Eau Claire County, the war was coupled with an era of technological expansion that allowed farmers to have more modern conveniences in their homes such as electricity, plumbing, and appliances.  Many Eau Claire County farmers were also able to improve their farm equipment and thus agricultural productivity began to increase.  Farmers were able to benefit from the high wartime prices for their goods and increase their purchasing power to levels never before seen in the farming community.  Farms across the county began to expand and purchase more modern equipment.  


Thousands of men served the United States in the armed forces to win the war, but the farm front was a battlefield in and of itself where thousands of soldiers and citizens depended on the sustenance provided by farmers across the country.  They never received any medals or accommodations, but without the men and women of the farm, the war would have never been won.  
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