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Two factors created a shortage of tires during World War II. The Japanese conquered many of the 

rubber-producing areas in the Far East and also occupied islands that enabled them to stop commercial 
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shipping across the Pacific Ocean.  The United States was getting almost 97 percent of its raw rubber 

imports from the Pacific region.1 The armed forces required vast quantities of rubber not only for vehicle 

tires, but also for life rafts, gas masks, and other gear. A single heavy bomber contained 1,825 pounds of 

rubber.2 Rubber was an essential commodity for the war effort, so that took priority. Production of 

civilian rubber goods ended for the duration.3  

Even before the war, there was concern about the country's rubber supply because nearly all of it came 

from the East Indies and Malaya. In 1940, the United States consumed 648,500 tons of rubber. About 

500,000 tons of that was used to produce vehicle tires and tubes.4 

Once the United States entered the war, it was obvious that the almost total curtailment of crude 

rubber imports was going to be a big problem.  Americans were consuming almost 47,000 tons of 

rubber per month in 1941. The Office of Production Management decreed that consumption had to be 

reduced to 10,000 tons per month. If this were not done, the supply of tires in the United States would 

be exhausted in two months. Americans had been buying 4,000,000 tires a month, and there were just 

8,000,000 tires on hand.5   

Synthetic rubber, made from coal and petroleum, could not make up the difference. Production of 

synthetic rubber was expected to provide only 30,000 tons of rubber in 1942.6 

Rationing of automobile tires and tubes started January 4, 1942.7 Tire rationing was controlled by state 

and local boards. Prices of new tires, sales of retreaded tires, and the retreading of tires were also 

controlled.8  

Now civilians could keep five tires per automobile, and they had to turn in the rest to the government. 

Those five tires had to last until the end of the war. People were urged to drive slower to save on wear 

and tear. Car pooling was encouraged. 9 

Exceptions to tire rationing were made for public buses, road repair trucks, police cars, fire fighting 

vehicles, and other vehicles providing essential health, safety, industrial, and commercial services. 

Owners of farm tractors could also get tires.10  

When tire rationing went into effect, there were fears that tires would be a prime target for theft. 

Authorities provided suggestions for protecting tires from thieves.11 

Restrictions became even more severe starting in January 1943 when only essential vehicle use was 

allowed in 17 Eastern states and the District of Columbia. 12 

Tire manufacturers such as Goodyear made "war tires" from reclaimed rubber.13 

Recapping tires was another way to address the tire shortage, but those who wanted to do it usually had 

to get a certificate from the Local Tire Rationing Board.14 Retreading became two-thirds of the 

replacement tire market during the war.15 Local businesses, as the advertisements above attest, were 

part of that trend. 

After the war when new tires became available again, retreading was no longer a necessity. It faded in 

popularity until the 1950's. Retreading is still used in the trucking industry.16 
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