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1945 December 17-23 
 

Forced Frugality 
 

Because of the vast quantities of materials needed to feed, clothe, fuel, and equip the armed forces 
during World War II, civilians on the homefront were required to reduce their consumption of many 
things. Human nature being what it is, voluntary compliance was not enough. The government instituted 
a system of rationing designed to reduce civilian consumption of vital commodities, goods, materials, 
and services. 
 
Administering the rationing system was a complicated affair. In La Crosse County alone, volunteers 
worked thousands of hours a year on various ration board panels for: 

 Tires 

 Fuel Oil 

 Food 

 Automobiles 

 Shoes and boots 

 Prices1 
 
All 130 million Americans were registered and issued rationing coupon books.2  To prevent hoarding, 
ration stamps were coded and could only be used within a specified time period.3 
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Food rationing began in early 1942. Sugar was the first food to be rationed, and coffee, canned foods, 
cheese, and butter were added to the rationing list later. Food rationing not only directed more food to 
soldiers and sailors, but it also conserved the vital war materials needed to package it, such as tin, plus 
there was a shortage of shipping capacity for food importation.4 
 
When sugar rationing started in May 1942, people had to go to their local elementary school  and 
declare the amount of sugar they had in their household to rationing volunteers. Then they were given 
ration books containing coupons for a one-year supply of sugar (minus what they already had on hand).5 
Saccharin and corn syrup became popular substitutes.6 Sugar was so scarce in May 1945 that stamps for 
five-pounds of sugar had to cover four months instead of the previously-required three months.7 
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Food rationing affected everyone in the country. Every person was issued a ration book containing blue 
stamps  (48 points per month) for canned goods and another ration book containing red stamps (64 
points per month) for meat, fish, and dairy products.  Everybody got new ration books at the start of 
each month, and the point values of various foods could change from month to month depending on 
availability.8 A person almost had to be a mathematician just to buy groceries. 
 
Some of the "point-free" foods, such as pork head, pork feet, and ox tails, required a little courage for 
consumption. 
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A "Ration Guide" was a daily feature in the La Crosse Tribune for almost the whole year of 1945. 
 

 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 8, page 14) 
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With less meat available, people had to adapt their eating habits and find substitutes. Meat-containing 
casseroles were one way to make a family's meat allowance stretch farther.9 Alberta Gund of La Crosse 
recalls her family raising chickens and rabbits because of wartime meat rationing. One of her chores was 
checking the water supply for the rabbits three times a day.10 Meat was in such short supply that some 
butchers sold horsemeat for twenty cents per pound. Some restaurants served buffalo, antelope, and 
beaver.11 
 
When the war in Europe ended, the food situation got worse. Feeding the starving liberated peoples in 
Europe caused point values for some foods to increase in the United States. In May 1945, lard, 
shortening, cooking and salad oils went from six points a pound to ten points a pound.12 It was 
estimated that it would take 12 million tons of food "to keep Europe from starvation."13 
 
Gasoline rationing started in December 1942. Gasoline rationing not only ensured more fuel for the 
military but it also conserved vehicle tires. This was important because the Japanese conquests in the 
Southwest Pacific had cut off shipments of crude rubber to the United States.14 Drivers received coded 
windshield stickers for their vehicles that determined how much gasoline they could buy per week.15 To 
deliver one ton of bombs, the engines of a bomber aircraft required about three tons of high-octane 
gasoline.16 The United States did a lot of bombing during World War II. 
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Shoes and clothing were in short supply. Nearly all leather went to military uses, so shoe sales were 
limited. It was the same situation for wool and cotton clothing.17 Even leather baby shoes required 
ration stamps after May 1, 1945.18 
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A bureaucracy had to be created to keep track of the approximately three billion stamps that were used 
for transactions each month. The consumer gave the required number of stamps to the retailer, who 
sent them to the wholesaler, who sent them to the manufacturer, and then there was reconciling 
records with the federal government.19 
 
Resentment of rationing led to cheating, hoarding, and a thriving black market.20 An investigation in the 
United States Senate revealed the red ration points were being sold in New York City for $6.00 per 
thousand. When asked what could be done about such black market activity, Senator Burton Wheeler of 
Montana said there would be a black market "as long as we have a shortage and people have plenty of 
money."21 
 
When the atomic bombs were dropped on Japan and the Japanese sued for peace in August 1945, the 
Office of Price Administration stopped printing millions of ration books for food, shoes, and gasoline 
that were to be distributed in December.22 A few days after that announcement, the Office of Price 
Administration ended "rationing of gasoline, canned fruits and vegetables, fuel oil and oil stoves."23 
 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burton_K._Wheeler
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 September 29, page 3) 
 

By the end of 1945, only sugar was still being rationed, and sugar rationing did not end until June 1947. 
There were still shortages of many goods for some time as manufacturers transitioned from wartime to 
peacetime production.24 
 
After four years of conserving and going without, Americans were ready to go on a shopping spree. 
 
Jeff Rand 
Adult Services Librarian 
La Crosse Public Library 
jrand@lacrosselibrary.org 
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