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From Rags to Victory
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In 1953, Tony Bennett recorded a popular song, written by Richard Adler and Jerry Ross, entitled "Rags
to Riches." It begins: "I know I'd go from rags to riches, if you would only say you care."!

In April 1945, residents of La Crosse could show they cared about the war effort by the simple action of
donating cloth rags. The armed forces and war production plants did not have enough rags for wiping,

cleaning, and polishing equipment and machinery.’



Attorney Charles B. Varco was the chairman of the rag collection drive, and Mrs. R. J. Kraft supervised
the Girl Scouts who picked up the rags. They took rags made of any fabric and of any size. Smaller rags
were used by the paper industry. The only caution was to bundle oily and greasy rags separately from
the rest and to place all bundles under cover so they would not be rained on before they were picked
up. Collection started on April 2, 19453

This effort was planned somewhat like a military operation. Various Girl Scout troops were assigned
specific sections of the city. All the collected rags were brought to central locations.” This was called "the
biggest job the Girl Scouts have tackled." The YMCA Men's Club also assisted.’

They even collected materials that one would not think of as a rag. These included old mattresses, "felt
base floor coverings, roofing, mattress cotton and upholstery pads, burlap bags, hats and any type of
straight wool felt, manila rope and twine, cotton rope and string, besides all clothing materials." The
rope and twine could be used to make insulation for electrical wires, "parachute flare papers, gasket
papers for airplanes and tanks, identification tags," as well as many other items.® Rags could be used to
make blankets and bandages.’

Because there was a clothing drive going on at the same time, Mrs. Kraft emphasized that the Girl
Scouts were not involved in that collection; they were only picking up rags.?
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Troop No. 15, Like All Girl Scout Units in the City, has worked hard to make a success of the
challenge they accepted to collect rags for salvage and wiping purposes for the government and mili-
tary forces. Any last minute calls for heavy bundles will be received at the Girl Scout office up
to noon Saturday. Arrangements will be made to pick them up. Left to right, the smum are
Dolores Capicotto, Jeanette Funke, Alice Engelhard, Annah Lu Simonson and Janet Arnet. Thg
troop leader, Mrs. Milo Ramlet, reports 16 members in the trocp, which was organized last October.
The troop’s rag collection up to Thursday noon averaged more than soiﬁtﬂmdip:fngrl:“”
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Girl Scouts collected donated rags after school and on Saturdays until the middle of April 1945. The
YMCA Men's Club had four trucks to take the donations to be weighed on the city scales. Then the rag
donations were taken to salvage dealers who loaded them on railroad cars for shipment. ° More than 11
tons of rags were collected in the city, even before the last remaining collection depot was weighed.*



West Salem Girl Scouts conducted a rag collection drive the first Saturday in May 1945."

The Girl Scouts and the YMCA Men's Club may not have become rich from salvaging rags, but they did
show that they cared.
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