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 While the death and destruction of the war were horrific, ironically, by stimulating 

the economy, the war improved the financial situation of many Americans.  After the 

long years of the Great Depression, Americans in 1941 and after found themselves 

enjoying conditions that many of them could barely remember.  The production of 

war materials stimulated the economy and created thousands of jobs.  Since the war 

was not fought on U.S. soil, the allies became dependent on the United States for 

food, supplies, and military goods.  As a result, business and farm profits were up, as 

were wages and salaries.  At every level of society men, women, and even children 

had money to spend.  In spite of rationing, shortages, and price controls, most 

Americans were excited to be able to spend money that they had not had for so many 

years.  However, it was also frustrating that war time shortages denied them many of 

the goods they wanted. 

 

 The race for consumer goods began right after Pearl Harbor.  With incomes and 

prices both rising and rumors of shortages, rationing, and controls, Americans began 

to stock up at a record rate.  Studies showed hoarding under way in American homes 

of many items.  This included food, such as sugar, canned meats and vegetables, tea, 

coffee, spices and olive oil, rubber goods, such as garden hoses, golf balls, galoshes, 

and tires, household supplies, such as soap, linen, furniture, blankets, and clothing, 

and other miscellaneous items, including rifles and shotgun shells, typewriters, and 

paper clips. 

 

 With the outbreak of war the Roosevelt administration recognized that inflation could 

become a major problem.  The Price Control Act was passed in 1942 as one of the 

major efforts during the war to control inflation (the rising prices of products).  

Government price fixing was contrary to American tradition so it took several months 

of argument to get Congress to approve the act.  As a result of the act, the Office of 

Price Administration (OPA), headed by Leon Henderson, was established to set up a 

wide variety of controls on consumer goods that were in short supply.  Prices were set 

(limited by law) on a wide variety of consumer goods, rents were fixed, and a system 

of rationing was set up on such products as sugar, coffee, meat, and butter.  Prices had 

already risen about 25 percent when controls were first authorized in January 1942.  

Although they continued to rise slightly on the goods with price ceilings, serious 

inflation was avoided.  This kind of consumer control by the government was 

unknown to most Americans prior to the outbreak of the war. 

 

 Consumers were given a specific number of coupon books and stamps according to 

their ration of goods.  From the start rationing included tires, gasoline, and fuel oil.  

Gasoline rations were especially unpopular.  Each person was limited to three gallons 

per week.  Almost every staple in the American diet was strictly rationed by a point 

system.  Meat, coffee, butter, cheese, and sugar were rationed by using stamps.  Each 

stamp had a certain point value and each rationed good was given specific point 

values.  Consumers paid the grocer stamps as well as cash to purchase food. 



 

 The rationing system turned out to be a huge accounting problem.  Grocers had to 

deal with billions of tiny stamps each month.  They used the stamps to refill their 

store shelves from wholesalers, who in turn gave the stamps to banks to get credit to 

buy more food.  Also, the system gave rise to “black market” activity that catered to 

dissatisfied consumers willing to pay well above the prices set by the OPA on 

rationed items.  Boneless ham sold on the black market for $1.25 a pound, almost 

twice the legal selling price.  Woman’s nylon stockings could be purchased for five 

dollars a pair. 

 

 Gourmet, a food journal, was created just as the war began. It helped subscribers 

overcome the inconveniences they faced due to the shortages and rationing. Wine 

connoisseurs were advised to turn their attention from European wines to California 

wines. The spice trade was stopped as a result of the war, so instructions were given 

on how to cultivate an herb garden and adapt favorite recipes. Smoked salmon was 

declared one of the few gourmet appetizers left since the end of the caviar trade. The 

use of wild game, such as venison (deer) and rabbit, was encouraged to release 

domesticated meats for other uses. At Easter time, the magazine quoted the verse: 

“Although it isn’t/Our usual habit, /This year we’re eating,/ The Easter Rabbit.” 

 

 The War Production Board, worried about wool supplies, issued an order forbidding 

men’s suits to include an extra pair of trousers, a vest, patch, pockets, or cuffs. It 

called for the manufacture of only single-breasted and somewhat shorter jackets with 

narrower lapels. Women’s fashions were affected by the war. As cotton, wool, and 

nylon supplies dropped, the government ordered a ten percent reduction in the 

amount of material in outfits. Along the same lines, skirts were designed without 

pleats, and dresses were fastened without the use of zippers to save precious 

materials.  

 

 Another aspect of the war effort for the consumer was saving waste products. 

Households eagerly collected tin cans and any objects containing bronze or steel to 

recycle the metal for war materials. Silk stockings were turned into powder bags for 

naval guns. Paper was collected to make packing cartons. Old tires were collected at 

the butcher shop to use in making ammunition.  

 

 In the spirit of economizing for the war effort, Americans planted gardens in any 

open space available to grow produce for themselves. The government wanted to ship 

as many farm products as possible to the Allies overseas. As a result, Americans at 

home were urged to plant “victory gardens.” This was yet another way Americans 

could show support for the war effort. 

 


