Alcohol, the Farmer’s Fuel:

 Washington State Grange and the 

Alcohol Fuel Movement, 1905-1919


In 1906, Washington State Grange members embarked on a project to manufacture alcohol fuel from agricultural products.  Grangers hoped to challenge the hegemony of the petroleum industry by developing a community-based alternative to kerosene and gasoline fuel.  They envisioned efficient utilization of farm wastes as well as creating a new market for farm products through alcohol production.  The Grangers envisioned community distilleries that would operate much like cooperative creameries, and looked to Germany as a model for small-scale alcohol fuel production. 

They sought assistance from the Department of Agriculture but the USDA had financial links with the petroleum industry and negated efforts to develop farm fuels programs.  Grange lobbying efforts to both repeal the high tax on distilled alcohol and allow small production were repeatedly introduced in Congress, where laws were consistently modified to restrict farm production. 

The Washington State Grange, one of the most progressive in the nation and leader of the alcohol fuel effort, found its meeting in 1918 violently shut down by local authorities who labeled their activities unpatriotic and questioned the group’s loyalty.  By 1919 the alcohol fuel efforts had faded; at war’s end petroleum reigned as the national fuel in automobiles and on farms.  Rural electrification eventually eliminated the need for fuel lamps, removing the last use for denatured alcohol on farms, and alcohol fuel receded in importance.  In 1919, Prohibition sealed its fate as a locally-produced agricultural commodity.
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History of Fuel Alcohol

Fuel alcohol did not simply emerge as a speculative alternative fuel in the early 1900s; it had long been a substantial source of heating, lighting, and power in American homes. 

After the alcohol  lamp was perfected in 1838 alcohol quickly replaced candles and whale oil for illumination.  A mixture of alcohol and purified turpentine, called “camphene,” was sold as “burning fluid,” and between 1840 and 1860 it was termed the “light of the world.”
  The industry was enormous, producing 90 million gallons of alcohol annually, mostly from corn.  Cincinnati alone consumed the equivalent of  12,000 bushels of corn per day for distillation into fuel for lighting.
 Everything changed in 1859 with the nation’s first commercial oil well at Titusville, Pennsylvania and the petroleum industry began with kerosene. By 1861, a federal alcohol tax to fund the Civil War pushed the price of alcohol burning fluid from thirty-five cents per gallon to $3.80 per gallon; alcohol could no longer compete with cheaper kerosene.

Kerosene replaced alcohol in lamps, curling irons, and stoves across the country, and quickly became a major export.  In the 1860s, John D. Rockefeller entered the kerosene market and by the 1880s controlled 92% of the U.S. oil industry through his company, Standard Oil.
 

As the internal combustion engine became popular, Americans looked to Europe, where alcohol fuels were widely popular.  In 1905, Germany alone had more than 70,000 farm distilleries as well as nearly a thousand commercial ones operating. In Germany, potatoes grown exclusively as an alcohol source became important crops.  During the period between 1903–1905, Germany manufactured 202 million gallons of fuel alcohol from potatoes.  Alcohol was popular in Europe because kerosene was an import from the U.S.  or Russia.  And, alcohol also performed better. It did not explode as kerosene lamps sometimes did; it had no odor, emitted no smoke, and was not highly flammable.  It also helped balance agricultural production: during years of overproduction crops could be distilled into alcohol and easily sold or stored until the market improved.
 

The Grange’s alcohol fuel stance was largely the work of Washington state leader, Carey Kegley.  He was a dynamic speaker, organizer, and activist, who recruited members to the Grange with his progressive vision for the organization.  The Washington State Grange became the most progressive arm of the national organization. As State Master in 1905, Kegley urged the group to unite in opposition to business monopolies that affected their farms, such as the Harvester Trust (International Harvester) and the Oil Trust (Standard Oil).
 

Kegley pushed alcohol fuel to the group’s national convention in November, 1905. Cooperating with manufacturers who used alcohol as well as Grangers from across the country, Kegley thought they could “force an aggressive and determined fight” against “the most determined opposition of powerful monopolies.” Kegley viewed the “alcohol lamp, stove, engine, and still” as “perpetual Grange missionaries.”
 Exuding confidence, he predicted: “I believe kerosene and gasoline will soon be a thing of the past and alcohol, the farmers liquid fuel, will have taken its place.”
  The Grangers realized consumption had to increase.  “We want to see our Grange halls, our streets and places of business, and our homes, lighted with the alcohol lamps.  We want to see our wives cooking on alcohol stoves. We want to see our engines operated with alcohol fuel.  And then we want to see our co-operative distilleries supplying this alcohol from what are now unsalable waste products,” Kegley enthused.

Grangers did not push for huge industrial plants, neither did they want on-farm stills; they envisioned a network of community-based cooperative distilleries operated much like creameries and cheese factories.  Farmers and local businessmen would work together to produce fuel, which Grangers estimated would be profitable at 35-cents a gallon.
 

Heavy taxes seemed to be the only hurdle in the way of U.S. alcohol fuel production.  Alcohol was not illegal as a motor fuel, but the hefty $2.08 per gallon federal tax on denatured alcohol made it prohibitive. As a result of intense lobbying by the National Grange, Congress held hearings on a Denatured Alcohol Bill in February and March of 1906. The “Free Alcohol” hearings included testimony for abolishing the internal revenue tax on industrial alcohol.  Secretary of Agriculture, James Wilson testified that corn could produce a quantity of alcohol that would be “almost incredibly large,” suggesting that 170 gallons per acre was possible.  He stated that the amount of potential alcohol lost in cornstalks alone was “so large as to be almost beyond the grasp of our conception.”
   

In response to a flood of farmers’ requests for information about alcohol, the USDA published two bulletins about alcohol fuel by Harvey Wiley that same year (1906) detailing how alcohol could be used on the farm and how it might be produced. 

Elated over the initial passage of a denatured alcohol bill in 1906, Grangers used Theodore Roosevelt’s popular analogy, claiming it was due to the Grange’s “Big Stick,” along with “lesser big sticks of manufacturers, working men, temperance societies, and other farmers’ organizations.”  The Grange hoped to link small alcohol manufacturers with farmers to fight “shoulder to shoulder” against monopolies and to “secure a square deal” for all.


Farmers believed it was the most important legislation affecting rural America in half a century; an “advance toward industrial freedom,” the “magnitude of which staggers the imagination.” Alcohol fuel would provide a market for crops, create jobs in distilleries, alleviate a projected petroleum and coal shortage, and provide energy in farm homes.  And, it had the potential to unite agriculture and industry in a unique way.  The Grange would have a new role: “The Grange must take the lead in a campaign of industrial development,” Kegley announced.
 

Initially, farmers thought they had succeeded, only to discover the 1906 law (and its subsequent revisions) actually worked against them.  While the law did allow denatured alcohol to be produced tax-free, it stipulated that the process had to pass stringent regulations: a revenue official had to be on site at all times, the plant had to operate every day of the week except Sundays, and no plant that produced less than 100 gallons per day could operate.  Because agricultural production would directly relate to seasonal crop production, no farm groups could produce alcohol year round.  Perhaps at times of the year a plant would run full tilt, but there would be seasonal downtimes when fresh crops or waste were unavailable.  There was no legal way alcohol cooperatives could work, and farm groups had no expertise to build or operate distilleries.

Nevertheless, alcohol fuel was an important symbol to Grangers.  Because their efforts at distilling their own alcohol fuel had not yet succeeded, Grange chapters bought barrels of alcohol from a commercial distillery in Peoria, Illinois, and purchased alcohol-burning appliances in bulk lots to lower costs to members.  They encouraged local merchants to stock alcohol-burning appliances so consumers could join Grangers in using alcohol fuel.
 By the next year, 125 Grange halls across the country were lit with alcohol lamps; fifty of those in Washington state alone.

Grangers and fuel alcohol supporters remained optimistic that alcohol would succeed.  For several years,  legislators introduced a series of bills in an effort to promote alcohol fuels and to push the Department of Agriculture to research and show farmers how to produce fuel alcohol. 

In 1916 it became clear that the farmers’ fuel had been co-opted by a Standard Oil subsidiary, which was manufacturing alcohol using raw materials from Cuba to make smokeless gunpowder for the U.S. military. 
 Again, Carey Kegley pressed for action; pointing out that Congress should fund demonstration farm distilleries across the country that would both give farmers the information they wanted, as well as provide a cheaper source of alcohol for government gunpowder needs.  At the state annual meeting in 1916, Kegley challenged the nation’s growing reliance on petroleum. He pointed out that members of Congress who opposed support for alcohol claimed it could not compete with lower-priced gasoline.  “Spend a hundred thousand dollars or so in these demonstrations,” he said, “ and save the government millions in its smokeless powder bill.”  The issue was simply good business, as he saw it, “but it will break into the monopoly of the industrial alcohol trust and pave the way too surely for smashing the liquid fuel trust.”
 

Alcohol fuel legislation faded as World War I took center stage. The summer of 1918, Washington Grangers headed to their annual meeting in Walla Walla, where allegations of anti-patriotism stirred up a protest against the group’s meeting, that led to violence. 

Across the Northwest, farmers’ organizations had been branded disloyal to the government and their meetings broken up by local authorities who claimed they were disloyal and reflected German sympathies.  The Nonpartisan League had been expanding from its base in North Dakota, where it had taken over most elected offices in that state, and both political parties feared its growing popularity across the Northwest.  Too, farmers who questioned the government’s call to full agricultural production during wartime were viewed with suspicion and accused of hurting the war effort.  It was a difficult time for free speech, and in Walla Walla, the Grangers were told to vacate their high school meeting place.  The sheriff told them he feared mob violence because “a home guard armed with loaded Winchester rifles” had coalesced.  A hostile crowd surrounded the building, holding back attack dogs “seventy-five huskies,” according to one report.  

Six hundred Grange members--many with sons and brothers at the front--filed out of the high school singing the national anthem. Several women who had been knitting for soldiers at the front carried their work out with them. The meeting dissolved, as members feared for their lives.

The war provided the opportunity to quell independent farmers’ organizations and replace them with federal and state agricultural agencies.  The USDA equated production with patriotism, and farmers’ reform organizations were lumped with the I.W.W. and the Socialist Party.
 

For a decade, the Grange had touted Germany’s 70,000 farm distilleries as a model for the United States and their effort to push Congress to act in their interest had been bolstered with the German example.  By 1918, links to Germany were anathema, giving alcohol’s opponents the opportunity to brand the Grange efforts as almost treasonous.

Role of the USDA


Why the Department of Agriculture shifted from initially touting alcohol fuel at the 1906 hearings to systematically ignoring farmers’ pleas for information and research on alcohol production can be linked to the power of what might be termed targeted philanthropy.  

The Free Alcohol hearings held by Congress during February and March of 1906 were pivotal: representatives of the USDA testified strongly in favor of alcohol as a fuel as the hearings began.  Yet, on April 20, 1906, the Secretary of Agriculture signed an essentially secret agreement with the General Education Board (GEB), a philanthropic arm of the Rockefeller Foundation and Standard Oil, which promised to provide nearly unlimited funding directly to the Department of Agriculture.
  After that, the USDA no longer supported alcohol fuel and in fact ordered the two bulletins on alcohol to be revised and reissued, taking a more negative stance on alcohol’s potential.  Without technical assistance from the Department of Agriculture, farmers had nowhere else to turn. 

Conclusion


In 1919, Prohibition effectively ended arguments over tax-free alcohol by
 eliminating production completely with a Constitutional amendment.  By that time, however, gasoline was entrenched as a fuel with distribution systems in place.  In 1907, Standard Oil had opened the world’s first gas station in Seattle, Washington, the state where fuel alcohol proponents had worked the hardest to resist gasoline.
 

After the 1918 meeting, the Washington State Grange lost both leadership and drive for change.  Once the nation’s cutting-edge grassroots organization for reform, accusations of treason and disloyalty fostered by the war, as evidenced by the attacks at Walla Walla, made it clear that trying to pattern an alcohol industry after Germany’s was no longer permissible. Petroleum gasoline, a supremely American product, was more patriotic.
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