SUFFRAGE AGRICULTURE

Just six weeks afrer the declaration of war, the Wamant Jouwrnal, the NAWSA's
official publication, reported, “A suffragist chairman of agriculture has been appointed
in every State in the Union, ‘Chairmen of Potatoes’ being the title in which they re-
joice.™! While the farmers of America fretred and the men v:.rafl:ing agricull:ural pu:l].[-::}r
hemmed and hawed, women around the country readied themselves to get their hands
dirty. In the first weeks of wartime the women of America mobilized with remarkable
speed and alacrity in every realm of civilian work and at every level, from neighborhood
group to national organization. Existing women's groups took on additional responsi-
bilities while new clubs assembled to accumplish speciﬁc tasks.

The earliest, self-propelled agriculrure initarives were products of thar civilian mo-
bilization fervor. Bur the urgency of the food situation and a noticeable lack of male
leadership gave women a freedom to thrust themselves into the agricultural arena in a
bold way. And as a light, nimble, reconnaissance unit unencumbered by bureaucracy,
they moved quickly.

In Michigan, Rev. Caroline Bartletr Crane, chairman of the Michigan Women's
Commirttee for Patriotic Service, was able to construct an elaborate mechanism for the
women of her state to help increase the food supply barely a week after America de-
clared war. A respected clergywoman, civic leader, and champion of reformist social
projects, Crane personified the woman who was not willing to be circumscribed by
accepted women’s roles. She'd a].read}r d.[st[ngu.[shed herself asa jl:uurnalis: and city edi-
tor of the Oshkash Darly Northwestern in Wisconsin and asa Unitarian minister, leading
a sacia].l}-' progressive congregation in Kalamazoo. When she scepped down from her
pulpit, Crane began a new career as full-time civic activist, tackling unsanitary condi-
tions in municipal food and water supplies. States and cities around the country hired
her to evaluate their facilities and used her findings to push through corrective legislation.
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agricu]l:ure, ra]-tjng the pJace of men in the fields iFnecessary. few were surprised b}r her
bald assumption that women could assume any job necessary for the war effort. A
patriotic service which we will undertake is to secure immediarely the names of women
who will undertake to recruit farm laborers, or who will volunteer to go themselves. . . .”
Crane even offered a pracr[ca] wardrobe idea: “In order to serve the convenience of
women in agriculture and gardening, a uniform costume of overalls or bloomers will be
recommended for adoption, and samples or parterns will be furnished on application.™

Soon, the Commirtee for Patriotic Service was codified as the stare’s official war
waork coordinar[ng ba d}r of the L‘Iichigan division of Women's Commirtee of the Coun-
cil of National Defense, and Reverend Crane was naturally named its chair. Similar
organizations were being built in every state, city, and town, with such enormously
capable women as Caroline Crane in the pilot seats.

And at the pinnacle of this women’s mobilization structure, like the all-seeing eve
hovering over the pyramid in the nation’s Great Seal, President Wilson installed a new
panel of women. Responding to pressure for a coordinating body that could set the
tone and policy for the American women's war efforcs—to keep them engaged but also
in line—Wilson created a helpmare for the powertul, all-male Council of Natdonal
Defense, which direcred the nation’s civilian war planning. The Women's Commirtee of
the CND was established in the third week of April, and the Rev. Dr. Anna Howard
Shaw—a p]‘t}rs[cia.n, ordained minister, acclaimed orator, and che former president of
the Natonal American Woman Suffrage Association—was asked to lead it. She was not
so much asked as she was commanded, having received an imperial summons without
any polite negotiations as to her powers or terms. The CIND also “named™ nine other
women to serve on the commirttee. “It seems to us we were conscripted, not even being
permitted to enlist,” is how Shaw described their appointment to the committee.*

But Shaw did not complain that joining her on the Women's Committee panel were
other prominent suffrage colleagues, including Carrie Chapman Cart and Katharine
Dexter McCormick, the current MAWSA pres[dfnl: and vice presidenr, respectively.
Several women who were publicly opposed to suffrage, such as Annie Nathan Meyer
and the muckraking journalist Ida Tarbell, were also appointed to the committee, but
the Women's Committee definitely had a suffragist flavor.

Harrior Stanton Blacch, Elizabeth Cad}r Stanton’s daughrer and herself a leader of
the cause, said in her letter of congrarulations to Dr. Shaw,

It must be a matter of pride to all suffragists that in building up this
committee, the forces of our movement were so largely drawn upon. It is
enough to make every “Anti” turn in her grave to think that when our
government wished to make an effective committee to mobilize women at
this rime of world crisis, they had to turn to the woman suffrage movement

for material.®



