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America's Hemp King

Though the US. Hemp king was our granddad,
we smoked corn silk when we were growing lads.

Introduction

| grew up literally surrounded by hemp. Raised on a Wisconsin dairy farm between Waupun and
Brandon in the early 1940's, one of nayleest memories was that of me and my older brother

Matt (not to be confused with my Grandpa Matt) trampling down patches of hemp in the middle
of my dad, Dayton Rens', hemp field to create "rooms" for the house we were "building." | also
remember that Dhwasn't too pleased when he stumbled on our creation one day. Something
about mining his profit, as | recall! This was the stuff, you see, that they cut in the fall and then
eventually took to Grandpa Matt Rens' Hemp Company just down the road on highwagre

they turned it into fiber and then sold it to make such things as cords, rope, and thread.
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he Highway 49 hemp mill during its heyday

It was only many years after his death in 18% | discovered that my Grandpa Matt was pretty
famous in some circles and known widely as "America's Hemp King."

In today's world when you tell somebody your grandfather was "America's Hemp King," your
listener either draws a blank or gets that knovamije on their face. You know the look. The
one where they are a bit smug but a trifle sympathetic that you feel compelled to reveal your
family's sordid history in the narcotics industry! Today when you hear of hemp, your-mind
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it registers at al--jumps quickly to marijuana. Even Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, while
recognizing its potential use for cordage, states a definition of hemp as "a psychoactive drug (as
marijuana or hashish) from hemp." And, in fact, in today's world marijuana, wirmsascfrom

the dried leaf and flower of the hemp plant, is the primary if not the only use of hemp. This was
not always the case, as in earlier times the stalk of the hemp plant was valued for the fiber it
produced to make strong, desirable twines, threadkropes. That is not to say, however, that

our friends and neighbors who grew hemp were unaware of the fact that the hemp plant
contained a drug. Witness the 1943 introduction to a bulletin on hemp produced by the United
States Department of Agricultuveéhich states in its introductory paragraph:

Caution

The hemp plant contains the drug marijuana. Any farmer planning to grow hemp must comply
with certain regulations of the Marijuana Tax Act of 1937. This involves registration with the
farmer's neareshternal Revenue Collector and the payment of a fee of $1.00. Although the fee is
small, the registration is mandatory and should not be neglected, as the penalty provisions for not
complying with the regulations are very severe. However, when a farmsrasgmtract to

grow hemp in the Government program in 1943, he also signs an application for a registration,
and no further application is necessary. The registration must be renewed each year beginning
July 1. This secalled "license" permits a farmer ébtain viable hemp seed from a registered

firm dealing in hemp, to plant and grow the crop, and to deliver mature, retted hemp stalks to a
hemp mill.

Because of that knowledge, the authorized purchase of hemp seed and the planting and growing
process werearefully monitored by the United States Government. However, | must admit that

we youngsters growing up on the area farms that grew and harvested hemp were pretty naive and
uninformed. When we experimented with our first smokes, the dried leaf of thegiem never

entered our minds. I'm afraid the smoke of the day was nothing more esoteric than dried corn

silk!

We grew hemp for fiber during grandpa's time,
but China and Asia represent its line.

Origins

While Grandpa was the "Hemp King" and we madas4as” in the Wisconsin Hemp fields in

the early 1940's, we were far from being its earliest users. Sources indicate that hemp dates way
back to the Emperor Sun Nung of China in 28 BC, and that 2500 years ago the Scythians found
hemp valuable for rope makjnThen under the Caesars the Romans actually found hemp fiber
useful for sail making. In Asia, where hemp originated, it was the source of "hasheesh" or
marijuana. The 1994 Encyclopedia Americana indicates that:

"Hemp has been used as a drug source sincient times. Its drug products have often been
employed in religious and mystical ceremonies in India and the Middle East. They have also
been used to treat various disorders, but in the US. no hemp products are recognized as having



medicinal qualitie®r have official standing as drugs. Hemp is grown in India, the Middle East,
North Africa, Mexico, and other countries for products used as medicine and hallucinogens."

When the pilgrims arrived in America in 1620, they brought hemp along, and grew America

first known crop in 1621. They used its fiber for rope. In the early 1800's hemp fiber was
commonly used in the US. for rigging vessels, for twine, and for weaving fabrics. However, in
the mid to latter 1800's the industry basically collapsed in AmagdaS. rope makers depended
more and more on imported raw materials. The hard fibers used primarily for rope and twine
came from Manila hemp (Abaca) grown in the Philippines, Sisal grown in Africa and the
Netherlands East Indies, and henequen from MeaxicbCuba. Softer fibers used for such things

as fine thread, wrapping twines, shoe threads, upholstery threads and marlon ropes used by the
Navy came from Jute grown in India, flax grown in Europe, and from lItalian hemp.

W.W.I broke out and Grandpa capitad.
Where others grew he processed hemp and won the prize.

Early History

In the early 1900's a limited amount of US. hemp was grown in the state of Kentucky. However,
this limited production became insufficient in 1914 when W.W.I broke out and impams f

Europe were curtailed. As Wisconsin farm land appeared favorable for the growing of hemp,
beginning in 1908 the Wisconsin State Prison in Waupun built a binder twine plant and
experimented with hemp production and processing. They found that whilegnempvell in

the fertile Wisconsin solil, it was not particularly well suited for twine but was more appropriate
for coarser threads and certain ropes.

At the same time the University of Wisconsin was encouraging farmers in the Alto, Brandon,
and Waupun &a to grow hemp to help meet the increased war need. Matt Rens owned a farm
on highway 49 between Waupun and Brandon and was one of those farmers who grew a hemp
crop in 1914.



Matt's farm ast looks in 1995

One of the things Matt discovered in this early work in the hemp business was that the process
used for turning the grown hemp into a marketable fiber product was laborious, inefficient and
unacceptable to Wisconsin farmers. The processinherited from Kentucky where farmers cut

and salvaged hemp without the aid of machines. In fact the only machine used in the entire
process was a crude decorticating machine that removed the fiber on the outside of the stalk from
the rest of the stalkd-his was a sawhordeoking device that was hand pumped and produced
coarse handfuls of fiber acceptable for earlier times but very coarse and poorly cleaned.

Working with the University of Wisconsin and the US. government, Matt and area farmers
encourage the International Harvester Company to invent machines that would cut the hemp
and another that would decorticate it or separate the fiber from the stalk. It was this decorticating
machine that had historically been transported from field to field thatded the idea that

initiated Matt's career and eventually resulted in his becoming America's Hemp King.

Matt saw that the decorticating process being done in individual fields was a very inefficient
process that did not result in a quality product. l4e aoted when going from field to field that

the moisture content of the hemp varied and that dryer hemp typically provided better quality
and was easier to clean. With that, the idea of a hemp mill was{aopface where farmers

could bring their hempo it could be dried to the preferred moisture levéi& and then
decorticated. In 1915 Matt, in partnership with the owner of the decorticating machine, built and
opened the nation's first hemp mill. Within a year he bought out his partner and waswvary hi

to becoming America's Hemp King.

At the time that he opened his mill, Matt lived on his farm adjacent to the mill on highway 49. In
time he spent more and more of his time with the mill and hired help to operate the farm. By
1918 business was so damdang that he rented his farm and moved his family to nearby Alto.
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Matts Alto home as it Iooks in 1995

The busiest times for the mill were in the fall and winter when the farmers brouigliteing to

the mill to be processed. During the summer while the hemp was being grown, only a skeletal
crew was maintained at the mill. As the jobs in the mill were seasonal, it was not always easy to
find workers. In one of the early years African Amenigdrom Kentucky were brought in to

help. In another year inmates from the State Prison helpedumater the watchful eye of a Mr.
Yarnes, a prison guard!

In 1920 the mill burned down; however, Matt demonstratedesisiute nature and built a new

and improved version within a few short months. The success of Matt's hemp mill soon caught
the eye of other astute businessmen, and by 1920 approximately fifteen mills were built in such
area towns as Waupun, Brandon, Mad Fairwater, Horicon, Beaver Dam, Union Grove,
Roberts, Juneau, and others. This competition, of course, often meant surplus and decreased
profits and was an early indicator of the cyclical nature of the hemp business.

Initially farmers brought their mep to Matt's mill at a set price per acre and Matt then sold the
processed fiber to spinning companies around the country by the pound. As fiber prices varied
depending on quality and demand, this did not always prove to be the fairest method of
calculatirg payment to the farmers. Working with Andy Wright, a University of Wisconsin
agronomist who he befriended and consulted with throughout his career regarding improvements
in hemp quality and processing techniques, Matt then developed a system wheréee and
farmers shared 50/50 the sale price of the fiber they delivered to his mill.

In the early years the farmers also owned their own harvesters; however, breakdowns were
frequent and repair issues were difficult. As a result, Matt purchased all the farewrisery,
maintained it, and rented it back to them when they needed it.

To summarize the early history of the Matt Rens Hemp Company, in 1915 Matt created a central
processing plant for taking the fiber from the hemp stalk and called it a "hemp nagk. 'tii2

next several years he established a system that would be in place throughout his career where
farmers purchased seed from him, planted and grew their fields, rented Matt's equipment to



harvest their crops, delivered the hemp to Matt's mill whewastprocessed, and then shared
50/50 in the revenue generated when Matt sold the fiber to US. spinning mills.

Farmers grew, cut, retted, gathered, and bound.
Matt dried, broke, combed, and then the buyers found.

Process

So what about the growing, hartiag, and processing of this plant that turned Grandpa from a
Wisconsin dairy farmer into America's Hemp King? First let's have Matt Rens himself give us a
summary of the processing procedure as he is quoted in a 1940 "Milwaukee Journal" newspaper
article:

"After the hemp is harvested, the stalks are allowed to remain on the ground taétvaféeld
ret' is a more explanatory term) or be exposed to moisture. After 'retting,’ or loosening of the
fibers through moisture action, the crop is gathered,iti® bundles, and brought to the mill."

"Our hemp mill really is a gigantic threshing machine. After the crop is delivered to us, we place
the hemp stalks in drying kilns, under temperatures of 175 degrees. The hemp is then taken into
the mill and run tlough a 'breaking machine,’ to crush the stalks but not the fibers, and then it is
graded and the woody fibers separated by a process termed 'scutching.’ The only hand process
involved is the 'hackling' or combing out of the fibers. The number one gragengfis called

'line fiber," while the number two grade is listed as 'tow.' The United States Navy, of course,
requires the number one grade."

Of course, much occurred prior to the arrival of the hemp at Grandpa's mill.

Seed

To begin with, farmers needsded. Wisconsin farmers never became involved in growing hemp
to provide seed but rather relied on Matt to purchase seed from Kentucky where all the nation's
seed originated. Kentucky seed was of Chinese origin and was purchased by the bushel, each
bushelweighing fortyfour pounds. Like most of the hemp growing and milling process,

selecting seed also needed to be done with care. Just as seed that was more than two years old
didn't germinate well, neither did immature seed that was green to a yelloegshagpior. It was
important that the seed selected be kept in a cool and dry area as it spoiled under damp, warm
conditions. Ideally, the seed had an oil content 682%. Matt took the responsibility of

purchasing the seed and then selling it to the dasrto initiate the growing process.

Planting

While hemp returned much of the nutrients removed from the soil, it required a rich soil high in
nitrogen content. As such it was a crop that was best rotated with such crops as soybeans, alfalfa,
clover, or otl pastures. Experiments conducted by lowa State University in Ames, lowa,

indicated that the highest hemp yields followed those crops that left the most available nitrogen



in the soil. Using 100% as the most proficient, the following crops most apprboppeteeded
the planting of hemp:

Alfalfa and 100%
clover
Soybeans 75% (Practitioners involved in the process indicated that they followed alfal

clover with a crop of corn or soybeans which loosened the soil and m:

Corn and 57% hemp planting easier.)

oats
Sorghum  35%

Logically, nitrogen fertilizer produced greater gains than did phosphorous or potassium. In fact,
one of the best fertilizers was plain old barnyard manure!

For best results, fields were plowed in the fall and planted in the spring, generally just prior to
corn planting time. The seeds were plantediwaléto one inch deep with approximately one

bushel of seed planted per acre. It was also helpful to plemg hefields that had good

drainage. While hemp did not require cultivation and, therefore, not much attention of any kind
during the summer months, it did require considerable handling during the fall. As a result, most
farmers limited their crop to no mothan ten acres. Following these procedures for preparation
and planting, farmers found that hemp grew well in the Wisconsin corn belt area because of the
nature of the soil and because it had no natural diseases or insect enemies in the area. By late
August or early September, the hemp typically had grown to six to eight feeataitieal

height in which to build "houses" and get lost!

Harvesting

The harvesting process began with the cutting of the henie iearly to the middle part of
September. By the time it was ready for cutting, the hemp plant was ready to form seed. It was
important to cut it prior to the forming of seed as that process took some of the oil out of the
plant and reduced the softne$she fiber. That was also the reason the seed was purchased from
Kentucky as opposed to being grown in Wisconsin. It took a longer growing season to produce
seed, resulting in a fiber that was more coarse and brittle. As can be seen, timing was a delicate
matter and care had to be taken. If the hemp was harvested too early, a finer and softer but
weaker fiber would result. If it were harvested too late, coarse, brittle fiber resulted. Obviously,
there was a skill to
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Harvester in operation
determining the best time to begin the harvesting process. Hemp Harvesters pictured below were
used in the cutting and spreading process. Matt's son Willard Rens describes the operation of the
harvester inltese words:

"The hemp harvester was a seventfrt wide machine that would cut a swath about seven feet
wide. A large, movable reel would bring the cut hemp back onto a platform. A canvass apron
then elevated it to be caught by a circular apron and ht@rgund at a ninety degree angle and
spread on the ground."

Cut hemp in the field

The hemp was then left on the ground for from four to six weeks and exposed to the rain and
dew. this proess, a partial rotting of the hemp, was called the "retting" process. Specifically, it
was called "dew retting" as opposed to being retted artificially in large vats as was sometimes
tried in Kentucky and Italy. This retting process permitted the fibreohemp to be easily

separated from the woody core of the stalk. This, too, was a sensitive process subject to delicate
timing. If the hemp was over retted, the fiber was weak as the adhesive substance between fiber
cells on the stalk broke down. This theroduced short, broken strands of fiber called "tow

fiber" which were less valuable than the long strands called "line fiber." On the other hand, if the
hemp was under retted, the fiber would not separate well from the stalcaltesbwoody

"hurds" ofthe plant; and the quality of the fiber was poorer and would not spin into a good

quality twine. It was also discovered that it helped to turn the cut hemp over at least once during
the retting process so that both sides were evenly retted. Duringieeasy the turning process

was done by hand. A farmer could turn approximately three acres per day, so it was a tedious,
laborious process. At any rate, the question of the day for farmers come October was to ret or not
to ret as a few days too long in tield could mean the difference between retting and rotting.
Farmers received help in this decisimaking process from personnel at the hemp mill who
performed several tests to help determine whether or not the hemp had been properly retted.
Three such & s are described in a 1943 US Agriculture Bulletin:



1. Break test- Three to six stalks are taken in the hands and bent back and forth. If the hemp is
properly retted, the fiber shouldn't break when the woody core crumbles and the hurds fall free.
This is the test most commonly used in Wisconsin.

2. Bowstring test- One to five percent of the fibers are in a bowstring shape.

3. Peel test- If properly retted, the fiber peels freely away from the stalk.

When it was determined that the hemp was propetted, it was gathered up from the field and
tied into bundles with a Harvester machine called a Gdtineier.

£

Gatherbinder
While occasionally these bundles were then shocked in téi&pestacks until the hemp mill

was ready to process them by separating the fiber from the stalk, often it was delivered to the
mill shortly after tying it into bundles and was stacked at the Trhis was done as snow storms
sometimes would make it impossible to get the crop to the mill when the bundles would freeze to
the ground.

Shocks in the field

Milling Process

As Matt has gd in a few eloquent words at the beginning of this section dealing with process,
once the hemp arrived at the mill it was first dried to where it had a moisture content of five to

six percent. To do this, bundles of hemp were opened and laid out flaboneyor ten feet

wide and one hundred feet long which went through a drying kiln. This process took
approximately one and a half hours. Once appropriately dried, the hemp went through a machine
called a "breaker." The breaker had about fifteen setsrofgated rollers, one above the other,
similar to two gears meshing into each other. These "gears" were not tight together, which



allowed room for hands of hemp straw to be fed through them. As the hemp straw progressed
through the machine, it was crush&tle short pieces of crushed stalk, called "hurds,” were then

Hemp stacked at the mill
waiting to be processed
carried by an overhead hopper system to the boiler room where they wererdsetifbr the

two steam engines that ran the plant. Any extra hurds were given to the farmers for cattle
bedding. When the hemp came out the other end of the breaker, it was then carded along by a
heavy chain where revolving scutcher drums combed oututitkss and snarled fiber. The

scutcher was a drum six feet in diameter and twelve feet wide that had a paddle and combing
pins on the outside. The drum went around as the hemp was fed past it, cleaning out the hurds
and short pieces of fiber. The hemp wiémbugh two sets of scutchers during the process, each

set cleaning up a different side of the hemp. The picture on the next page shows Matt standing by
a new scutcher that had just been installed in the Markesan mill.

-

Matt by a new scutcher
in the Markesan plant

While the hurds that came out of this process were used to fuel the plant or for cattle bedding, the
short pieces of fiber or "tow" were fed into a "tow machine" which was a smadiéel of a



breaker. The tow came out of this machine in loose form and was bailed that way. An average
bale of tow weighed 350 pounds.

Haklin m
The longer and more valuable "line fiber" was caught by werésrit came out of the scutcher

and made into handfuls or "hanks." The "hanks" were then combed by hand, a twist was made in
the center of them, and they were put onto racks. Baler men would then pick up the "hanks" by

the armful and create bales to he&cled to Waupun and shipped to spinning companies
throughout the country. Bales of "line fiber" averaged about 500 pounds or more.

r ,

Dayton Rens checking racks

The major soft fiber spinningpenpanies Matt did business with included LudlowManufacturing
Company, the Linnen Thread Company, the Hanover Cordage Company, and, of course, the
Navy. that held hanks of line fiber.

Ups and downs, booms and busts, and then the great depression.
He timed it well; sold and bought; made a great impression.



Post W.W.I

So, Matt essentially developed this milling process in 1915 and throughout the course of his life
worked to refine it. While the business proved profitable for Matt, it was a cyclical bsibipes
nature. W.W.I and immediately thereafter were boom times for the hemp business, and Matt
prospered. As a result, competition took notice and increased, making business tougher. It was
good enough in 1928, however, for a slick Chicago businessmarkeoMat an offer he

couldn't refuse. So, in one of those masterful anelifetime strokes of genius, Matt sold his

hemp mill in 1928 and just at the exact right time. When the crash of 1929 came and the great
depression set in, the city slicker wasvdn back to Chicago, leaving the area farmers, who had
already planted their hemp crops but now had no place to process them, high and dry. Matt then
bought back his mill and the one in Waupun besides, and he and Garrett Greenfield, the manager
of the Waupn plant, rescued the area farmers by processing their hemp. In 1930 Matt closed the
Waupun plant and consolidated his operation in the plant on highway 49. He later donated the
Waupun property to the City of Waupun, and it is today the site of the Wigapital. Matt

also served on the planning board for the hospital from 1943 until his death in 1950. The hospital
was dedicated and opened in 1951, and serves the city of Waupun and the surrounding area to
this day.

Because of the depression, Matt didmtw or process any hemp in 1930 or 193 1. In fact times
were so difficult in the early 1930's that all the Wisconsin hemp mills except for Matt's and the
ones in Juneau and Beaver Dam closed. By the mid 1930's things were somewhat on the
upswing, and Mat farmers grew 375 acres in 1935 and in the 19361940 period between 500
600 acres were planted annually. In 1939 all of that changed when Hitler began causing
problems in Europe. At first the spinning companies began asking for more fiber, but Matt saw
bigger things on the horizon. Once again he recognized a need and an opportunity and moved
like the astute businessman he was to respond and take advantage. In 1940 he bought the
Markesan Hemp Company from an eighty year old gentleman and then regeneraiadttto

help respond to the burgeoning need.

Waupon Memorial Hospital as it looks in 1995
Demand was great; the country needed more.
He organized and produced hemp galore.



W.W.Il Boom

In 1941 Matt's farmers in the Alto, Waupun, Brandon, Fairwater, and Markesan area grew 2700
acres of hemp or nearly five times their previous annual production. By now Matt had opened
the Markesan plant to help in processing and had installed his oldefesdon, there to

manage the plant. Dayton remained there through the peak war years, returning to his farm on
highway 49 several years later.

In addition to purchasing and upgrading the Markesan plant to help respond to increased
demand, Matt saw a neéal more and better equipment. As a result of Matt's work with several
implement companies, the John Deere Implement Company converted their rice harvesting
machine to a hemp harvester, a small implement company developed an improvetigdérer
machine and a turning machine was developed that turned the hemp over during the retting
process. This machine turned about fifteen to twenty acres per day as opposed to the laborious
handturning method which turned just three acres per day. Matt was nowopesitio respond

to the demands of his customers and his country, and those demands became major.

As reported in a June, 1944 lowa State University Bulletin, "Imports of manila and sisal fibers
from the Philippines and Netherlands Indies were cut off shaftitr December 7, 1941." When

the Japanese took over the Philippines and took control of large areas of the Pacific, it is reported
that about a year's supply of Abaca (Manila hemp) fell into their hands. In addition, most of the
world's supply of fibefor rope was cut off. Hemp was suddenly a "strategic war crop.” Here is

how the Farmers Bulletin Number 1935 from the US Department of Agriculture put it:

HEMP
By B. B. Robinson, Senior Agronomist

"Hemp is now a strategic war crop. It is needed for ngakirong, durable twines and ropes,

formerly made of fibers imported from the Philippines and the Netherlands East Indies.

Your Government is sponsoring the expansion of the hemp industry, and farmers will be assisted
in the production, handling, and matikeg of this crop.

By growing hemp in 1943, farmers in Minnesota, lowa, Wisconsin, lllinois, and Kentucky can
serve their country and also have good prospects of profit for themselves ..... "

In fact, the need was so pressing that in 1942 the US Goverdewmded to get into the act

itself and drafted a plan to build fortwo governmenbwned and operated hemp mills in the

upper midwest in lowa, lllinois, Minnesota, and Wisconsin as well as a smaller number in
Kentucky. In moving forward aggressively witieir hemp production program, the government
took a number of decisive steps. First, they consulted Matt and asked for his advice on how to
expand production, build mills, train managers, and process hemp. Second, they contracted with
Northwest Flax Indstries in Winona, Minnesota, to construct approximately $1,000,000 worth

of hemp breaking machines for installation in their favp plants. Third, they opened a special
training school in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, to train 170 men they had hired to naathge

operate their mills. And finally, they constructed their fextp mills at a cost of approximately
$350,000 each. The government's goal was to plant 30,000 to 37,000 acres of hemp in Kentucky



in 1942 for seed production purposes. This was preparfationeeting the goal of planting
between 300,000 to 450,000 acres of hemp in 1943 that could then be processed for its fiber.

It was during these war years that Matt solidified his reputation as the Hemp King of America. It
has been reported that durifngstperiod Wisconsin supplied about three fourths of the hemp
raised in the country and that Matt, in his two mills, produced more hemp than any manufacturer
in the United States. In fact, a 1940 Milwaukee Journal article reports that at the beginhang of t
war period Matt's mills processed nindiye percent of the country's hemp. While the country's
production records are somewhat contradictory, a 1944 lowa State Bulletin reports it as follows:

W.W.I perioc 10,00015,000 acres per year were plat

1930's 1,200 acres per year were planted
1941 7,000 acres were planted

1942 13,500 acres were planted

1943 176,000 acres were planted

A 1971 article in the Appleton, Wisconsin, "Post Crestéagjazine” reports that the Wisconsin
hemp crop from 1938943 produced an average of 7.9 million pounds of fiber, but that the 1944
Wisconsin crop produced 19 million pounds. The average yield was said to be about 850 pounds
of fiber per acre. On the othlkand, other reports indicate that Matt's mills processed over 3600
acres of hemp during their peak years and in one year produced nearly 4,000,000 pounds of
fiber. However it is viewed, the Matt Rens Hemp Company produced a significant portion of the
nation's fiber prior to the government's war effort and played a continuing and expanded role
during the critical war years.

Acreage and yields, prices and costs that were fair;
treating buyers and farmers with thoughtful care.

Finances

While there was monetp be made in the hemp business by both farmers and millers, exact
records of profits are hard to find. As indicated, Matt established a process early on where
farmers were paid fifty percent of whatever the fiber they produced eventually sold for. Willard
Rens reports that farmers could often net $100 per acre or more up to $160 per acre in a good
year. Prices, however, were as cyclical as the business and generally depended on the availability
of foreign fibers. In general, however, two and a quartentoand a half tons of adry retted

hemp stalks were produced per acre, and those two and a quarter to two and a half tons of stalk
produced approximately 10a0.00 pounds, over half of which was high quality "line fiber." The

rest of it was the shortdess desirable, "tow fiber." The price per pound varied widely

depending on demand; however, Willard Rens recalls selling some fiber foraiértyents per

pound. John DeBoer, Matt's sortlaw who also worked in the mill, recalls in a "Post Crescent
Magazine View" article that, "One year we had 3600 acres raised for our plants, and the average
net return after expenses was $108 per acre." A 1943 "New York Harold Tribune" article

reported that the Federal Government would pay betweeS$S3@er ton foretted hemp.

Given that, if each acre produced between two and a quarter and two and a half tons of stalks, the



Government was paying anywhere from $825 per acre during peak war years. At any rate,
there was, indeed, good money to be made in the heliipgnbiusiness; however, as history
shows, it was not a particularly steady business.

Narcotics and Congress and World Wars, too,
were some of the things he had to work through.

Politics

Politics clearly played a major role in the hemp business. Majdrgabinterventions centered
around two factors-war and drugs. The first, war, has already been dealt with in the recapturing
of the history of the hemp industry from 1914 through W.W.II. Matt played a significant role in
both those wars by deliveringsirategic war product to the Federal Government during a time of
great need. Not only did he deliver a quality product, but he refined the industry, helped create
more efficient processing methods, and loaned his expertise to the government when called
upon. Even then it should be noted that as is always true in
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Matt Rens as a 12 yéar old boy in 1895

politics, not everybody believed that hemp and the government's investment in it was such a
good idea. Witness one Wilbur J. Brons writing in the Chicago Journal of Commerce in May,
1943:

"So inferior is this domestic product (hemp) to the lowest grades of imported fiber that no
responsible manufacturer would waste his time on it .... In theegsahrough which hemp must
go before the fiber can be recovered, it loses all the qualities which would make it commercially



valuable. Its normally short fibers become so brittle that they cannot be spun .... It's just a way to
give farmers another suldyiin the form of a fictitious price for a worthless product.”

"
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Matt Rens working at ‘
his desk in the Highway 49 mill

Willard xmlnlng hp
on the Dayton Rens' farm on Highway 49
¥ o

The gathabindr machine used to tie
straw into bundles after retting is completed



The steam engine used to operate the dryer
as it looked while in operation in the Highway 49 mill

The same steam engine as it exists in a
dilapidated prtion of the Highway 49 mill in 1994

The article came to Matt in a 1943 letter from the Vice President and General Manager of the
John Deere Implement Company asking for Matt's reaction. Unfortunately, Matt's reaction is not

attached. Perhaps it's justvasl|!

Ed Van Loo stands near a
full grown hemp crop

On the narcotics front Matt has this to say in a 1940 Milwaukee Journal article:



"We have enough marijuana on hand in stacks and iwarghouses to drug the nation, but |
can't recall a single case since I've been in the business where farmers or help around here
smoked or put marijuana to improper use."

The Federal Government, however, was increasingly stringent in their restrictitres mant.

In 1945, for example, this led Matt to Washington DC. where he headed a delegation testifying
before a Senate Finance sttmmittee. He told them their newest regulation of requiring
farmers to remove all leaves and flowers from the hemp ptantto delivering them to the

hemp mill would force them all out of business. Matt indicated that the requirement would not
only injure the plant but created a process so costly that there would be no point in growing it.
He again declared, "In no insanhave | ever known of anyone going into the hemp field and
gathering the leaves for illicit purposes.” And they got the point.

The war was over, but the fiber remained.
So a huge market glut created a strain.

Post W.W.II

By the end of 1944 the war pice had improved markedly and the government got out of the
hemp production business. Most of their mills had been used for only one year and then were
sold to various industries at a low price. Because it took a long time to get the mills into
production two mills in Kentucky never became operational at all. However, because the
government's mills had created a large fiber glut on the market during their year in operation, the
fiber market was extremely competitive in the mid to late 1940's. In resftiseproblem

created, the government provided a-gear guaranteed fiber price if the fiber couldn't be sold to
spinning companies at that rate or higher. This was a big help to Matt and to area farmers as in
1946 the government purchased upward of @D pounds of Wisconsin fiber in their price

support program. It was expected that they would then need to purchase nearly all of the 1947
Wisconsin production of 4,655,000 pounds besides. The purchasing program was completed by
May of 1948.

One of the gogrnment's post war efforts was to assist European countries in their rebuilding
efforts. As part of that, the plan was to send millions of pounds of fiber to France in 1950. In
response, another large hemp acreage was planted in 1949 only to have thegolvehange

their plans. This created a huge glut on the fiber market in 1950. When the milling season was
completed that year, there were seventy carloads of fiber on hand with no potential buyers in
sight.

And in 1950 Matt Rens died. And no new crop \gesnyn.

Everything has a beginning and an ending.
And the end came.



Decline and Closing

While efforts were made by Matt's family to maintain the business after his death, the need for
US grown fiber was spotty at best. A 1944 Milwaukee Journal artictegbseand summarizes

the plight of Wisconsin hemp succinctly when it states, "The danger is over, and it is possible to
import hemp at a lower cost than our farmers can produce it."

While there was only limited activity in the mill after 1950, in 1951liimnen Thread Company
bought the remaining fiber that was on hand for use in ‘cellulose sponges. In response, in 1952
another crop was grown and, again, the Linnen Thread Company purchased the bulk of the fiber.
In 1953 another crop was planted, but a petiing year resulted in an inferior product

unattractive to potential buyers. In 1953 the Markesan plant was sold to a Milwaukee family for
use as a machine shop, leaving only the mill on highway 49. In later years the Markesan mill was
operated as a fodry by Strakata Industries. Since 1978 it has been Robin I, a company which
creates expandable polystyrene molds for use in packaging and as coolers. A major portion of the
original hemp mill structure remains today, unchanged since the early 1900's.

In 1954 a moderate acreage was again planted, but just at cutting time mtypso@ins hit

and twathirds of the crop was over retted. While some filifenelatively poor quality was sold

to paper companies, spinning companies were disappointed. Other potential uses for the product
were explored in the 195857 time frame such as the use of hemp in the textile industry where
green hemp would be used ta@ke clothing, but in the end there simply was no more demand

for hemp products.

Finally, in 1957 the last hemp crop was grown to be processed at the Matt Rens Hemp Company,
and it was a good one. Farmers had an excellent retting season, and the filmsdonauof

good quality. Matt would have been proud of it. But, when the processing was completed in

1958, it took over a year to sell the highality fiber produced. The hemp industry no longer

served a purpose or responded in a cost effective wayust@nter's need.

Several things contributed to the industry's decline:



1. It was difficult to control fiber quality due to the field retting process and being dependent on
the vagaries of nature.

2. Gummed tape was developed as a way to seal packagesliiog,reaminating the once

robust post office market.

3. Synthetic fibers such as orlon and nylon could more consistently control strength.

4. The issue of marijuana control became more important as the country's culture underwent
change.

So what happenwhen you end a business? In this case the Matt Rens Hemp Company on
highway 49 between Waupun and Brandon was sold to Henry Mays, the owner of a Waupun
construction company who used it for storage and a workshop. He since has sold it to another
construdion business, and it still remains to this day a Highway 49 landmark.

The Matt Rens Hemp Company
on Highway 49 as it looks in 1995

As a final act of closing, Matt's son Willard Rens whotranbusiness following Matt's death,
personally degerminated 2000 bushels or 88,000 pounds of hemp seed that cost $9$10 per bushel
and sold it for its only potential useas bird seed at $2 per bushel.

And the business ended.

Epilogue

In crafting thisbook for family consumption, | spent a great deal of time with Grandpa-Matt
reading about him, listening about him, and thinking about him. In doing so | could not help but
feel a strange closeness with the man who died-fouyyears ago when | wassjuan eleven

year old boy. | also couldn't help but form some opinions and come to some conclusions about
the nature of the man.

I've been told by others that Matt was a "man of integrity," that "he treated others fairly and
well," that his motto was, "l and let live and don't take advantage of others," that he was

highly respected by all inside and outside the world of hemp, and that he was a devout Christian
family man. If you read between the lines of this book, | believe you will find verificatiafi of

these things in the way that Matt did business.



My personal memories of Grandpa Matt are limited. | remember he owned a Buick and a
Cadillac, and | was impressed. | remember Dad and | sometimes started our day in Grandpa's
Hemp Mill office, and Grandpwould always ask, "Well, Dayton, what's on the agenda for
today?" | remember whenever we visited Grandma and Grandpa's house in Alto he'd sneak
candy and cookies and fruit to us; and, in a conspiratorial wink, would admonish us not to tell
Grandma. | disnctly remember his funeral because of two things. First | remember the casket
with Grandpa in it was kept in the house for two days. And second | remember that my cousin
Arlen Tenpas and | cried loud and long and unashamedly on the enclosed front ipereh w
everybody was sitting after returning from the Alto Cemetery. But otherwise | don't have many
personal recollections of Grandpa.

After writing this book | do, however, have some opinions and conclusions. In 1914 when
W.W.I broke out Matt was a simpWisconsin dairy farmer with a tenth grade education. Yet he
took the concept of a decorticating machine and built it into a major industry within a year. In
1920 Matt's mill burned down. Within three months he built a new and improved plant and was
up andrunning. In 1928 when business was booming, Matt sold his Hemp Mill. In 1929 the
stock market crashed and the depression was on. In 1930 he bought his mill plus the Waupun
mill back to help area farmers who had been abandoned by a Chicago city sli¢/e& llime

closed the Waupun mill and later donated the land to the City of Waupun. Today the land is the
site of the Waupun Hospital. In 1939 Hitler began creating problems in Europe. In 1940 Matt
increased his production capacity by purchasing the Mankas#hand stimulating the

development of new and improved equipment. Who was Matt Rens? He was a generous,
creative, inventive, persistent entrepreneur with an almost magical sense of timing who cared
deeply for others. Those were all traits that madeahimghly successful and respected
businessman and led to his becoming America's Hemp King.

RENS gravesite



