Medical Products and Instruments: How They

Changed the City with a Heart
By: Sarah Heiber

Elkhart is a city with a rich of history that is often ignored
within the city. Most around Elkhart think that Elkhart has only ever
had RVs, when if you just ask some of the older people that live still in
Elkhart tell a different story. One of a bustling city with many different
jobs within different factories, which are not just recreational vehicles
(RVs), but factories of medical supplies, or factories of instruments.
Elkhart is still known as the Instrument capital of the World. However
instruments are no longer the main export of Elkhart, that has become
RVs. The main factories that were around Elkhart were Miles
Laboratories, which was a medical company, and C.G. Conn, which
was an instrument company. There were other instrument factories such
as H & A Selmer and Walter Piano. Each of these companies has their
own story, but all of them have the same connecting thread as they had
a factory in Elkhart. Then the question becomes: why Elkhart of all
places? This is a question not easily answered by some people since a

lot of people see Elkhart now as a dying town with only one industry
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really left in it, anymore. Additionally that one industry has taken a

slight hit over the years.

It is best to start off by explaining how Elkhart came about as a
whole. Since its establishes a couple of big players early on and
provides an answer as to how some of these companies got some of
their funding. The Treaty of Chicago in 1821, gave a lot of land to the
United States, including the modern day county of Elkhart; however,
the main business district of Elkhart was in Chief Pierre Moran, a
Potawatomi chief, hands.!® Nowadays Pierre Moran is most known in
Elkhart for being the name of a mall. However, Pierre Moran decided to
give the land to Dr. Havilah Beardsley on April 21, 1831, which gave
“Section Five, acknowledged before a justice of peace in Cass County,
Indiana. This deed was recorded in 1831 and approved by President
Andrew Jackson on January 13, 1832,” this deed only cost $800 at that
time.1 Some time passed till about 1840 when Dr. Beardsley

established a large flour mill, located on St. Joe River west of Main St

18 “Elkhart’s History Began With Chicago Pact of 1821 And Grant To Moran: Havilah
Beardsley Platted Village And Engaged In First Commerce.” Indiana Business &
Industry. Elkhart: A Special Issue, March 1996, 14-16.

19 Ibid.
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which closed in 1904.20 This led to other ventures within Elkhart that
were spearheaded by Dr. Beardsley early on: those being a mill for
carding wool, a flax mill, and a papermill, this later on led to a
population explosion within Elkhart as a whole.2! Within the 1840
Census: “showed a population of 6,660; of this, probably around 250
lived in Elkhart... in 1850 Elkhart’s population was estimated around
500.722 This eventually led to getting Elkhart becoming a town. Also, in
1851, Elkhart received its first train. It was from White Pigeon,
Michigan on a Friday afternoon in October.2? That train was only the
beginning of what was to come, within the transportation of goods via
train. All of the variables for a strong economic center to boom were in

place.

Elkhart officially became a town on September 7, 1858, which

at that point it was time for another census, which was the first census

20 Thid.
21 1bid.
22 Thid.

23 Tbid.
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of Elkhart in 1860 had a population of 1,439.24 The first Train rail shop
was established and built in 1867.25 Also “July 7, 1870 when the
Elkhart Review (the newspaper at that time) announced the breaking of
ground for engine and repair shops of the Lake Shore and Michigan
Southern Railway.”26 Also within the year 1870, it was time for another
census, this time showing a population of 3,265.27 This led to local
legislation to debate if Elkhart should become a city. This led to a vote
eventually being held in 1875 and becoming a city with a narrow
margin of 575 for and 562 against, which is only a 13-vote difference?8
Now that Elkhart was a city with a thriving population that would only
continue to grow. One of our major players of C.G. Conn moved to

Elkhart around 1873, and was working different jobs at this time.2*

24 1bid.
25 Ibid.
26 Thid.
27 1bid
28 Tbid.
29 Banks, Margaret Downie. 1994. Elkhart’s Brass Roots: An Exhibition to

Commemorate the 150th Anniversary of C. G. Conn’s Birth and the 120th
Anniversary of the Conn Company. Vermillion: University of South Dakota, 1.
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Another one of our major players around 1875, Dr. Franklin Miles came
back after graduating from Rush Medical College, to serve Elkhart as
an ear and eye specialist serving about 6,500 residents of Elkhart.30
Miles will be important later on. With the 1880 census showing Elkhart
at a population of 6,593.3!1 By the 1880s there were a number of
businesses within Elkhart: “six paper mills, two corn starch mills, two
knitting factories, and three flour mills.”32 Elkhart needed the large
population in order to have all of these mills running, along with the
other businesses that came along with to support. Eventually Elkhart
started branching out into more. Since the major players are already

here in Elkhart it is time to talk about Dr. Franklin Miles.

In about 1860 Dr. Franklin Miles, in his teens, was in Elkhart,
with his father.33 He lived in Elkhart for some time till he went off to

university, and moved around to different universities till he eventually

30 Loranger, Phil. April, 1989 “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal, 8-16

31 “Elkhart’s History Began With Chicago Pact of 1821 And Grant To Moran: Havilah
Beardsley Platted Village And Engaged In First Commerce.” Indiana Business &
Industry. Elkhart: A Special Issue, March 1996, 14-16.

32 Tbid.

33 Pickrell, Martha M. 1997. Dr. Miles: The Life of Dr. Franklin Lawrence Miles
(1845-1929). Carmel: Guild Press of Indiana.
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was in Rush Medical College and graduated as an official doctor.34 The
reason as to why he became a doctor was because his mother “wanted
him to study the sciences™.35 This period of his life was dark since he
lost his brother Charles who was four, died of pneumonia, his sister
Kate who was nine, died of smallpox, and then his mother Electa who
died of consumption, or what is now known as tuberculosis this was all
over a period of seven months in 1856.3¢ This was a massive tragedy
which led to Miles living with his father and then moving to Elkhart.
Miles after graduating from college moved back to Elkhart and by this
time he was married, and he was just starting his practice. He wrote in
“Medical News”, a magazine at that time for doctors writing their
articles as well as home remedies.3” His own thought process was that
diseases came from the nervous system and the way to cure them was

eventually with his product Restorative Nervine.3® He eventually made

34 Tbid.
35 Tbid.
36 Tbid.
37 Loranger, Phil. April, 1989. “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal : 8-16.

38 Ibid.
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Restorative Nervine, initially in his home.3% This was the first product
that Miles would make. This was the foundation of what would become
Miles Laboratories. Skipping to March 7, 1884 this is when Dr. Miles
ordered letter heads and postcards with ‘Dr. Miles Medical Company’
this date is the company’s founders day.4® Dr. Miles would eventually
leave Elkhart in 1906 for Fort Myers, Florida due to Chronic
Bronchitis.4! Dr. Miles would die on April 1, 1929 from old age, he was
84 years old.#2 By this time management of the company was already
handed over to a different person before Dr. Miles moved to Florida,
eventually Hub Beardsley in 1925 who would lay the groundwork for

their marketing prowess that was to come.43

Marketing is a big thing within Miles Laboratories. It is the

main way that the products of Miles Laboratories. The company

39 Pickrell, Martha M. 1997 Dr. Miles: The Life of Dr. Franklin Lawrence Miles
(1845-1929). Carmel: Guild Press of Indiana, 1.

4L oranger, Phil. April, 1989. “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal: 8.

41 Kurowski, Jeff. November 1992, “Milestones in Elkhart: Alka-Seltzer and One-A-
Day Vitamins Helped Keep Elkhart’s Miles Laboratories for More Than 100 years.”
Indiana Business Magazine: 8-12 & 70.

42 T oranger, Phil. April, 1989. “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal: 9.

43 Kurowski, Jeff. November 1992. “Milestones in Elkhart: Alka-Seltzer and One-A-
Day Vitamins Helped Keep Elkhart’s Miles Laboratories for More Than 100 years.”
Indiana Business Magazine: 9.
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changed its marketing through the years and was in the forefront of
advertising within Elkhart and potentially the entire country. The
company first sent out calendars with advertisements of Miles’s
products which at that time were Nervine, and a couple of other
remedies. Which Restorative Nervine was the compound that had active
bromide salts at that time. Which people at the time did not know of its
toxic properties, since this was before the first Food and Drug Act. They
also did weather almanacs which was another common way of
advertising back in the day, where you got your weather information
along with some ads for the company’s products. These were popular in
more rural areas, since there was not much in the way of being able to
tell what the weather was going to be like. On the front cover of the
almanacs there are flags that denote what type of winds and some
weather flags. In the 1928 almanac on the first page as you open the
cover there is a little pink slip. It states “You can get a Sample Package
of Dr. Miles’ Nervine Tablets (Effervescent) ABSOLUTELY FREE”.#4
It also states that all you have to do is find the coupon on another page

and fill out this coupon and you are able to get a free set of tablets.4s

44 Dr. Miles New Weather Almanac and Handbook of Valuable Information. Elkhart:
Miles Laboratories, Inc., 1928. 1.

43 Ibid.
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This was a good way to market your products during this time, because
who does not want free medicine? The coupon that they are talking
about in the 1928 almanac was found on page 31, it is in the back of the
book.46 However it lists Nervine in a tablet form, which at the time was
newer, most of the time Nervine was in a liquid form in a glass bottle. It
was labeled on the glass itself. Miles Laboratories released almanacs

every year till about 1942.

Then came along a golden goose for Miles Laboratories, that
being Alka-Seltzer. Alka-Seltzer has an interesting story to tell about
how Miles Laboratories managed to sell a lot of Alka-Seltzer to the
point of needing to make their own citric acid factory, citric acid being
one of the ingredients to Alka-Seltzer. However Alka-Seltzer’s story is
interesting in its own right. It is said that “During a flu epidemic late in
1928, Beardsley marveled at the fact that the newspaper seemed to be
the only company in town without a large number of employees out

sick#7 This led to Beardsley asking the owner of the newspaper at that

46 Ibid.

47 Kurowski, Jeff. November 1992. “Milestones in Elkhart: Alka-Seltzer and One-A-
Day Vitamins Helped Keep Elkhart’s Miles Laboratories for More Than 100 years.”
Indiana Business Magazine: 9.
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time what was the main thing that kept them all healthy.48 Then as the
story goes, the owner told him a formulation that would eventually
become Alka-Seltzer, Tom Keene is credited with the formulation of the
product.4 However it should not go unnoticed that there was another
person and that was Maurice Tremeer, a British chemist that was
working for Miles Laboratory, and was a tablet making expert.50 The
chemical composition is a mix of aspirin and bicarbonate soda, or
baking soda, being the ingredients also given to the newspaper workers
as well, or at least a variation of the compound.5! Later on citric acid
was added to give some flavor to the otherwise dull tasting tablet.52
Alka-Seltzer, or what it was known at the time ‘Aspir-Ves’, a play on
Aspirin, being one of the main ingredients and effervescent what the
tablet did when dropped into water as per the instructions.>? This was

obviously changed to Alka-Seltzer circa 1931, since that is when Alka-

48 Tbid.
49 Ibid.
50 Tbid.
51 Tbid.
52 Thid.
53 Loranger, Phil. April, 1989. “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal: 10.
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Seltzer was introduced to the market.54 This was one of the best
advertised products that Miles Laboratory ever had, more than any

other prior from radio ads alone.

After Alka-Seltzer started to be made it was a different time,
people now had radios in their homes, and not that many people were
buying almanacs anymore. Miles Laboratories had to adapt to the new
frontier of advertisements—the introduction of affordable radios.
During the time of The Great Depression, there were a lot of people out
of their jobs, but that did not stop people from getting sick. Charles S.
Beardsley invested in this new technology early on during the Great
Depression, marketing their new product Alka-Seltzer to a wider
population.55 The first commercials were first on South Bend’s WSBT
radio station in 1929.56 And then it branched out of South Bend in 1931
to a Fort Wayne radio station.5’ This advertisement probably stated

some form of “Listen to the fizz”, as the tagline for Alka Seltzer during

54 Kurowski, Jeff. November 1992. “Milestones in Elkhart: Alka-Seltzer and One-A-
Day Vitamins Helped Keep Elkhart’s Miles Laboratories for More Than 100 years.”
Indiana Business Magazine: 9.

55 Thid.
56 Loranger, Phil. April, 1989. “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal: 10.
57 Tbid.
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this time, and it became a very popular tagline for them.® This
eventually led to the creation of Speedy, this person was created by
Miles Laboratories to advertise Alka-Seltzer to the public. He was a
very popular character for this type of advertisement, and eventually
television ads as well. In fact, Alka-Seltzer was the most successful in
the promotion of a product on the airwaves of radio in 1933.5° Their
next product would also hit the radio waves however this would happen

during World War II.

Another ‘golden goose’ for Miles Laboratories was the One-A-
Day vitamins. Which was eventually spun off into Flintstone gummy
vitamins among other childhood cartoon favorites. These vitamins were
introduced in 1943 by Miles Laboratory.60 With the radio being such a
good marketing tool for them, it was not hard to introduce a product to
the airwaves. Flintstone Vitamins showed up on store shelves in the

1960s, known to the world as “Chocks.”¢! In 1964, “someone in the

58 Kurowski, Jeff. November 1992. “Milestones in Elkhart: Alka-Seltzer and One-A-
Day Vitamins Helped Keep Elkhart’s Miles Laboratories for More Than 100 years.”
Indiana Business Magazine: 10.

59 Loranger, Phil. April, 1989. “Cover Story.” Michiana Executive Journal: 12.
60 Ibid.
61 Thid.
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labs came up with a tasty, chewable vitamin to appeal towards
children”.62 This was what turned into Flintstone Vitamins, they also
had a counterpart that was Bugs Bunny themed. The vitamins came

around in the 1970s, and they were also fruit flavored.63

Miles Laboratories at the time were not only focusing on their
own products, but they also had to get more products down the line.
This led to Miles Laboratories buying the S.0.S Soap Pads and were in
fact bought by Miles to help diversify their products. This was one of
many products that they either bought outright or developed within the
company. Originally S.O0.S Soap Pads were originally owned by
General Foods out of Chicago.t* The product was bought in 1968.65 The
S.0.S Soap Pads were made from steel wool. Not that many people
know what the entire acronym stands for, it is supposedly “the
inventor’s wife coined the term ‘Save Our Saucepans.”s6 Now the

validity of this story is questionable, however it is the best anyone has

62 Thid.
63 Thid.
64 Miles, 1984. Miles 1884—1984: Our First Century. 14.
65 Thid.

66 Cray, William C. 1984. Miles 1884-1984 A Centennial History. Saddle River:
Prentice-Hall, 71.
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been able to find. Eventually S.O.S did not only have steel wool
varieties but they had another line of much softer pads made out of
plastic due to WWII rationing on steel wool.67 Since steel wool was
used in camouflage it could not be used for something as trivial as pads
to save soup pans.68 Miles Laboratories also acquired Cutter Insect
Repellent Spray by the 1970s.6° These were a couple of the many things
that Miles Laboratories had gotten over the years. Along with acquiring
more products they also improved and diversified the number of
products on store shelves. The list of products and their respective debut
on store shelves: “Alka-Seltzer Plus cold tablets 1969, Alka-2 chewable
antacid tablets 1976, One-A-Day Vitamins Plus Minerals 1976, One-A-
Day Stressgard vitamins 1982.”70 Not only was it just home goods and
medicines Miles Laboratories also dipped their toes into alternatives to
meat. The alternative was soybeans “With this goal in mind, Miles

acquired the Worthington Foods Company, a pioneer in the

67 Ibid.
68 Thid.
69 Tbid.
70 Miles, 1984. Miles 1884—1984: Our First Century. 14.
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development of vegetable protein substitutes--particularly soybeans.””!
This was great for Miles Laboratories, since they were located in a
farming state they could have easy access to farmers in the region.
Thus, it leads to more people being helped by Miles Laboratories. Not
only that but “With meat prices on the rise and consumers increasingly
concerned about their intake of fat, Miles hoped to take advantage of a
growing market for alternative protein sources.”’? Which was at the
time unheard of. Not only were their products just for the general public
in terms of vitamins, Alka-Seltzer, or meat substitutes. Miles
Laboratories also dipped their toes into diagnostics as well and were at

the forefront of a revolution of sorts.

Diagnostic tests were a thing of marvel, since there was not a
way for people to test themselves for things like sugar at home. This
leads to a small story back in the year 1938 “That year, Dr. Walter Ames
Compton joined Miles. As an intern at Billings Hospital, he had become

aware of the inadequacy of routine tests for determining the chemical

1 “MILES LABORATORIES.” 1988. In International Directory of Company
Histories, edited by Thomas Derdak, Vol. 1. Chicago, IL: St. James Press, Gale
Business: Insights.

72 Tbid.

~ 40 ~



constituents in a patient’s urine”.”3 It was not really thought that you
could have a test for yourself at home. Since the process of testing this
very thing was complex and generally very messy and did not lead to
accurate results. Which is a bit of a problem if you needed to determine
what exactly someone needed. Dr. Compton was made head of research
and development, and he wanted to see if these tests could be
improved.” Dr. Compton wanted to see if it was possible to condense
down the test, and it eventually was condensed down to two things, a
test tube and a tablet that had everything to perform the test.”s This way
of testing was called Clinitest and it hit store shelves in 1941.76 This
was one of the first products at this time, because it was entirely
unheard of to do your own testing of sugar at home. Eventually this
would morph away from the tube to just a strip of paper with a little pad

of chemicals to read the sugar in someone’s urine.”’ This product was

73 Cray, William C. 1984. Miles 1884-1984 A Centennial History. Saddle River:
Prentice-Hall, 77.

74 Tbid.
75 Ibid.
76 Ibid.
77 Ibid.
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called Clinistix.”8 Not only were these wide varieties of products going
up onto shelves, but Miles Laboratories were also opening factories all

over the world.

With all of these products the amount of expansion that Miles
Laboratories had was extraordinary. They could not just stay in one
place but they had to expand out of their one factory, into many
factories within Elkhart and eventually beyond the borders of the USA.
This list of foreign factories is a long one, so it will be broken down by
a decade and probably what they produced. For the 1940s there was
only one factory outside of the USA that was opened. That being
Bridgend, United Kingdom, this factory was opened in 1947.7 More
than likely they produced their normal products of Alka-Seltzer and also
One-A-Day vitamins, and they were probably marketed to Europe as a
whole. The 1950s four more factories opened their doors. The Mexico
City factory opened in 1953; Sdo Paulo, Brazil in 1954; Cali, Colombia
opening in 1955; and Buenos Aires, Argentina opening in 1958.80 These

all have a common theme of being in South America, more than likely

78 Tbid.
7 Miles, 1984. Miles 1884—1984: Our First Century. 14-15.
80 Tbid.
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they were meant to make more of the same products and have them for
their respective markets as well. The 1960s saw the opening of nine
factories and this has the distinction of not being in one general
continent. The locations being: Cuernavaca, Mexico; Haifa, Israel;
Milan, Italy all of these opening in 1961.8! Tokyo, Japan; Melbourne,
Australia both opened in 1964.82 Epernon, France; Caracas, Venezuela
both opened in 1965.83 Madrid, Spain opened in 1966; and a new
Toronto, Canada plant opened in 1968.84 Now the existence of a first
Toronto plant is interesting, because it makes sense, it is assumed that
Toronto is the first plant they expanded out into. However, there is no
definite date as to when the first Miles factory opened in that location.
The other factory locations and what they produced, presumably it was
more of the same type of products. However, it was geared towards the
respective markets. There is one more decade that is left to cover and
that is in the 1970s, four more factories opened in this decade. A new

Melbourne plant in 1970; Epernon, France; and Cavenago, Italy both

81 Thid.
82 Ibid.
83 Ibid.
84 Tbid.
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opened in 1973; and SOS Tokyo opened in 1977.85 This was also
probably more of the same types of products that the world had become
accustomed to over the years. They needed more marketing to help with

promoting these products to their new markets.

Along with the many products and factories Miles Laboratories
now had to advertise their wide range of products since people were
already buying their products, they still wanted to reach a wider
audience. Television provided the perfect new opportunity for this. As
with the radio Miles Laboratories was at the forefront of the new way of
advertising. However they did not use a serious tone while advertising
like some companies had done. Miles Laboratories decided to lean into
comedy to promote their products. One of their earliest television
advertisements is known as “Spicy Meatball” which first aired in 1969.
This being at first an advertisement for a made-up sauce brand. This ad
contains a couple with a man eating a plate of spaghetti and trying to
proclaim that the meatballs are spicy. However he has to eat part of the
plate to make it look convincing and after a bit this starts to hurt his
stomach. The actor is then advised by someone to take Alka-Seltzer.

The man does the next take just after it and proclaims the line “Mamma

85 Ibid.
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Mia! That’s a spicy meatball!” however the oven door proceeds to fall
off.86 This being only one advertisement that Miles Laboratory had on
Alka-Seltzer. The ‘That’s a spicy meatball’ line would eventually get
integrated into the general American vernacular. There is one more
notable advertisement using humor, that being the “Whole Thing”
advertisement. The advertisement starts out with the actor saying “I
can’t believe I ate the whole thing” while sitting in his bed with pajamas
on.37 This line gets said several times within the advertisement, to the
point where the wife said “Take two Alka-Seltzer”.88 Then the
advertisement ends with the man getting into his bed comfortably. The
“I can’t believe I ate the whole thing” was henceforth also added into
common vernacular through this advertisement. Most people probably
are using this phrase without releasing whether it was ever used or
possibly originated in an advertisement for Alka-Seltzer. Even though
these advertisements were a roaring success, which cannot prevent

others from seeing success and wanting success for themselves.

86 May 16, 2022. "The 'Spicy Meatball' Alka-Seltzer Commercial From 1969."
YouTube video, 1:11. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GFqdlr§ AF1].

87 May 7, 2010. "AlkaSeltzer '1 Can't Believe I Ate The Whole Thing' TV Spot."
YouTube video, 0:30. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFKifpMtINs.

88 Tbid.
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Even with the success of Miles Laboratories, which did not stop
them from getting bought out by bigger players. This is the start of the
fall for Miles Laboratories, this is the buyout of the company by Bayer
Aktiengesellschaft (AG) which translates to ‘stock corporation’. Now
during this time besides Miles’ rapid expansion there was a lot of
money being drained for the company for marketing and for the new
factories that were opening up. According to retired president Bob Rose
he said, “by the mid-1970 it had become apparent that, to be successful,
the strategies of Miles were beginning to require resources considerably
in excess of those readily available to it.”’8 These resources were not
getting any cheaper for Miles Laboratories. That and the lack of funds
for more research and development really hampered Miles
Laboratories” main cause of success.? Miles Laboratories had one big
thing going for it —innovation. After the buyout of Miles Laboratories,
the company started to see some of their own assets going away from
Elkhart to other places throughout the world. This would lead to where

Miles Laboratories is now just a figment of the past nowadays, a story

89 Cray, William C. 1984 Miles 1884-1984 A Centennial History. Saddle River:
Prentice-Hall, 231.

90 |bid.
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for grandparents to tell their children. It is said that “At its peak, 3,300
workers produced more than two dozen products.”! In the end Dr.
Franklin Miles chose Elkhart to house his practice and eventual
business, due to the fact that he wanted to remain in his youth home as
an adult. However, that did not last forever since their main plant has
since been demolished and all that is left is an empty lot with a new
building, called The Ethos Science Center located in the same lot where

the original Miles Laboratories factory was.

There is a second player in the story that has yet to step in. Back
in 1873, Miles Laboratories has yet to be established, Charles Gerard
Conn, known eventually as C.G. Conn, moves to Elkhart. It is just eight
years after the Civil War, which ended in 1865, Charles Gerard Conn
moved back to Elkhart, supposedly his youth home. Not much is known
about his youth within Elkhart, but he eventually left Elkhart to
participate in the Civil War. His parents did not approve of him going
off to war, but still Conn enlisted on May 16, 1861.92 He served in

Company B of the 15th Indiana Infantry, he then was assigned into the

91 King, Marshall V. February 24, 2019. “Loss of Miles/Bayer Left a Hole in Elkhart’s
Heart Many Years Ago.” South Bend Tribune.

92 Krivin, Martin. 1965.“C. G. Conn: His Legend and Legacy.” The Journal of Band
Research 1, no. 2: 11-18.

~ 47 ~



band.” His service in Indiana ended and he reenlisted in Michigan on
December 12, 1863, to serve again, he was assigned to Company G
Michigan Sharpshooters.9* While serving with Michigan he became a
POW in Andersonville prison.5 He had attempted to escape twice.%
After the war he was returned to his family and he eventually moved to
Elkhart. Conn then tried to sell a number of things before he started his
instrument business. One of those products being ‘Konn’s Kurative

Kream’, as well as various implements of sewing machines.%7

This eventually led to a legend that is dubious on its true
validity. The story goes that he was experienced in playing the Cornet,
and played for the Cornet band in Elkhart, got into a fist fight with
someone unknown and had his lip busted. This then led to the founding
of Conn Company. The founding of Conn Company posts the fist fight

was easy enough, as the story continues, his lip was messed up so bad

93 Tbid.
94 Ibid.

95 University of Notre Dame. June 1, 2022. "The Grand Reprise,” https://www.nd.edw/
stories/the-grand-reprise/.

96 Ibid.
97 Banks, Margaret Downie. 1994. Elkhart’s Brass Roots: An Exhibition to

Commemorate the 150th Anniversary of C. G. Conn’s Birth and the 120th
Anniversary of the Conn Company. Vermillion: University of South Dakota, 1.
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that he could no longer play his cornet, as Conn was running a grocery
store at that time. He took a stamp kit and fashioned a mouthpiece out
of it, and as it turned out it was much more comfortable to play the
instrument. Conn said that his idea was “That afternoon [in 1874] my
lips went back on me, and I laid down my cornet to go to work when
this rubber business came into my head as just the thing for a cushion
for the lips. I tried it and knew it would be a good thing if it could be
properly attached.”’® Regardless of how it came about, people then
started buying the new mouthpiece after he probably was talking about
all the benefits. C. G. Conn then patented the mouthpiece.?® With this
patent Conn was able to produce his mouthpiece and did not run the
risk of having his idea stolen by a competitor. The mouthpiece turned
out to be very popular “in the next three years, the demand had grown
to such an extent that four men were kept busy turning out these
articles.”190 He eventually made a process “for vulcanizing rubber to

metal”, possibly with the help of his former boss, Dexter Curtis, out of

%8 Tbid.

99 Conn, C.G. Mouth-piece for Musical Instruments. U.S. Patent 160,164, filed
December 5, 1874, and issued February 23, 1875.

100 K rivin, Martin. 1965. “C. G. Conn: His Legend and Legacy.” The Journal of Band
Research 1, no. 2:12.
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Buchanan. The amount of popularity that the mouthpiece had granted

Conn a lot of money to do other ventures, like making instruments.

Conn then grew very similar to Miles Laboratories in that
regard. All of a sudden Elkhart is put onto the map by these two
companies. In terms of marketing of their products, however, they did
not have a big market appeal for the general public. There was not too
much in the way of ‘in your face’ advertising, rather being a strong
choice only for people actively in the market for an instrument. Since
their product was not really a necessity for everyone to have. It would
be for those that wanted to learn an instrument that was in the brass, and
eventually woodwind and string sections. This big boom attracted
Eugene Victor Jean Baptiste Dupont, who was an instrument maker out
of France.!®! Dupont was interested in what Conn had invented and
moved to Elkhart as a result. Conn and Dupont partnered up to build
instruments, Conn wanted to build ‘the perfect cornet’.102 This

partnership did not last forever and Dupont sold his assets to Conn, and

101 Banks, Margaret Downie. 1994, Elkhart’s Brass Roots: An Exhibition to
Commemorate the 150th Anniversary of C. G. Conn’s Birth and the 120th
Anniversary of the Conn Company. Vermillion: University of South Dakota, 1.

102 Thid.
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the partnership was dissolved.103 Conn, now having more knowledge
from the partnership, decided to continue on his path of instrument

making.

Even though instrument making was a net benefit for Elkhart
during this time. That does not stop tragedies from happening. There
have been many factories back then that had gone up in smoke.
However there were two times that Conn Instruments went up in
flames. The first fire happened on January 29, 1883, which was his
birthday.!04 This was also during the time that C. G. Conn was in fact
elected Elkhart’s mayor.195 C. G. Conn then resigned as mayor to tend
to his smoldering instrument factory.1% He then was able to build back
his factory in the same location, thinking that this type of a fire will
never happen again, 27 years later, another fire broke out on May 22,

1910, this one worse than the last.107 This fire happened while C. G.

103 Tbid.
104 Tbid.
105 Tbid.
106 Tbid.
107 Ibid.
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Conn was on a fishing trip in California.!08 Conn had just recovered
from the previous fire and was making more money than ever before in
the company's history. Which was then all gone, C. G. Conn then
vowed to make the factory somewhere clse, since the fires were in the
same location.!09 The factory was then rebuilt, in a different location

and they got back up to speed and producing again.

Conn was known for their instruments, but they were also
known for their engraving work that they do for the said instruments.
The work of engraving the instruments is time consuming and tedious,
especially when the designs are more complex. The engravings on
Conn’s instruments are fairly complex. Most of the early engravings
were meant for showing off at exhibitions.!10 These designs were more
floral, since they worked well with the instrument’s shape. Due to all of
the curves of the potential instrument itself it is not too far of a stretch
to include something natural with something more man-made. The first

engraver at Conn was a man by the name of James H. Gardner.!!! He

108 Thid.
109 Thid.
110 Thid.
111 Thid.
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was the company’s first master engraver and often signed his engraved
pieces with his own name, even if it was from Conn.!'2 Gardner had his
own style artistically that “influenced by patterns and conventions of
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, nevertheless shows
great freedom, grace, and imagination.”!!3 Since most designs during
this time were more on the floral end of the spectrum. That is what
Gardner ended up going with. Gardner was not the only engraver that
was well regarded within Conn, the other engraver is a duo. Two
brothers that worked in Conn’s engraving department by the names of
Doc, a nickname, and Julius Stenberg.!'4 Doc has stated that at first
when he started working “the designs were done entirely freehand. A
complete design could be put on a horn by a good engraver in about a

half day.”115

Conn made Elkhart the instrument capital of the world so it is no
surprise that other companies soon followed and were established there

as well, especially because good labor was plentiful. The list of

112 Tbid.
113 Thid.
14 Tbid.
115 Thid.
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companies that former Conn employees founded is a long one of about
20 separate companies. The list starts with American Manufacturing
Company, which there is not much information about, including if they
are still in business or if the company is under a different name.!16 Next
1s Anderson Silver Plating, which is still in business, right across the
street from where Conn-Selmer is currently located.!!” The company is
still in business of plating instruments in silver. The next listing is W. T.
Armstrong Company, which has been bought out and after the buyout
there is not a lot of information on the company.!!® Finally, Walter
Piano, which is still in business, and still in Elkhart.119 In fact Walter
Piano ended up buying out Conn’s piano division, since pianos were not
Conn instruments forte.120 This is just a handful of the 20 companies

that former employees ended up founding.

Employees at Conn instruments were fundamental for their

success, including the president of the company. C. G. Conn stepped

116 Thid.
117 Tbid.
18 Thid.
19 Tbid.

120 Riebs, George E. 1990. Elkhart: A Pictorial History. St. Louis: G. Bradley
Publishing.
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down as the president of Conn Instruments on August 17, 1915, as C.
G. Conn wanted to retire.!2! Although his retirement did not go as well
as Dr. Miles since C. G. Conn would end up dying penniless in
California. The principal stockholder at that time was a man by the
name Carl Greenleaf.122 He was never an instrument maker and was a
self-taught alto horn player.123 Greenleaf then made the company into a
bigger force then it was already. Greenleaf made the factory more
efficient. During the 1920s there was a noticeable increase in saxophone
sales, due to the Jazz Age.124 This then led to Greenleaf realizing that
the company needed to increase production if they wanted to keep up
with the demand, since they were only making about 100 saxophones
per month.!125 Greenleaf did just that and eventually ended up with 150

saxophones per day.!26 Which is a huge jump to make, however the

121 Banks, Margaret Downie. 1994. Elkhart’s Brass Roots: An Exhibition to
Commemorate the 150th Anniversary of C. G. Conn’s Birth and the 120th
Anniversary of the Conn Company. Vermillion: University of South Dakota, 3.
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hydraulic press was starting to be used in mass production now.!27 With
the hydraulic press Conn Instruments were able to make about 2,500
instruments per month.128 Eventually Greenleaf left Conn Instruments,
and helped to start three more instrument factories within Elkhart, those
being: Elkhart Band Instrument Company, Pan American Band
Instrument Company, and Selmer USA.12% The Selmer Company got a

branch in the United States because of the trained employees at Elkhart.

A buyout was inevitable, much like Miles Laboratories, the
company was so big that a merger came along with Conn and Selmer.
Both companies were bought out and merged within Elkhart, now going
by the modern name of Conn-Selmer. This buyout happened in 2002
when “the Selmer Company merged with United Musical Instruments
(UM]) to form Conn-Selmer. Like the Selmer Company, United
Musical Instruments was built from brand legacies such as C.G.
Conn.”130 This was a massive buyout of a lot of brands. Armstrong, who

is on that list, was founded by a former C. G. Conn worker. Now Conn-

127 Tbid.
128 Tbid.
129 |bid.

130 Conn-Selmer. October 20, 2022 “About Conn-Selmer.” https://www.conn-
selmer.eu/about/about-conn-selmer.
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Selmer is still in operation, and they still have an Elkhart branch.
Although it is not located where the third factory is, it is located just off
of Middlebury St. on Industrial Pkwy. However this buyout affected a
lot of jobs, even though there are jobs still in Elkhart, there are not as
many as there once were. With the different factories having some form
of more playful rivalry, when the buyout happened that fell to the
wayside. Which meant that all of those jobs in a different factory just

disappeared in a way.

The downfall of the factories within Elkhart was inevitable,
since the buyout and merger of the individual companies cut out people
that they did not need any longer, for example things like repeated jobs.
Even though Conn-Selmer is still within Elkhart today, it is only a
fraction of the size it was in its heyday. Very much a tale to be told by
grandparents as to why they moved to Elkhart, to get good training and
a better job only to be left without one later on. This cycle repeated
itself twice and in a very quick succession. Elkhart itself did not only
produce these two types of things, but they also produced more.
According to the South Bend Tribune “They built both manufactured

housing and recreational vehicles. Other workers made telephone
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components for Chicago Telephone Supply.”13! The Chicago Telephone
Supply is a whole other story in itself. However the story of Miles is a
lot more heartbreaking than Conn. Since Conn is still within Elkhart.
“According to Paul Thomas, the 95-year-old official Elkhart historian.
‘The next thing you hear is they’re closing up this thing and moving
somewhere and it kind of surprised us all,” Thomas said last week.”132
After this buyout of Miles Laboratories, Bayer then over the course of a
few decades moved all of the holdings within Indiana out of the state,
leaving people without jobs. Thus, people started to leave Elkhart in
mass because the only jobs left were the RVs. According to the South
Bend Tribune “Bayer may have saved Miles Inc. from bankruptcy,
Thomas said, but it never was touted or appreciated like the homegrown
Miles products and jobs.”133 Which is a sentiment that was probably
shared among those that worked for Miles Laboratories. Since when

you hear about either one it always seems like a tall tale.

The factors that brought the two founders to Elkhart was a want

to stay near where they grew up. For Miles it was due to the fact that he

131 King, Marshall V. February 24, 2019. “Loss of Miles/Bayer Left a Hole in
Elkhart’s Heart Many Years Ago.” South Bend Tribune.
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ended up marrying an Elkhart woman.!34 Not only that but he wanted to
remain in his youth home, because there were not really any doctors in
the general area. For C. G. Conn's reasons were probably wanting a
peaceful life after the Civil War. Both companies’ combined into a large
force that was not to be messed with for a while. However if someone
asks anyone younger than 30 years old all you get told is that Elkhart is
nothing but RV factories. What was left behind in both Miles and the
Instrument factories was Elkhart. Even though Conn-Selmer still exists
and is still a powerhouse they are not as strong as they used to be.
Elkhart has been left to fend for itself in these years, the only big thing
keeping Elkhart from really going under is the R.V. industry, but other
companies that had their world headquarters, like Skyline, which was
an older R.V. factory, have since moved out of Elkhart. Even then other
companies that had a lot of people working within those buildings are

no longer here since they left when the jobs left.

134 Pickrell, Martha M. 1997. Dr. Miles. The Life of Dr. Franklin Lawrence Miles
(1845-1929). Carmel: Guild Press of Indiana.
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