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Introduction

“Return to the Coca-Cola Trail” is our second journey to visit the places and to discover the histories of the people who played an important role in creating the world’s best known product. Like our first trip on the trail we’ll share many true experiences from the pioneering Coca-Cola bottlers who in the early 1900s saw what they hoped would be an opportunity. That hope combined with dedication and tireless efforts resulted in an amazing new business which would prosper and continue to grow for over 125 years.

“Return to the Coca-Cola Trail” and visit old Coca-Cola plants which have new lives as museums, entertainment centers, shops, gift stores and more. Learn about an internationally famous wildlife artist who was responsible for a change in the familiar Coca-Cola logo. Enjoy the true story of how a small town became famous as the city of Coca-Cola millionaires. Discover why the familiar Coca-Cola glass bottle has a green color tint.

Fascinating historic photos accompany each stop on the trail.

Communities across the nation showcase their efforts to save, restore and proudly display their original Coca-Cola murals as an important part of their history.

The business of bottling Coca-Cola changed through the years from over 1200 individual bottlers in the 1920s to less than 100 bottlers a century later. But the visibility and community involvement continue to expand along with modern new Coca-Cola distribution centers.

The well-established traditions of Coca-Cola at Christmas are found everywhere along the trail. Coca-Cola exhibits by collectors and fans are frequently displayed.

Coca-Cola is not simply a reliable “old friend,” it is generations of history and special memories. It is that search for more memories that create this invitation to join us as we “Return to the Coca-Cola Trail.”





Chapter 1

Why Is The Bottle Green?

Why do the traditional Coca-Cola glass bottles have a light green tint?

The color was the unexpected result of a decision by the Coca-Cola Company to seek and establish a distinctive design for their bottle. The soft drink bottling industry was booming in the early 1900s, and with numerous bottlers using similar style bottles, visual confusion was created for the consumer and the industry. It even became possible for one bottler to mimic the appearance of another more successful product.

[image: Image]

The Coca-Cola Company announced a plan in 1913 to solve the problem by initiating a competition among bottle manufacturers to design a new and exclusive Coca-Cola bottle. The competition was won by the Root Glass Company of Terre Haute, Indiana and their new, and now famous, bottle design was patented in 1915.

Five years earlier the Root Glass Company had purchased a 160 acre sandstone quarry site called Fern Cliffs, near Greencastle, about fifty miles from their glass plant in Terre Haute. Sandstone is a main ingredient in the glass making process.

Today the Fern Cliffs area is a dedicated state nature preserve, called both a floral paradise and sandstone marvel. Historians believe the cliffs were formed millions of years back, as the shore to a primeval sea. In more recent history, the Shawnee Indian tribe built a small village at the base of the cliffs. However, in the 1830’s U.S. soldiers evicted the Shawnees to make the area more attractive for new white settlers. The site became an early trading post, and later a booming village with stores, a post office and a popular resort.
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Fern Cliffs



The site contained an abundance of sandstone for glassmaking, and those early Coca-Cola bottles were made from that sand. The stone was crushed, washed with water from the nearby Snake Creek, and loaded into rail cars to be transported to the Terre Haute plant. A spur line of the New York Central Railway served the quarry operation.

During its heyday as many as twenty men worked at the quarry around the clock to crush and wash the sandstone. Approximately 20,000 tons of sandstone were taken from the site every year.

It was the unique mixture of copper and other minerals in that sand which created the green tinge in the first Root bottles. Coca-Cola was pleased with the result and consequently specified in future bottle production contracts that the bottles include the color tint which was first called “German green”, but later re-identified “Georgia green” to honor Coca-Cola’s home state. When glass plants in other locations were contracted to produce Coca-Cola bottles, minerals would be added, if needed, to achieve the same color as the Fern Cliffs bottles.
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Root Glass Company Fern Cliff sand washing/crushing operation
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Photo courtesy of Root Glass Archives
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The Root glassworks was sold in 1932 to the Owens-Illinois Glass Company. Operations continued at Fern Cliffs for another four years, until a new more pure source of glass sand was located. Owens-Illinois eventually gave the site to the Girl Scouts of Putnam County, for future use as a campground and other scouting activities. Fern Cliffs was designated as a national landmark in 1980, and as an Indiana state nature preserve in 1988 and 1996.

A display of old green tinted bottles, made from Fern Cliffs sand, can be seen at the Putnam County Museum in Greencastle.

Coca-Cola was first bottled in Greencastle in 1914 by Otis and Charles Gardner. Records show that first year they used 656 gallons of syrup, which should have produced over 4,000 cases of 6 ½ ounce bottles. They also were bottling an orange cider drink, ginger ale, cream soda, sasparilla, and strawberry soda.
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Museum executive assistant Megan Rentfro, shows the bottles which include a Root bottle which was produced for Gardner Brothers Bottling of Greencastle.



The Gardner brother started out with an ice business in 1905. Six years later they added an ice cream business which had been started in 1895 by their father Josiah. When Gardners purchased the Greencastle Coca-Cola franchise they incorporated under the name Coca-Cola Bottling Company, Inc. The idea for the new venture must have impressed the local business community because Perry Rush, who had been vice president of a local bank for twenty-two years, resigned his bank position to join the Gardners. He became vice president of Coca-Cola Bottling, while Otis Gardner was President and Charles was Secretay-Treasurer. Residents of the Greencastle area responded favorably to the new beverage, and Otis reported the company’s success to the local paper on New Year’s day, 1929. He proudly boasted that sales the preceding year were “enough to supply 37 bottles of Coca-Cola to every man, woman and child in Putnam County.”

The Gardner Brothers played an important role in the history of another Greencastle business, Handy’s Dairy. The dairy had recently constructed a new milk production facility when it was destroyed by a fire in 1925. Handy’s accepted an offer to continue business in space available at Gardner’s ice cream plant, and they operated there for over a year while the destroyed milk plant was being rebuilt. Ironically twenty-five years later, Handy’s purchased Gardner’s ice cream business and added ice cream and novelty frozen products to their milk delivery business.

It was wartime in 1945, and that summer Otis ran an advertisement in the local newspaper with the heading “refuses sugar substitutes”. The ad explained that beginning July 1st there would be an “equitable system” for rationing Coca-Cola in Greencastle.

The ad explained, “we will not compromise the integrity of Coca-Cola with sweetening substitutes.” Otis then proudly stated, “we will cooperate with government regulations. We still have a war to win and that comes first!”

The war also did not slow the Gardner brothers enthusiasm for the Coca-Cola business, because in 1945 they announced plans to build a new bottling plant. That building remained after the bottling business was sold, being purchased in 1991 by A. A. Huber for his heating and air conditioning business. A health studio also occupied a portion of the building.

It is interesting to note Greencastle actually was home to two bottling plants for a brief period in the early 1900’s. The growing popularity of the new bottled soda business apparently attracted the interest of George W. Bence, a local doctor and businessman. In 1909 he opened the PleZee Company, and boasted the quality of his beverage with the slogan “PleZee, Best Soft Drink on Earth”.
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To create attention and creditability for the “best on earth” claim, the company conducted a taste test on a Monon Railroad excursion trip to Michigan City. After the event, PleZee proudly announced the sale of eight cases of soda during the trip. However, records indicate the PleZee Beverage Company survived less than five years. One of many entrepreneurs throughout the country who tried to copy a successful idea, but couldn’t match the competition of the light green bottle from Greencastle.





Chapter 2

Atlantic, Iowa

Atlantic is a southwest Iowa farming community which has become recognized for its Coca-Cola heritage and for a popular annual Coca-Cola event.
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The Coca-Cola history in Atlantic is the amazing story of an Iowa family whose business interests ultimately lead to the creation of one of the nation’s most unique independent Coca-Cola bottlers. It started when a forgotten contract for the bottling of Coca-Cola was discovered in the safe of a newly acquired business. It is the story of the Tyler family.
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Crystal Lake Ice



For over 135 years the Tylers have owned and operated businesses in southwest and central Iowa. It began in Villisca where Frank “Perk” Tyler would cut ice from a river to be stored and later sold to his customers when needed during warmer weather. Frank also became involved in other businesses, including a brick factory, gasoline and kerosene delivery for Standard Oil, and even a lakeside entertainment facility.
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Clarinda Bottling Works



The making and selling of ice cream was added to the ice business, and in 1909 Frank sold that business to his three sons; Royal, Harry and Henry. Six years later the sons expanded the business when they began to produce soda drinks, which they called “Tyler’s Flavors”, a decision which ultimately lead to the creation of a vast and rewarding Coca-Cola enterprise. The Tylers were producing a variety of sodas, including orange, grape, strawberry and root beer. But the idea to bottle Coca-Cola almost came by accident after the 1916 purchase of a creamery in Clarinda, Iowa. Inside the company safe they discovered a neglected franchise agreement to allow the bottling and sale of Coca-Cola.

The Tylers had heard of the success of Coca-Cola in other states, and realized their Iowa customers were not familiar with the new drink. They decided to begin making Coca-Cola. To introduce the new beverage a few bottles were added to each case of their other soda flavors. The demand for Coca-Cola grew. Harry wanted to make cold Coca-Cola available, so he would ask store owners to save the wooden boxes which had been used to ship cheese to their stores. During the winter the boxes were filled with bottles of Coca-Cola and placed on outside window sills.

In 1923 Royal Tyler sold his interest in the business to brothers Harry and Henry, and growth continued. Bottling plants were purchased in Atlantic, Shenandoah and Creston, with Atlantic acquiring the rights to bottle and sell Coca-Cola in 1929. The ice cream business in Clarinda was sold to the Meadow Gold Company in 1930, as the emphasis on Coca-Cola bottling increased with the 1936 purchase of a plant in Grand Island, Nebraska.

The Tyler brothers decided in 1949 to divide the business, and drew straws to determine ownership of each location. The Atlantic and Creston plants went to Harry, while Henry received Shenandoah and Grand Island. Harry’s family continued to operate and expand Atlantic bottling, while ultimately Henry’s family decided to sell the business in Shenandoah and Grand Island. Harry’s son Jim was managing Atlantic Bottling by 1958, and customers were receiving Coca-Cola, 7-Up, and Tyler’s Flavors, along with some new brands including Squirt, Dr. Pepper and Frostie Root Beer.
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A major expansion for Atlantic Bottling came in 1975 with the purchase of the Des Moines plant and franchise, which added a service area with a population of more than 400,000 residents. Jim Tyler’s son Kirk, who was Atlantic Sales Manger, played a major role in the Des Moines acquisition. At that time the plant in Des Moines had stopped bottling and was already obtaining Coca-Cola products from Atlantic. Under the Tyler ownership rapid growth was experienced in Des Moines, with a new sales facility and warehouse being constructed in 1989 in nearby Waukee.

Kirk Tyler became President of Atlantic Coca-Cola in 1991, while his father became Chairman of the Board. Jim Tyler was inducted into the Iowa Business Hall of Fame in 2015. Meanwhile growth continued in Des Moines, and a 400,000 sq. ft. building was purchased near the airport in 2016.
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Harry’s son Jim with two friends. At the age of 4, he was already promoting Coca-Cola.



Atlantic Bottling’s area of distribution expanded again in 2016 when territories acquired from the Coca-Cola Company included six more Iowa locations, as well as the quad cities in Illinois. A new $8 million distribution facility was constructed in Walcott, Iowa to serve the quad-city area.
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Jim and Kirk Tyler
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From a chance contract discovery in a small ice cream plant, what evolved is now Atlantic Bottling, which distributes Coca-Cola products in almost all of Iowa, as well as portions of Illinois, Minnesota, Wisconsin and Missouri. And Atlantic, Iowa remains the center of it all, with all bottling and canning of Coca-Cola products being done at the modern Atlantic headquarters plant.

The community of Atlantic is unique for its enthusiastic support for their local Coca-Cola bottler, and for the development and promotion of one of the nation’s largest Coca-Cola events of its kind. It’s called “Coca-Cola Days” which began in 1993 as a chamber of commerce promotion designed to attract visitors and attention for the city.

[image: Image]

The Iowa chapter of Coca-Cola collectors enthusiastically became involved that first year, and set up a small swap meet in a vacant downtown building. The event quickly caught the attention of other collectors and Coca-Cola enthusiasts, and has grown to become the second largest collectors show in the United States.

The 25th anniversary of “Coca-Cola Days” was observed by the chamber of commerce in 2017 when they sponsored an event called “Bottles on Parade.” Chamber Executive Director Bailey Smith encouraged local businesses to decorate and display large Coca-Cola bottles. Visitors and shoppers were asked to vote for their favorite bottle creation, with a winner recognized on the opening day of the celebration.
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Cappell’s Ace Hardware
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Hanson’s Fine jewelry



The collectors show was relocated to the large Herring building, an historic structure owned and provided each year by Atlantic Coca-Cola. The building’s unique history dates back to pre-Coca-Cola days in Atlantic. Known originally as the Atlantic Automobile Company, it was owned by Clyde Herring and was used for the assembling and sales of Ford model T autos. Herring was born and raised in Jackson, Michigan, where as a young man, he worked in a jewelry store and became acquainted with Henry Ford as he often repaired Ford’s watches.
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Photos courtesy of Cass County Historical Museum



As a result of that relationship Ford gave Herring a free car in 1910 along with the exclusive rights to own Ford dealerships in the entire state of Iowa. In those early auto industry years completed cars would not be shipped. Instead the vehicle’s pieces were sent, to be assembled by the dealer. Thus was born the need for Herring’s two story Atlantic automobile facility.

Herring’s success with the new Ford vehicle came quickly, allowing him to purchase real estate in Des Moines, valued at that time at more than $3 million. By 1915 Herring had sold more cars than any other U.S. Automobile agency. In 1932 he was elected Governor of Iowa, serving two terms before being elected to the U.S. Senate.
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Another example of the Coca-Cola pride in Atlantic is the privately owned and operated Coca-Cola Center and Museum, located in a former downtown store building. Owned by local resident and Coca-Cola collector Margaret Slepsky, the museum is open on weekends and contains a wide variety of historic items, including a display of Coca-Cola bottles from every state. One colorful area in museum features the popular Coca-Cola Christmas and Santa items. Also on display are old soda fountain items, advertising, vending machines, and other memorabilia. Many of the objects have been donated, while others are on loan to the museum.
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Margaret Slepsky
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The museum was opened in 2009 in a former locker plant, and in 2011 an old Coca-Cola “ghost sign” on the side of the building, was brought back to life by Atlantic artist Connie Boose. The original mural had been done in the 1940s, and the 2011 painting marked the second time Connie Boose had restored the sign, having first given it a fresh appearance twenty-five years earlier.
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Connie, who has a bachelor’s degree in art, has done six Coca-Cola murals in Atlantic, as well as outdoor signs in other communities. The museum restoration was her first and that sign and another were donated by the artist. Her work caught the attention of the Tylers at Atlantic bottling and she was commissioned to create four more.
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A special memory for Connie is a Sprite Boy mural which she painted in 1998 across from city hall. The Sprite Boy design was said to be a favorite of Mrs. Jim Tyler. Another popular mural is from a World War II poster, which is painted on the Herring building.

Every September the “Coca-Cola Days” event showcases what is a year round appreciation and long time bond between an Iowa community and its popular Coca-Cola bottler. “It’s the Real Thing”, a refreshing stop on the Coca-Cola Trail.





Chapter 3

Florida Panhandle

The Florida Panhandle, known for its 200 miles of white sand beaches, also contains a wealth of early Coca-Cola bottling history.

Keeping that history alive and available for Coca-Cola fans, collectors, and Florida visitors is the Buccaneer Gift Shop in Fort Walton Beach. Featuring what has been called the largest Coca-Cola memorabilia collection in the southeast, the Buccaneer also is unique as the only place to have your photo taken alongside a 15-foot high Coca-Cola bottle, or to purchase a special custom imprinted bottle of Coca-Cola which commemorates the store’s 35th anniversary.
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