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C. G. Conn: The Man (1844--1931) 
And His Company (1874--1915) 

MAR GA RET DOWNIE BANKS ANDjAMES W . jORDAN 

N EARLY 5,000 PEOPLE awaited the arrival of Charles Gerard Conn at 

the Elkhart train depot. It was May, not the Fourth of July, although 

one might have thought the calendar wrongjudging from the spectacle on 

Main Street: 

The business district has taken on a gala appearance .... Store fronts were dec­

orated with fl ags and bunting and large fl aring banners bearing messages of 
welcome and good cheer greeted the colonel on his triumphant ride down Main 
Street between tiers upon tiers of men, women and children .... Autos and 

other vehicles also bore flags, and this a fternoon white badges bearing Col. 

Conn's picture and the word, "Welcome," became conspicuous on coat la pels 

and dress bosoms. There was a general compliance with the suggestion to close 
business houses so that all might join in the welcome at the station and the es­

corting parade to Hotel Bucklen .... Never before in the history of Elkhart has 
such a popular demonstration been made. 1 

Although this unanticipated and overwhelming display of sympathy and 

loyal ty by the citizens of Elkhart undoubtedly helped to soften the stark re­

alities that faced the sixty-six-year-old Conn following a civic reception at 

the Hotel Bucklen on May 26, 19 I 0, one can only wonder what went 

through the man's mind when he saw the remains of his fire-ravaged musi­

cal instrument factory at 110 I East Beardsley Avenue and learned of the 

tragic death o f his seventy-year-old night watchman, Royal Edgerly .2 Per­

haps he recalled the early morning hours of J anuary 29, 1883-his thirty-

Th is article is an expansion of a paper presented at the fifteenth annual meeting of the 

American Musical Instru ment Society held in 1987 at Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia. The 

results of additio nal research now being conducted by the authors concernin g the history of 

the Conn Compan y from its origins to the present, Conn Co. patents, and specific models, 

will be pu blished at a future date. T he authors are indebted to John McCardle, Indianapo­

lis, Indiana; Lillian and Stuart Caplin , New York City; Robert Ziems, Elk hart, Indiana; and 

The Shrine to Music Museum, T he University o f South Dakota, Vermillion, for permission 

to publish photographs of materials from their collections. We also wish to acknowledge the 

resea rch assistance of The Elkhart Truth and the Elkhart Public Library. 
1. "Unanimous \.Velcome is Warm" and "Col. Conn U naware of VVelcoming Fele," The 

Elkhart Daily R eview, 26 and 27 May I 9 I 0. 
2. "New Con n Factory to Rise from Ruins," The Elkhart Daily R eview, 23 May 19 10. 
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ninth birthday-when flames demolished his previous factory .3 Insurance 
payments in both cases covered far less than the estimated losses; in 1883, 
$22 ,000 for a $50,000 loss;4 in 1910, $80,000 for a $500,000 loss. 5 In both 
instances, the apparently indomitable Colonel Conn sought to turn adver­
sity into opportunity by immediately rebuilding bigger and better facilities. 
Signs of accumulated financial stress were evident as he entered his seven­
ties, however, and, in 1915, Conn sold his interests in the million-dollar 
corporation.6 Shortly thereafter, he left his wife, daughter, and Elkhart be­
hind, taking up permanent residence at his vacation home near Los 
Angeles, where he died-penniless-a few weeks before his eighty-seventh 
birthday. 7 

Ironically, C. G. Conn had once written that "debt is to be deplored 
when liabilities exceed assets. Under other circumstances, it may be jus­
tified. Men have laid the foundation of their fortunes through their ability 
to accumulate debts."8 Having both made and then lost his fortune 
through the gradual accumulation of debts, Conn left his family too poor 
even to pay for his funeral. It was through the kindness of the Elkhart Ma­
sonic Lodge, which Conn had been instrumental in founding, 9 that ar­
rangements were made for the return of the body to Elkhart where it was 
buried in an unmarked grave in Grace Lawn Cemetery. 1° Conn's pauper's 
grave remained unmarked for six years, until a memorial fund was estab­
lished in 1937, by the Elkhart Chamber of Commerce and employees of 
C. G. Conn, Ltd ., to "erect a monument honoring the late Col. C. G. Conn 
as founder of the band instrument industry." 11 

What kind of man could build a pioneering, million-dollar musical in­
strument manufacturing industry before World War I, engaging his com­
petitors in literary combat in the process? What kind of man could evoke 
great outpourings of public support, as well as criticism, yet spend the last 

3. "Conn's Instrument Factory Destroyed by Fire," The Elkhart Daily Review, 6 February 
1883. 

4. "Fire! Destruction of Conn's Horn Factory," The Elkhart Daily Review, 29 January 
1883; The Elkhart Daily Review, 6 February 1883. 

5. The Elkhart Daily Review, 23 May I 9 I 0. 
6. Editorial, C. G. Conn's Musical Truth 9 no. 18 (September 1915). 
7. "Col. C. G. Conn, 86, Is Dead; Body Will be Brought to Elkhart," The Elkhart Truth, 6 

January I 93 I. 
8. Advertisement, Truth 7 no. 8 (November 1908). See note 31 below. 
9. The Elkhart Truth, 6 January I 93 I. 

IO. Barbara Clark, "C. G. Conn was Flamboyant Personality," The Elkhart Truth, 6 No­
vember 1976; The Elkhart Truth, 6January 193 I. 

11. "Appeal for Donations," The Elkhart Truth, 5 February I 937. 
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fifteen years of his life a virtual recluse? What kind of man could write a 
book about achieving success 12 and yet die penniless? A patriot, veteran of 
the Civil War, grocer, silverware plater, rubber-stamp maker, cornet 
player, inventor, manufacturer, writer, publisher, engineer, mayor, state 
legislator, Congressman, businessman, fisherman, millionaire, pauper, 
philosopher, sailor, art collector, real estate investor-Charles Gerard 
Conn was all of these, and more. 

The Young C. G. Conn 

C. G. Conn was born on January 29, 1844, in Phelps, a small town in the 
Finger Lakes region of upstate New York. 13 His parents, twenty-nine-year­
old Charles J. Conn (1815-1887) and twenty-one-year-old Sarah Benjamin 
Conn ( 1823-1884), were farmers. The family decided to move westward in 
1851, settling in Elkhart, Indiana, where Charles J. Conn became head of 
the village schools. 11 

Young Charles volunteered for service in the Union Army on May 18, 
I 86 I, at the age of seventeen. A cornet player, Conn was mustered into 
service as a private in the regimental band attached to Company B of the 
Fifteenth Indiana Voluntary Infantry. Fifteen months later, he was dis­
charged (September I 0, 1862).15 Determined to remain a member of the 
Union Army, Conn reenlisted with Company G, First Michigan Sharp­
shooters, in Niles, Michigan, on November 18, 1862, 16 at the age of eight­
een. Starting out as the Company bandmaster, Conn "advanced to ser­
geant, then to second lieutenant on August 8, 1863, and was the company's 
captain at the age of 20." 17 Conn, who was later cited for bravery, 18 was 
wounded and taken prisoner during the assault on Petersburg, Virginia, 

12. C. G. Conn, The Wonder Book: How to Achieve Success (Los Angeles: Gem Publishing 
Co., 1923). 

I 3. "Charles Gerard Conn," Biographical Directory of the American Congress I 774-1971 
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1971 ), 774 . 

14. The Elkhart Truth, 6 January 193 1. 
15. Biographical Directory, 774. 
16. Ibid. Conn may have boughl property in Michigan at this time . An advertisement in 

The Elkhart Daily Review, 20 May 1874, indicates that Conn offered for sale "160 acres of 
good wood land in Wexford Co., Mich." 

17. The Elkhart Truth, 6 January 1931. 
I 8. According to John C. Freund, "Sketches in the Trade: C. G. Conn, of Elkhart, Ind.," 

The American Musician Uanuary 26, 1889): 23 , "it is said that on one occasion when his band 
was about to stampede, owing to a sudden onslaught of the enemy, he [Conn] rushed at 
them and shouted: 'Play ye divils, play! Do you want to live forever?'" 
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July 30 , 1864. Several attempts a t escape were foi led, including one daring 

a tte mpt a t the time of Sherman's advance toward Confederate lines. 

[When] the rebels shifted their prisoners from Colum bia, South Carolina, 
Conn and Captain Dicey and Lieutenant Randall , both of Michigan commands, 
caused themselves to be buried by fellow prisoners, hoping to be left beh ind so 
they cou ld rejoin the Union forces . But their ru se was detected. 19 

Conn r e ma ined a Confederate priso ner until the end of the war, at which 

time he was honorably discharged Quly 28, 1865).20 

Later in his li fe, the issue of Conn's bravery during the war was taken up 

by a former Elkhart newspaper publisher, E. D. Fuller, who waged a strong 

anti-Conn campaign in his publication , The Sunday Call. It eventually 

gained na tional attention in the July 26, 1890 issue of The American Musi­

cian, fo re runne r of The Musical Trades magazine: 

E. D. Fuller ... has lately started another sheet called The Sunday Call, whose 
principal object it would appea r is to vili fy and traduce the Hon. C. G. 
Conn .... 

In one of these issues he attempts to impugn the courage of Mr. Conn while 
a soldier in the army. Here is where he made a supreme ass of himself, for no 
cha rge was more easy of refutation , nor its falsity more easily shown by the late 
comrades of Capt. Conn. They one and all, from the regimental commanding 
officer down, pronounce the statement LO be utterly false , and brand its author 
as a "liar, pure and simple." 

T he surviving officers of the First Michigan Sharpshooters, the regiment in 
which Conn served , do not mince matters , but use the plainest and most vigor­
ous language. Says Capt. Ira L. Evans, in referring LO the opinions of his o ld 
comrades: "They would place your name at the head of the column of the brav­
est men in the late war. " 

Lieut. Geo. Fowler writes, " I wish to say, never was there a braver man went 
from Michigan LO the late war than Conn." 

Lieut. Fran k Whipple writes, as fo llows: "Among many brave me n you were 
no coward when the battle was on, unless we were all cowards, and the list of 
casualties in the regiment shows that all were not cowards. " 

Brevet Major Geo. H. Murdock, U.S.A., states, "You were in the 'Crater ' at 
Petersburg, Va., on the 30thjuly, and any man with the least intelligence knows 
that there were no cowards there. They remained in the ravine in the rear and 
did not get there ." 

J ohn Hanover, late of Co. G, First Michigan Sharpshooters, remarks, "that 
the man who makes a charge reflecting on your courage is a poltroon and a liar, 
and there is no spark of manhood in him ." 

19. The Elkhart Truth, 6 January 193 I. 
20. Ibid. 
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Following the war, Conn married Elkhart native Katherine ("Kate") 
Mary Hazelton, on October 10, 1869. (They were married for more than 
forty-five years before Conn divorced her and at the age of seventy-five 
married Suzanne Cohn. 21 ) To support himself and his first wife, Conn 
worked as a grocer alongside his father, who had given up teaching to run 
a grocery and bakery business.22 The younger Conn apparently sold ice for 
a time, a business he sold out in 1874.23 The skills Conn learned on the side, 
however, occasionally making rubber stamps as well as plating and engrav­
ing silverware,24 were soon to become the foundation for his career as a 
musical instrument manufacturer. 

Conn's Elastic Face Mouthpiece 

The direction of Conn's life was forever changed as a result of a fight 
with a fellow member of the Elkhart Silver Cornet Band, during which a 
blow to Conn's mouth resulted in his upper lip being lacerated so severely 
that it appeared his cornet playing days were at an end. 25 Determined to 

play again, Conn designed a rubber-rimmed cornet mouthpiece which 
conformed to and cushioned the abnormalities of his lip (figs. la-le). 
Conn introduced his new mouthpiece to fellow members of the city band, 
and, according to a newspaper account of 1883, 

21. Ibid. Conn and his first wife, Kate, had a daughter, Sarah (nicknamed Sallie) in 1878, 
according to Elkhan census records of I 880. Conn and his second wife, Suzanne, had a son, 
Charles Gerard Conn,Jr., in 1919, according to Clark (n. 10). 

22. Conn's father, Charles J. Conn, is listed as a grocer and baker in an 1870 Elkhart 
census. He had two employees living with him, in addition to his wife and seventeen-year­
old daughter, Ella. Girard [sic] Conn, 27, was also listed as a grocer. His new wife, Kate, 21, 
was listed as a house keeper. The census also reveals that Charles J. Conn was financially 
well to do, having an estimated $17,000 in real estate holdings and $5,000 in personal assets. 
No assets are listed for the younger Conn. 

23. Advertisement in The Elkhart Daily R eview, 20 May 1874: "To the citizens of Elkhart. I 
have turned over my ice trade to S. Mott, and I have nothing but Lake ice in store. C. Conn. I 
can furnish garden plants, etc." 

24. The Elkhart Truth, 6 January 1931. 
25. The date and details of this fight vary from source to source. Don Thorpe, "A Story 

of Progress," Ameri-Conn 4 no. 3 (March 1945): 3, for example, claims the fight took place in 
1867 with an unknown assailant. In The Elkhart Truth, 6 .January 1931, the fight is noted as 
having happened "during the late l860's," but the assailant is specifically identified as Del 
Crampton, a fellow Civil War veteran and bass drum player in the Elkhart Silver Cornet 
Band, "a contemporary of Conn's who later became his fast friend." The fight is dated 1873 
by Martin Krivin, "A Century of Wind Instrument Manufacturing in the United States," 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Iowa, 1961), 67. 
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FIG URE la. 

FIGURES la, lb, le. Rubber-rimmed cornet mouthpiece patented by C. G. Conn, 
February 23, 1875. Conn produced these mouthpieces throughout his career. Pho­
tograph by Gary M. Stewart, courtesy of The Shrine to Music Museum (catalog no. 
1196). 

Several of these cushioned mouthpieces were used by members of the Elkhart 
Silver Cornet Band .... All who used the invention were delighted. It was a 
blessing to the puffed lips of the horn player, which he recognized. The inven­
tion was patented. Its fame had preceded it in the locality contiguous to Elkhart, 
and orders came in from neighboring towns more rapidly than the patentee 
could fill them.26 

Initially, Conn produced his mouthpieces in a rented one-room build­

ing in the rear of the Elkhart Daily Review office near Jackson and Main 
streets,27 the first ones on an improvised lathe made from the frame of a 

26. The Elkhart Daily R eview, 6 February 1883. 
27. Carrie Mathias, .. Elkhart-Band Instrument City of the World" (unpublished type­

script, Elkhart, Ind., [ca. 1932]). Betty Flitcraft, of Elkhart City Historical Researchers, 
notes that the building was .. on the alley, east side, located behind 115 North Main. The 
building was LOrn down in I 898 when Century Club built there" (letter from Robert Ziems, 
April 10, 1987). 
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FIGURE lb. FIGURE le. 

sewing machine.28 He employed three people to assist him29 as orders in­
creased, and, in 1874, the thirty-year-old businessman moved his shop to 
the second floor of 123 West J ackson30 (fig. 2). Perhaps in order to finance 
his rapidly-expanding facilities, not to mention his new employees, Conn 
placed an advertisement in the May 20, 1874 issue of The Elkhart Daily Re­
view, offering" 160 acres of good wood land in Wexford Co., Mich. and a 

28. The Elkhart Daily Review, 6 February I 883. 
29. George W. Butler, "C. G. Conn, Manufacturer of Band Instruments," The Manual of 

Elkhart (Elkhart: n.p., [ca. 1888]). 
30. Flitcraft notes that this building was torn down in 1967 (seen. 27). 
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fraction less than two acres near Strong's addition. Either one of the above 
named property will be sold for half its value. Inquire ofC. G. Conn,Jack­
son St. opposite Elkhart House." Recognizing the potential value of his in­
vention, Conn submitted a patent application for his "elastic face mouth­
piece for brass instruments" on December 5, 1874, receiving patent rights 
(no. 160,164) less than three months later, February 23, 1875. 

Both the state of Conn's business at this point and the demand for his 
rubber-rimmed mouthpieces are reflected in the article, "Conn's Instru­
ment Factory Destroyed by Fire," published in the February 6, 1883 issue 
of The Elkhart Daily Review: 

Mr. Conn was obliged to fashion his own models for tools with which to do his 
work, the enterprise being so entirely new in all its essential features. But these 
tools were fashioned, and men were taught to use them by the personal efforts 
of Mr. Conn. Soon after his removal to the new shop he began a systematic plan 
of advertising. He made it his business to inform musicians of the improve­
ments he had made. As a result the demand for his little embouchure came 
from all parts of the country. The news was spread from Maine to Oregon, 
from Florida to Alaska, from London to Constantinople, England, France, It­
aly, Spain, South American states, all, began to call for rubber mouthpieces and 
musicians wondered how they had so long endured the hardness of brass with­
out revolt. Patents were secured in nearly all civilized countries, and a system­
atic introduction of the invention was begun. Workmen were imported from 
France. The old world and the new were scoured to furnish skill for the enter­
prise. 

Conn advertised the sale of his elastic face mouthpiece in his own publica­
tion, a monthly newsletter called Trumpet Notes. 31 

Conn and Dupont 

Sometime during 1875, Eugene Dupont, a French musician and brass 
instrument maker, stopped by Conn's shop.32 The two men apparently be-

31. Trumpet Notes, founded about 1875, was renamed about 1894. It was variously pub­
lished under the titles C. C. Conn's Musical Truth, Musical Truth, and Truth. These publica­
tions are an excellent source of socio-cultural information concerning the activities of musi­
cians, both amateur and professional, of the day. 

32. Twentieth-century accounts of Dupont's initial contact with Conn vary in their de­
tails. Most sources relate that Dupont stopped by Conn's shop LO use his facilities to repair 
some horns. Conn supposedly watched Dupont work for a period of time, and then, in a 
"20~foot square" factory, Conn produced his first cornet. See, for example, One Hundred 
Years of Conn (Elkhart: C. G. Conn, Ltd., 1975) and "Elkhart Band Instrument Industry Led 
by Conn," Indiana Business and Industry (March 1966): 24. 
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gan to work together informally, repairing and eventually building cor­
nets. A legal partnership was finally established between Conn and Dupont 
on July 22, 1876, in which they agreed "to annuli all former agreements 
and contracts made previous to this date." They further agreed to "con­
tinue the art and trade of manufacturing and repairing band instruments 
under the title and firm of Conn and Dupont." Conn was designated as the 
company's business manager "with entire control of the finances, advertis­
ing, and all the business interests of the partnership." Dupont, on the other 
hand, agreed to be "superintendent of the manufacturing interests" and to 
give "his entire time, labor, experience, and inventions to the business of 
the partnership." The partnership was to continue for a term of twenty 
years "unless sooner dissolved by mutual consent."33 A cornet bearing the 
signature "MADE BY I Conn AND Dupont I ELKHART I IND" (fig. 3), serial 
number 162, engraved for presentation in 1877, and preserved at The 
Shrine to Music Museum, Vermillion, South Dakota,31 is representative of 
the earliest instruments produced by this partnership. 

The following year, Conn and Dupont expanded their business by pur­
chasing an idle three-story furniture factory located by the Elkhart River, 
"on the northwest corner of Elkhart Avenue and East Jackson Street,"35 

and, according to a contemporary account, "fitted it up for the manufac­
ture of Brass Band Instruments upon the most extensive scale"36 (fig. 4). In 
1878 a second building was attached to this factory (fig. 5), and, according 
to the account in the February 6, 1883, issues of The Elkhart Daily Review, of 
the fire that later destroyed the building, 

On Saturday,January 27th [1879], 18,000 square feet offloors were filled with 
busy men, busy machines, printing presses, and piled with band instruments. 
At this factory on that day over one hundred men were at work. Band instru­
ments of every kind were in process of formation, from the mouthpiece of the 
leader's cornet to the bass drum, all the intermediate instruments included. 

The new factory was run by hydraulic power. 

33. Charles G. Conn and Eugene Dupont, "Act of Co-partnership" (dated July 26, 
1876), Elkhart Miscellaneous Records no. 2 (1868- 78). 

34. This cornet, Shrine to Music Museum catalog no. 1196, bears the following presenta­
tion engraving: Presented to I 1\1r. B. j. Sutton I Leader of the I Dexter Conzet Band I by his fri ends I 
Dexter/ Aug. 29th 1877. The Museum has a collection of more than 320 instruments manu­
factur ed by the Conn Company from its beginnings to the present, as well as a significant 
archive of historical documents relating to the company. 

35. Flitcraft notes that the Elkhart Camera Store building was located al this site in 1987 
(seen. 27). 

36. Butler. 
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FIGURE 3. Close-up of the Conn and Dupont signature on a cornet made ca. 1876. 
Photograph by Gary M. Stewart, courtesy of The Shrine to Music Museum (catalog 
no. 1196, cornet serial no. 162). 
























































































