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~ 1916 ~

Business has its Romance. The inner history of every great business success is just as stirring and fascinating as the most imaginative story ever told. Real success never comes easy.… Progress has been achieved only through continual struggle and hard, patient work. It has called for ingenuity and resource of the highest order, the courage that accepted no defeat, the endurance that wore down all opposition, the confidence that overcame every jealous libel.

And such has been the history of Coca-Cola.

—“The Romance of Coca-Cola” (booklet)

~ May 2 1, 1942 ~

Since 1886… changes have been the order of the day, the month, the year. These changes, I may add, are partly or wholly the result of the very existence of The Coca-Cola Company and its product.… They have created satisfactions, given pleasure, inspired imitators, intrigued crooks.… Coca-Cola is not an essential, as we would like it to be. It is an idea—it is a symbol—it is a mark of genius inspired.

—Letter from advertising man William C. D’Arcy

~ March 24, 1959 ~

Please, Mr. Kahn, you’ve written some excellent articles and profiles, but why all this effort spent on Coca-Cola? I can’t conceive that it could be interesting to enough people to be worth your using all that paper, all those thousands of words, and hours of labor to write it. In addition, I consider it a most noxious drink.

—Letter to E. J. Kahn Jr. in response to a series of articles on Coca-Cola in the New Yorker

~ July 10, 1985 ~

Why read fiction? Why go to movies? Soft drink industry has enough roller coaster plot-dips to make novelists drool.

—Jesse Meyers in Beverage Digest special edition announcing reintroduction of original Coca-Cola
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PREFACE

This book has been a kind of “roots” project for me. Since both sides of my family lived in Atlanta from the late nineteenth century on, I suppose it was inevitable that Coca-Cola would intersect our lives many times. My paternal grandfather, J. B. Pendergrast, owned a drugstore at Little Five Points, where he regularly served the soft drink to Asa Candler, the first Coca-Cola tycoon. J. B. testified amusingly about Coke’s nicknames in an early, important Coca-Cola trial, then invested in the Woodruff Syndicate’s takeover of the company in 1919. Unfortunately, J. B. sold the stock a few years later in order to build a house. The most intriguing family story concerns the day young Robert W. Woodruff and his friend Robert W. Schwab discussed Helen Kaiser’s allure as they sat outside her home. “Well,” Woodruff said, “I think I’ll go propose to her right now,” awaiting a protest. “Go ahead,” Schwab answered, feigning lack of interest. When Woodruff returned a few minutes later, he said, “She turned me down. I guess you’ll have to marry her.” Schwab did, later becoming my maternal grandfather.

If Woodruff had married her, perhaps I would be a wealthy man today—or I might not be here at all, since Woodruff, who directed Coca-Cola’s fortunes from 1923 until his death in 1985, had no children. It’s just as well that things worked out the way they did, though, since I’ve enjoyed taking a more objective view of the Company and its entertaining role in world history. I hope you will, too.

—Mark Pendergrast







Prologue: A Parable (January 1, 1985)

The boss was a very old man, near death. Though his mind still ticked over a lifetime of executive decisions, it was trapped in a decaying body. All of his senses were shutting down. He could see only dimly, and his cigar, a trademark for most of his life, hung unlit from a slack mouth. His hearing, too, had nearly failed, and he seldom spoke in more than a monosyllable.

Robert Woodruff was ninety-five years old, four years younger than the soft drink he had made the world’s most well-known, cherished product. For more than sixty years, Woodruff had steered the fortunes of Coca-Cola. Even in these last few years, as he and the drink approached the century mark, his approval had been sought for every major decision in the Company.

A younger man in a pinstripe suit approached the old man’s bed. He had come alone to speak with the Boss, asking the attendants to leave the room. He sought the old man’s blessing, looked for his benediction on the most revolutionary decision ever to be made at Coca-Cola.

Chemical engineer Roberto Goizueta, the Cuban native who had become the first foreign-born CEO of The Coca-Cola Company, planned to change the formula of the drink just a year short of its hundredth anniversary. Though the man in the pinstripes knew that tampering with the world’s most closely guarded secret formula was risky, he had sound business reasons for doing so. Now, he slowly and systematically laid them out for the Boss, practically shouting to make sure that he was heard.

Motionless, Woodruff listened.

The story the younger man told was full of statistics, percentage points, market share analysis, and talk of blind taste tests. But the essential point was simple, and Goizueta repeated it loud and clear: most soft drink consumers preferred the taste of Pepsi to that of Coke. It was a slim margin, but it was there. And no matter how much Coke outspent Pepsi on ads, no matter how great their distribution system, Pepsi’s market share kept creeping higher. The competition already sold more in the supermarkets, and it was advancing on Coke’s superior fountain and vending sales.

The time had come to modify the taste of Coca-Cola. The drink had been good in its time, but times change, tastes change, industries change, and nothing in the business world is sacred. The chemists at Coke had devised a new formula that consistently trounced Pepsi—as well as Coke—in blind taste tests. Goizueta emphasized that the time was ripe, in fact overdue, for a New Coke. It simply had to be.

Finally, the younger man fell silent, intent on the old man’s reaction. The cigar hung unmoved. The eyes glistened. Outside the window, a slight rain fell on the first day of the new year.

Woodruff’s eyes slowly brimmed; the cigar trembled. In the silence, a grandfather clock ticked off fat, slow seconds. Finally, the Boss sighed. “Do it,” he rasped, and his eyes overflowed.

Goizueta smiled. Woodruff had always liked him, had picked him as a successor. The two men used to lunch together; they had a special understanding, a bond. It was important that the Boss give his approval. People said the old man hated change, but Goizueta knew he just needed things explained in their simplest terms. This was just like Diet Coke, and look at how well that had done. Goizueta thanked the Boss, said he would be back to see him soon, and left.

Roberto was convincing, not so much by his facts and figures, but by his earnestness. He must be right, but that didn’t mean that the Boss had to live to see his sacred formula revised. The old man stopped eating. Two months later, a month before New Coke was made public, Robert Woodruff died. He never knew the uproar that the flavor change was to create. It is not beyond imagination, however, that somewhere in his steadily ticking brain, he guessed.

For three months, the stubborn management at Coca-Cola was besieged daily by thousands of phone calls and hundreds of pounds of letters, all begging for the old drink back. The press was full of outraged reports. While Goizueta waited for the uproar to subside, it only intensified.

It became clear that the Cuban and his management team, his marketing surveys, and his advertising men had miscalculated. Taste wasn’t the issue. It didn’t matter whether New Coke went down more smoothly.

The letters, oddly reminiscent of those sent to the company by GIs during World War II, clearly spelled out the real issue. Coca-Cola was an old friend, a piece of everyday life, a talisman of America, a kind of icon. But unlike the wartime letters, which expressed heartfelt gratitude, these contained feelings of betrayal:

“Changing Coke is like God making the grass purple.”

“I don’t think I would be more upset if you were to burn the flag on our front yard.”

Roberto Goizueta and his cohorts were taught a quick, incisive business lesson, and they finally capitulated, bringing back the old Coke to a grateful world.

The issue was not taste. The issue was not marketing surveys or focus groups.

The issue was God.

The issue was Country.

The issue was Coca-Cola.







Part I

In the Beginning

(1886–1899)







A hot day in August 1885.*

The tall, bearded old man hesitated before crossing Marietta Street, one of Atlanta’s busy thoroughfares. Horses and buggies clattered on the cobblestone; prosperous businessmen hurried past. Elegantly dressed women with parasols strolled to Jacobs’ Pharmacy on the corner for an ice cream soda. Newsboys hawked the papers, screaming, “Read all about it! Whisky Ring Fights Sin Tax! Temperance Workers Meet! Anti-Prohibition Speech at Opera House a Flop! Read all about it!”

“I’ll take a paper, son.” Pursing his lips, temporarily forgetting the busy street, the man read. There was the usual sensationalism. A local suicide. An attempted lynching. The birth of triplets.

Impatiently, he rifled through the paper. Ah, here was an editorial laying into the liquor license. “It is guilty, at the bar of God and humanity, of this great crime: that it creates, fosters, solicits, incites, stimulates, and multiplies intemperance. The open barroom holds the whisky glass to every man’s lips at every corner.” No doubt about it. Atlanta would go dry; it was only a question of time.

The street cleared momentarily. Folding his paper under his arm, the elderly man crossed the street before another buggy bounced through the intersection. As he put his key into the lock at 107 Marietta Street, a young man briskly lifted his hat on his way by. “Good day, Dr. Pemberton. Hot enough for you, sir?” The old gentleman nodded and smiled. Everyone in Atlanta knew and respected the kindly old patent medicine man, and most took one of his remedies for their cough, dyspepsia, headache, sexual debility, or whatever else ailed them.

As Pemberton entered his laboratory, he looked with satisfaction at his fresh supply of coca leaves, straight from Peru, and at the filtering system he had set up to produce coca extract. He was experimenting with a new concoction, one that he hoped he could sell as a temperance drink and medicine, because the town was in hysteria over the evils of alcohol.

Suddenly Pemberton doubled over with pain. It was his stomach again—heartburn or his ulcer flaring up. His bones ached with rheumatism. Still bent, he fumbled for his secret case in a false-bottomed drawer. Shaking, he filled the hypodermic needle, turned it to his arm, and slowly pushed the plunger. With a deep sigh, he carefully put the needle and materials away and prepared for his experiments.

As he began the experiments that would lead to the invention of Coca-Cola, Dr. John Stith Pemberton was fifty-four years old. He looked at least ten years older. And he was addicted to morphine.

__________________

* The mini-dramas introducing each section of the book are fictional re-creations of likely events and should be taken as such.







~ 1 ~

Time Capsule: The Golden Age of Quackery

I’ve been experimenting on a little preparation—a kind of decoction nine-tenths water and the other tenth drugs that don’t cost more than a dollar a barrel.… The third year we could easily sell 1,000,000 bottles in the United States—profit at least $350,000—and then it would be time to turn our attention toward the real idea of the business.… Why, our headquarters would be in Constantinople and our hindquarters in Further India!… Annual income—well, God only knows how many millions and millions!

—Colonel Beriah Sellers, in Mark Twain’s The Gilded Age, 1873

There’s no question that The Coca-Cola Company loves its own history. As if to prove the point, in 2007 it spent $38 million on its new Atlanta museum, which indoctrinates over a million Coca-Cola-drenched tourists yearly into the company’s high-tech version of its past. The press release for its predecessor called the museum a “fantasyland,” and, in more ways than one, it is just that. The red-clad young guides (called “ambassadors”) assure visitors, for instance, that Coca-Cola never had any cocaine in it.

The museum carries on a long-standing company tradition. The Coca-Cola saga has been reverentially preserved and nurtured over the years. John Pemberton, who invented Coca-Cola in 1886, has been depicted by the Company as a poor but lovable old Southern root doctor who stumbled upon the miraculous new drink. Although Coca-Cola was supposedly born in a humble three-legged kettle in Pemberton’s backyard rather than in a manger, the story is treated as a kind of Virgin Birth. Coca-Cola’s first archivist, Wilbur Kurtz, described the moment: “He leaned over the pot to smell the bouquet of his brew. Then he took a long wooden spoon and captured a little of the thick brown bubbling contents of the pot, allowing it to cool a moment. He lifted the spoon to his lips and tasted.” Pemberton’s hard work and perseverance in finding just the right taste finally paid off with a stroke of luck when the syrup was inadvertently mixed with carbonated rather than plain water. The customers loved the effervescent drink and smacked their lips in satisfaction.

From that point on, according to Company legend, the drink’s future was assured. Of course, it needed a little help from Asa Candler, who purchased the formula as Pemberton was dying, advertised it widely, and quickly became the wealthiest man in Atlanta. By the early 1900s, the drink’s phenomenal rise to fame was repeatedly called the “romance of Coca-Cola.”

This official version of events is a myth, however. John Pemberton was not an uneducated, simple root doctor. He did not brew the drink in his backyard. More importantly, far from being a unique beverage that sprang out of nowhere, Coca-Cola was a product of its time, place, and culture. It was, like many other such nostrums, a patent medicine with a distinct cocaine kick.

One element of the myth rings true, however. The chances of Coca-Cola’s success were about as remote as Colonel Sellers’ “decoction.” Twain’s passage was an uncannily accurate prophecy of Coca-Cola’s future, however. Today, Coke is the world’s most widely distributed product, available in more than two hundred countries, more than the United Nations membership. “OK” excepted, “Coca-Cola” is the most universally recognized word on earth, and the drink it characterizes has become a symbol of the Western way of life. How, in a century-plus, has a fizzy soft drink, 99 percent sugar water, attained such an astonishing status? Conditions in late nineteenth-century America largely determined its future.

A NATION OF NEUROTICS

During the Gilded Age, America’s metamorphosis from a land of farmers into an urbanized society of mills and factories was arguably the most wrenching in its history. With the Civil War as a catalyst and turning point, industrialization and a virtual revolution in transportation marked the emergence of a distinctively American brand of capitalism—one that idealized individual hustle and relied heavily upon advertising and newspapers to spread its gospel. The railroad became the symbol and engine of powerful change, allowing the creation of national markets for goods.

The pace was so overwhelming that it generated concern over a new disease characterized by neurotic, psychosomatic symptoms. One writer of the era diagnosed it as the fruits of “an industrial and competitive age.” George Beard labeled the disease “neurasthenia” in his 1881 book, American Nervousness, Its Causes and Consequences.* Beard attributed the new malady to the dislocations wrought, both socially and economically, by “modern civilization.”

The steam engine, he noted, which was supposed to make work easier, had instead resulted in more frantic lifestyles and in overspecialization, “depressing both to body and mind.” In general, Beard noted, overwork, the strain of economic booms and busts, repression of turbulent emotions, and too much freedom of thought contributed to a high state of nerves. Finally, “the rapidity with which new truths are discovered, accepted and popularized in modern times is a proof and result of the extravagance of our civilization.”

Coca-Cola emerged from this turbulent, inventive, noisy, neurotic new America. It began as a “nerve tonic” like many others marketed to capitalize on the dislocations and worries of the day. After surviving an early history rife with conflict and controversy, this lowly nickel soft drink became so much a part of national life that by 1938 it was called “the sublimated essence of America.”

The description is still apt. Coca-Cola remains emblematic of the best and worst of America and Western civilization. The history of Coca-Cola is the often funny story of a group of people obsessed with putting a trivial soft drink “within an arm’s reach of desire.” But at the same time, it is a microcosm of American history. Coca-Cola grew up with the country, shaping and shaped by the times. The drink helped to alter not only consumption patterns but attitudes toward leisure, work, advertising, sex, family life, and patriotism. As Coca-Cola continues to flood the world with its determinedly happy fizz, its history assumes yet more importance.

During the late 1800s, however, no one, including the inventor of Coca-Cola, had such grand visions. Coca-Cola was just one in a flood of other patent medicines foisted upon the public by hopeful marketers during the golden age of quackery.

THE PATENT MEDICINE SHOW

Clever promoters made fortunes in patent medicines.* Popular since the Declaration of Independence, these nostrums were peddled by the pioneers in the field of advertising. Patent medicine ads paid for the rapid growth of the American newspaper, whose columns, even before the Civil War, were half filled by their claims. The period after the war saw an exponential growth in the industry, due partly to wounded veterans who had acquired a self-dosing habit.

There were also other reasons for the spectacular postwar success of patent medicines. The railroad, steamship, telegraph, and other communication revolutions made a national and even international market increasingly viable. Waves of immigrants brought new consumers to the country. The American population grew from fifty million in 1880 to ninety-one million in 1910—and eighteen million of those were immigrants. The newcomers did not have much money, but they would often venture a dollar for a “cure.”

Another reason for the boom in self-dosage was that the medical profession had not caught up with the industrial revolution. Many doctors killed as many patients as they cured, so cheap nostrums sometimes provided a safer alternative. Furthermore, there were few doctors in rural areas, forcing the country folk to use patent medicines. Finally, patent medicines were often taken to relieve the symptoms of overeating and poor diet, which went hand-in-hand. Remedies for upset stomachs were the most common class of medicament during the late nineteenth century, which is not surprising, given the starchy diets and heavy meat consumption. Part of Coca-Cola’s appeal to Asa Candler, for instance, was that it was supposed to relieve indigestion.

A TORRENT OF ADS

By the 1880s and 1890s, the amount spent on advertising such tonics and concoctions reached stunning proportions. St. Jacob’s Oil spent $500,000 in advertising in 1881. By 1885, some half-dozen nostrum makers were spending over $100,000 annually on ads. Ten years later, Scientific American announced that some drug advertisers were spending a million dollars a year, adding that the creator of Carter’s Little Liver Pills “cannot spend the money he is making” and that “judicious advertising has made it possible for… W. T. Hanson Company [to spend] $500,000 on Pink Pills for Pale People.” One promoter noted that “without advertising, I might have made a living, but it was advertising that made me rich, and advertising a very simple commodity at that.”

The first national trade magazine for advertisers, Printer’s Ink, was launched in 1888, just two years after the invention of Coca-Cola. In its fifty-year retrospective issue, the magazine credited the patent medicine industry with first recognizing the importance of trademarks and ubiquitous advertising, adding that “it was not until the twentieth century had fairly begun that manufacturers as a whole were inclined to listen to the broad proposition that advertising as such was a potentially profitable sales tool.” One of the reasons that patent medicines could afford such extravagant advertising, of course, was their remarkable profitability. For a dollar, a manufacturer often sold a bottle that cost less than a dime to produce. It was easy for him to see the wisdom of spending another ten cents a gallon on advertising. He had no major capital investment, little overhead, and few employees.

Besides, he knew that, without extensive ads, few would buy his medicines, which were not essential products. He had to be a salesman. No wonder the nostrum peddler dominated advertising expenditures during the Gilded Age. Patent medicine makers were the first American businessmen to recognize the power of the catchphrase, the identifiable logo and trademark, the celebrity endorsement, the appeal to social status, the need to keep “everlastingly at it.” Out of necessity, they were the first to sell image rather than product. At the same time, the stodgy producers of dry goods or sewing machines, with substantial capital investment and less of a margin, didn’t see the need to advertise. It was beneath their dignity, a waste of good money. People needed what they had to sell, and, if they advertised at all, it was simply to list their prices. Besides, the outrageous nostrum ads were giving advertising a bad odor, as Printer’s Ink pointed out: “Most patent medicine advertising was shamefully and flagrantly disreputable in its fake selling claims. Absolute remedial powers for cancer, consumption, yellow fever, rheumatism and other afflictions were widely claimed for preparations that had no efficacy for even the mildest ailment.”

The torrent of ads was not confined to newspapers, however. The cure-all makers flooded the marketplace with all kinds of novelties in order to keep their trademarks highly visible. They specialized in items that got repeated use, such as clocks, calendars, matchbooks, blotters, pocket knives, almanacs, cookbooks, mirrors, or cards. Every time a consumer wanted to know the time or date, light a cigar, or look up a recipe, he or she was confronted with a reminder that Pale Pink Pills were good for the blood or that Coca-Cola relieved fatigue and cured headaches.

Meanwhile, outdoor advertisers strove to outdo one another. Men with sandwich signs walked stiffly by on busy sidewalks. Banners were strung across Main Street. At night, the bill poster plastered every available surface with advertisements, layering over a competitor’s work of the night before.

Sign painters were dispatched to paint huge trademarks where travelers were most likely to let their eyes wander. We tend to think of the Victorian era as a gracious period in which nature was unspoiled, but it wasn’t unusual for a patent medicine advertiser of the era to clear-cut an entire mountainside so that he could erect a mammoth sign for Helmholdt’s Buchu, visible from a train window.

In May of 1886, the very month that Coca-Cola was invented, one writer vividly described the desecration of the landscape, saying that a traveler might admire “the undulating country, breathing Spring from every meadow and grove and orchard”—that is, “if he could see a single furlong of it, without the suggestion of disease.” It was not enough, he continued, that fences and sheds were defaced. “Enormous signs are erected in the fields, not a rock is left without disfigurement, and gigantic words glare at as great [a] distance as the eye is able to read them.” Viewing “sign overlapping and towering above sign,” the revolted traveler “turns away, shuddering, from the sight.” Consequently, the critic concluded: “We cannot complain if the intelligent stranger from foreign lands should, instead of ‘the scenery,’ write ‘the obscenery of America.’” One enterprising nostrum maker even offered to help pay for the Statue of Liberty, which was completed in 1886, in return for using the base as a gigantic advertisement.

William James, psychologist and philosopher, reacted violently to newspaper ads when he returned to the U.S. after several years abroad: “The first sight of the Boston Herald… made me jerk back my head and catch my breath, as if a bucket of slops had suddenly been thrown into my face.” In 1894, he wrote a scathing letter to the editor of the Nation in which he spluttered in outrage at “this truly hideous feature of our latter-day life,” complaining that “this evil is increasing with formidable rapidity.… Now [these advertisements] literally form the principal feature of our provincial newspapers, and in many of the ‘great dailies’ of our cities play a part second only to the collective display of suicides, murders, seductions, fights, and rapes.”

James tellingly added that “if a justification of these advertisements be sought, absolutely nothing can be alleged save the claim that every individual has a right to get rich along the lines of his own inventiveness.” Most Americans were willing to put up with fraud and hype in the name of individual rights and democracy, particularly if there was money to be made. Even a scoundrel was admirable, if he was rich enough.

THE RIGHTEOUS PURSUIT OF WEALTH

The patent medicine tycoons, along with industrial titans like Andrew Carnegie and Cornelius Vanderbilt, stood at the apex of a new social order. By 1890, there were over four thousand American millionaires, and the number was growing rapidly. Their greatest problem, with no income or corporate tax, became not how to make money but how to spend it. The millionaire was the envied hero of the age, and the great new American religion had a fat dollar sign in front of it. Carnegie himself was busy spreading what he called the “Gospel of Wealth.” Russell Conwell, a Philadelphia clergyman and the first president of Temple University, made a tidy living by delivering his “Acres of Diamonds” speech over three thousand times, explaining that God loves those who produce wealth. “I say that you ought to get rich,” Conwell told his audiences. “To make money honestly is to preach the gospel.”

At the same time, the plight of the poor was becoming increasingly desperate. While the rich industrialists raked in the money, eight-year-olds labored in their factories for ten cents a day. When confronted with the appalling gap between the haves and have-nots, men like Carnegie answered with a modified social Darwinism, piously invoking the “survival of the fittest.” Such were the unfortunate but inevitable results of progress. “The contrast between the palace of the millionaire and the cottage of the laborer with us today measures the change which has come with civilization,” wrote Carnegie. This situation, he asserted, was “not to be deplored, but welcomed as highly beneficial. It is… essential for the progress of the race.” Fortunately, Carnegie said, he regarded it as his Christian duty to help lift up the lower classes through wise philanthropy.

This attitude was not limited to Yankees. Mark Twain noted a new breed of Southerner—“brisk men, energetic of movement and speech; the dollar their god, how to get it their religion.” Henry Grady, editor of the Atlanta Constitution and spokesman of this New South, informed the New England Club in 1886 that “we have wiped out the place where Mason and Dixon’s line used to be,” and that the “Georgia Yankee” was the equal of the Northerner. One Georgian of the period matched Conwell in exhorting his fellow Southerners to make money their priority: “Let the young south arise in their might and compete with [Yankees] in everything.… Get rich! if you have to be mean! The world respects a rich scoundrel more than it does an honest poor man. Poverty may do to go to heaven with. But in these modern times.… Get rich!”

Asa Candler, the man who would take Pemberton’s Coca-Cola and parlay it into a fortune, was not so blatant, but in his speeches he clearly equated religion, capitalism, and patriotism. Candler’s drink, Coca-Cola, came to symbolize that trio. In large measure, Coca-Cola’s success stemmed directly from advertising which made it an emblem of the good things in America, a kind of secular communion drink. Like his brother Warren, a Methodist bishop, Asa Candler would send out his own brand of capitalistic missionaries.

By the 1880s, however, most who attempted to make a quick buck through patent medicines were disappointed. Fortunes had indeed been made, and “the spectacle of some of the medicine kings churning about the high seas in their palatial steam yachts” (as one contemporary writer put it) caused an inordinate number of would-be entrepreneurs to test the waters of the trade. In doing so, they usually lost whatever small savings they had.

On April 25, 1886, a New York Tribune reporter published a long article describing the saturated market for patent medicines. The “prevailing opinion,” he said, was that the nostrum racket was “lucrative above all others” and that all who ventured into the field automatically became millionaires with yachts and racehorses. On the contrary, he pointed out that only 2 percent of the latest patent medicines were even remotely successful. Thus, when Coca-Cola was first marketed two weeks after this article appeared, it faced long odds.

THE SODA FOUNTAIN DURING THE GILDED AGE

Coca-Cola became the first widely available product that was at once both a patent medicine and a popular soda fountain beverage. In retrospect, it seems a natural combination. After all, once Joseph Priestly learned to make what he called “fixed air” in 1767, artificially carbonated water was sold as a tonic and medicine, a cheaper form of naturally carbonated mineral water, which had been regarded as healthful since Roman times. An enterprising French immigrant, Eugene Roussel, first added flavors to his soda water at his Philadelphia perfume shop in 1839, and soon other soda fountains were serving orange, cherry, lemon, ginger, peach, and assorted other flavors. Because of the early medicinal legacy, the fountains formed a traditional part of drugstores, which in turn became social centers.

Soda fountains grew increasingly ornate throughout the 1870s and 1880s. They were “temples resplendent in crystal marble and silver,” according to Mary Gay Humphreys, an 1891 commentator, and bore names such as Frost King, the Snow-drop, the Icicle, the Avalanche, or the Aurora Borealis to indicate the frosty nature of their beverages; the decor of others tried for a foreign flavor and were called the Persia, Ionic, Doric, Chalet, Arabia, Rialto, or France, although others, such as the Washington and Saratoga, were more patriotic. These monstrous affairs sometimes cost as much as $40,000 and offered over three hundred beverage combinations. “To supply these,” wrote Humphreys, “the entire side of the wall is dedicated and made glorious with California onyx, rare marbles, and plate-glass.” Sophisticated, jaded consumers demanded an ever-greater variety of beverages. Most of these new flavors were recognizable combinations of old fruit drinks. Coca-Cola, however, was one of several unique blends offering something entirely new. All survived their early years as health boosters and nerve tonics to become recognizable national soft drinks. Unlike the regular run of fountain offerings or soda pop, these concoctions appeared modern and mysterious. Their ingredients were usually secret or came from some exotic country.

Coca-Cola was by no means the first of these drinks. Charles Hires, a Philadelphia Quaker, marketed Hires Root Beer in 1876 as a solid concentrate of sixteen wild roots and berries.* It claimed to “purify the blood and make rosy cheeks.” Consumers mixed the twenty-five-cent packets into five-gallon batches, making it the first drink to tap the home market. It was finally bottled in 1895.

Moxie Nerve Food was invented and bottled by Dr. Augustin Thompson of Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1885. Thompson, who had a flair for promotion and strategic untruths, claimed that the drink was made from a rare, unnamed South American plant (said to resemble asparagus, sugarcane, or milkweed and to taste like a turnip) whose therapeutic powers had been discovered by a Lieutenant Moxie, Thompson’s mythical friend. Moxie allegedly cured paralysis, softening of the brain, nervousness, and insomnia.

Charles Alderton created Dr Pepper as a Texas cherry soda fountain drink in 1885, but he soon bottled it as well. Early ads featured a naked, robust young woman cavorting in the ocean, her crotch teasingly covered by a wave, and asserted that Dr Pepper “aids digestion and restores vim, vigor, and vitality.”

With so many new drinks available, the soda jerks had to become virtuosos at mixing drinks with grace and speed. One of Coca-Cola’s early selling points was that it could be so quickly prepared. As a contemporary article pointed out, “time is everything to the soda water man on a hot day. With new customers crowding and jostling each other to reach the counter, it is money in his pocket to get rid of consumers as quickly as possible.” The busy late nineteenth-century soda fountain first satisfied the American demand for fast food and drink.

Nowhere were soda fountains more popular than in the South, particularly in the booming, busy, hot town of Atlanta. Though still opened only seasonally, generally from March to November, they garnered a huge business. The adventurous could order a drink called “don’t care,” a mixture of virtually every flavor, usually with a healthy splash of hard liquor to bind it together.* In the following 1886 Atlanta ad (one of the first to mention Coca-Cola), the proprietor specified that his “don’t care” was non-alcoholic. The incredible range of choices ran from innocent fruit drinks to more stimulating “nerve tonics”:

At the sodawater palace can be found the most cooling, delicious beverages—the ladies’ favorite—ice-cream sodawater, any flavor that is desired.

Syrups: Wine flavor—Claret, Catawba, grape, sherry, nectar, blackberry, ginger wine, oget, don’t care, prohibition drink—great, everybody must try it to find out what it is—no whiskey… French wine of coca from Sinytis, coco-cola, French calisaya wine or nerve food, quiet the nervous system, ginger ale… lemons, chocolate, vanilla, cream, pine apple, raspberry, sarsaparilla, wild cherry, ginger, orange, blood orange, banana, coffee, ice tea, black gum, Beermann’s egg phosphate, the most nutritious drink known, Maxey [i.e., Moxie] nerve food, milk shakes…  .

The soda fountain was a uniquely American phenomenon. In years to come, Coca-Cola would be advertised as the great national drink, a wholesome, enjoyable product that all classes of Americans could share. The seeds for that image were already germinating, as Mary Gay Humphreys (with no thought for Coca-Cola) pointed out in 1891: “Soda-water is an American drink. It is as essentially American as porter, Rhine wine, and claret are distinctively English, German, and French.… The crowning merit of soda-water, and that which fits it to be the national drink, is its democracy. The millionaire may drink champagne while the poor man drinks beer, but they both drink soda-water.”

The fountain owner, Humphreys explained, made a tidy democratic profit from rich man and pauper alike, selling a drink for a nickel that cost a cent and a half to produce. (Actually, she was overly generous to the fountain owner, because ingredients usually cost less than half a cent per glass.) Everyone was happy, because “for him who drinks it is small cost to see the ‘bubbles winking on the brim,’ to feel the aromatic flavors among the roots of his hair and exploring the crannies of his brain, and to realize each fragrant drop as it goes dancing down his throat.”

The competition among new soda fountain drinks equaled the cutthroat patent medicine field. One writer of the era estimated that less than one percent of all new drinks ever won a following. “The summer trade in soft drinks is… already so loaded down with different sirups* and drinks that dealers will not take hold of a new thing unless it can be demonstrated to possess unusual virtues, or the inventor of it is willing to put a lot of money into advertising it.”

John Pemberton’s Coca-Cola had little chance. In 1886, the inventor did not have much money to put into advertising, but he struggled to demonstrate his drink’s “unusual virtues.” Pemberton, a perennial optimist despite the many disappointments in his life, clearly believed in his own product. Certainly, much of the credit for Coca-Cola’s survival has to go to Asa Candler, who eventually acquired the product (in an exceedingly questionable manner) and pushed it aggressively. But an equal measure of credit must go to Pemberton and the time and place in which he found himself.

__________________

* Curiously, to be diagnosed as a neurasthenic was a sign of good breeding and high status. Only those with refined, delicate temperaments or highly charged brains were subject to the high-status disease.

* The term “patent medicine” was a misnomer. The more accurate term was “proprietary medicine,” because a hopeful inventor would patent the label or trademark of his nostrum, but never its “secret formula.” To reveal the ingredients would have ruined the mystique, opened the field for imitators, allowed the public to discover how cheaply the product was produced, and, perhaps most important, it would have revealed the amount of alcohol, narcotic, and/or poisons present.

* At first, Hires called his drink Hires Herb Tea, in keeping with his pacifistic religion. Russell Conwell, the capitalistic evangelist who gave the “Acres of Diamonds” speech, advised him to change the name to “root beer” in order to appeal to hard-drinking Philadelphia miners.

* The “don’t care” is the ancestor of the “suicide,” popular at 1950s soda fountains. Using Coca-Cola as a base, a suicide called for the addition of every other flavor available.

* All ungrammatical errors inside quotation marks are the mistakes of the original person being quoted. I make this note here rather than putting [sic] into so many quotations.
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What Sigmund Freud, Pope Leo, and John Pemberton Had in Common

The use of the coca plant not only preserves the health of all who use it, but prolongs life to a very great old age and enables the coca eaters to perform prodigies of mental and physical labor.

—Dr. John Pemberton, 1885

John Pemberton was obsessed: he wanted to invent the ultimate medicine and the perfect drink all rolled into one. With it, he would make enough money to fund his dream laboratory, with plenty to spare for his family. He could even donate to worthy charitable organizations. After all, other inventors with far less education or dedication had made fortunes from their patent medicines, most of which cured nothing except imaginary illnesses. But the Georgia pharmacist knew that he was running out of time. By 1879, he was forty-eight years old. The average life expectancy for men was only forty-two, and Pemberton had suffered from bouts of debilitating rheumatism and a mysterious stomach ailment even before he was wounded in the War Between the States. At least he was sure now that he was on the right track, having just read about a wonderful new medicine—a plant with magical properties that grew high in the Peruvian mountains.

AN ECLECTIC EDUCATION

Pemberton’s entire life had led to his pursuit of the perfect medicine. Born in 1831 in the tiny town of Knoxville, Georgia, he attended the nearby Southern Botanico Medical College of Georgia when he was just seventeen, where he discovered the wisdom of Samuel Thomson, an unlettered New Hampshire herbal practitioner whose teachings formed the basis for the college curriculum. In 1822, Thomson had published his New Guide to Health; or Botanic Family Physician, Containing a Complete System of Practice, On a Plan Entirely New.

Thomson’s “complete system” consisted primarily of repeated steam baths and massive doses of lobelia (aptly nicknamed “screw auger” and “hell-scraper”), an herb that caused violent vomiting. Although this sounds horrific, it was actually an improvement over the “heroic” measures (as they were then known) of the period. Doctors generally prescribed a combination of three therapies: bleeding to the point of unconsciousness with a lancet, intentionally raising and then popping huge blisters, or dosing with calomel, whose principal ingredient was mercury. Thomson called these doctors murderers who attacked patients with “their instruments of death—mercury, opium, ratsbane, nitre, and the lancet.” Almost single-handedly, Thomson fomented a revolt of the masses against traditional medicine that one medical expert called “a second American revolution.”

Even before Thomson died in 1843, however, splinter groups had formed. The egotistical rebel abhorred all formal education, preferring to keep himself as the sole font of wisdom. Nonetheless, various botanico colleges sprang up despite his resistance. Thomsonianism was particularly popular in the South. When the Georgia school was opened in Forsyth in December of 1839, the college president declared that “the eyes of the world are upon us” because they were ushering in “an era in the progress of civilization and a triumph for suffering humanity.”

By the time Pemberton attended college, most Thomsonian schools had modified their reliance on lobelia and become more “eclectic,” emphasizing other herbal remedies and some traditional medical study. At the age of nineteen, Pemberton graduated in 1850, and, after a brief stint as a traditional Thomsonian “steam doctor,” he went to Philadelphia for another year of schooling as a pharmacist before beginning his real career as a druggist in Oglethorp, Georgia. There, he met Anna Eliza Clifford Lewis, called “Cliff,” whose father was a prominent local plantation owner and dry-goods merchant. They were married in 1853, and the following year Cliff gave birth to their first and only child, Charles Ney Pemberton. Charley was a beautiful, precocious child, but neither of his parents could bring themselves to discipline him, and he was spoiled. For a minimal sum, Cliff’s father sold two slaves to the young couple to help care for the infant.

In 1855, Pemberton moved to the larger town of Columbus, where he built a thriving practice for the next fourteen years with a number of different partners. Although primarily a druggist, he also practiced some medicine, including eye surgery. His main income, however, came from the sale of various proprietary products with names like Dr. Sanford’s Great Invigorator or Eureka Oil and the occasional medicinal wine, such as Southern Cordial.

By the spring of 1861, Pemberton wrote Cliff’s mother that business was booming and six-year-old Charley was “learning fast, you would be surprised to hear him spelling and I teach him his Sabbath School book every week.” In urging his mother-in-law to visit, Pemberton described their “delightful home” and the twenty acres of corn, potato, sugarcane, and watermelons they had just planted. He also revealed his love of nature, referring to “the sweetest of all times below, a Sabbath Eve in the Springtime,” adding that “the trees and flowers are blooming in our yard and the air is fragrant with the sweet perfume from them.”

Less than a month after he described that peaceful scene, Fort Sumter was attacked, and the Civil War began. Pemberton enlisted as a first lieutenant in May of 1862 and eventually organized a home guard of the overaged and exempt into Pemberton’s Cavalry. When the Yankees attacked on April 16, 1865, a week after Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, Pemberton was shot and cut with a saber while defending the bridge into town in one of the final skirmishes of the war. This brush with death left him with an impressive scar across his abdomen and chest; his life was apparently saved by the money belt he wore.

SWEET SOUTHERN BOUQUET AND CARBUNCLE CURES

Pemberton must have recovered quickly. By November of 1865 he was industriously promoting his drug business again, having just returned from a buying spree in New York City, where he purchased “the largest and most complete stock of European and American drugs, medicines, and chemicals.” Like many hustling Georgia businessmen, he resolved to put the war behind him and didn’t mind seeking the help of Yankees. Later, when his nephew pestered him to tell him how he got his scar, Pemberton refused, telling him he wanted to forget all about the war.

For the next five years, Pemberton’s partnership with Dr. Austin Walker, a wealthy local physician, allowed him to thrive. He could never save money, however. What he didn’t spend on his laboratory and research, he gave freely to family and friends. During the late 1860s, Pemberton began to experiment, creating his own proprietary items, including Globe Flower Cough Syrup, Extract of Stillingia, a “blood purifier,” and Sweet Southern Bouquet, a perfume—all made from locally gathered herbs.* An 1867 visitor was so charmed by Pemberton’s business, and by the inventor himself, that she wrote a long letter of praise to the local paper. “I confess I was astonished at the extent of the laboratory,” she noted, “for I did not know there was such an establishment in the South.” Pemberton, “every inch a gentleman,” had presented her with an elegant wicker-covered bottle containing what she described as “the most delightful and delicate perfume that ever regaled my olfactories.”

LIFE IN THE PHOENIX CITY

In 1869, Pemberton abandoned his well-established Columbus business and moved to Atlanta to make his fortune. Atlanta had begun as a collection of shanties, whore-houses, and saloons simply called Terminus, because it happened to be the site where the railroad stopped. Although there was a prewar “Moral Party,” the opposing “Free and Rowdy Party” had more attraction for the denizens of Snake Nation and Murrell’s Row. Even so, there were enough banks and railroads in Atlanta before the war to give the city a “progressive” reputation.

In the wake of the Civil War, Atlanta, calling itself the Phoenix City, rose with a dynamic vengeance from the ashes to which William Tecumseh Sherman had reduced it. “The one sole idea in every man’s mind is to make money,” wrote one observer of the Atlanta scene just after the war. A visitor from the country wrote in 1866 that “Atlanta is a devil of a place,” adding that “the men rush about like mad, and keep up such a bustle, worry, and chatter, that it runs me crazy. Everybody looks as if nearly worked to death.” Atlanta was a whirling, self-important, frenzied vortex for Southern business after the Civil War. To this wild, wide-open city, John Pemberton brought his wife and child for a new life.

At first, he was a great success. With his partners, he established the largest drug trade in the city at the elegant Kimball House, a luxury hotel with six floors and over three hundred rooms featuring elaborate furnishings and gold ornaments, complete with steam-powered elevators, fountains surrounded by tropical plants, and its own French chef. But by 1872, Pemberton had slipped into bankruptcy. He and his partners, an R. G. Dun credit man noted, were “honorable & industrious but lack good management.” Pemberton never quite recovered from this bankruptcy, though he continued to experiment with new medicines and to attract moneyed partners through the years. He suffered through two major fires, in 1874 and 1878. After the second fire, in which $20,000 worth of stock was destroyed (covered for half that amount by insurance), the Dun man described Pemberton as “a broken down merchant”—surely an unfair description, but understandable under the circumstances. In 1879, he finally paid off the bankruptcy debts and was free to devote more time to creating and manufacturing new products.

In subsequent years, he invented Indian Queen Hair Dye, a rheumatic remedy called “Prescription 47–11,” Triplex Liver Pills, Gingerine, Lemon & Orange Elixir, and probably a few other now-forgotten patent medicines and drinks. In his endeavors through the last years of his life, he met with “varying success,” as the newspaper politely put it in 1886.

Despite his adversities, Pemberton remained the perfect Southern gentleman, receiving customers with old-fashioned courtesy. Perhaps because his son, Charley, was a difficult child, Pemberton always found time for his sister’s children. “One of my earliest memories,” recalled his niece, “is of the chewing gum Uncle John always had in his pocket, but was forbidden in my home as not lady-like.… I enjoyed visits [there], where I received more attention than at home.” Pemberton’s nephew, Lewis Newman, portrayed the busy doctor as an obsessed, secretive inventor with “a laboratory in a back room to which but few were given admittance.” Pemberton would forget mealtimes and work far into the night. Another visitor remembered Pemberton as having “more energy than anybody. His chemical laboratory was a very busy place; he was always getting up something.”

In addition to his two degrees as a doctor and pharmacist, Pemberton was a lifelong scholar who not only kept up with the current drug journals but read widely in the increasingly international pharmaceutical literature. For years, he labored over a master reference work on drugs. In a December 1886 interview, he showed his work in progress to a reporter, who described it as containing “about 12,000 chemical tests.” Though the inventor died before publishing his book, its existence attests to the breadth of his knowledge, far beyond the accomplishments of the simple country root doctor of the Coca-Cola myth. It is not surprising, then, that in creating new patent medicines, he stopped limiting himself to locally grown plants such as stillingia and globe flowers and began to experiment with more exotic substances. One of these imports, initially hailed as a cure-all—but soon to be assailed as the source of an addictive drug—particularly fascinated Pemberton.

COCA COMES INTO ITS OWN

In the late 1870s, Pemberton first read about this miraculous new substance. Chewed by native Peruvians and Bolivians for over two thousand years, coca leaves acted as a stimulant, an aid to digestion, an aphrodisiac, and a life-extender, giving the mountain-dwelling Andeans remarkable endurance during long treks with little food. The Incas had called it their “Divine Plant,” and it was central to every aspect of their political, religious, and commercial life. The cochero was never without his chuspa, or coca pouch.

Around 1876, Pemberton read an article by Sir Robert Christison, seventy-eight-year-old president of the British Medical Association. Fortified by chewing coca, the elderly doctor reported that he climbed Ben Vorlich, a 3,224-foot mountain, skipped lunch, and “at the bottom I was neither weary, nor hungry, nor thirsty, and felt as if I could easily walk home four miles.” Intrigued, Pemberton began reading everything available on the coca plant. And he was not the only one. By the early 1880s, doctors and pharmacists were reporting on the use of coca and its principal alkaloid, cocaine, as a possible cure for opium and morphine addiction. Cocaine had first been isolated in 1855 by the German Gaedeke, but it was Americans who pursued active experimentation.

In the cosmopolitan cross-fertilization typical of the time, a young Viennese doctor named Sigmund Freud read one of these articles in an 1880 Detroit drug journal and, like Pemberton, was excited by the possibilities. In 1884, Freud first tried cocaine himself. It seemed the perfect antidote to his periodic depressions and lethargy; he also clearly thought it increased his sexual potency, writing to Martha Bernays, his fiancee: “Woe to you, my Princess, when I come. I will kiss you quite red… and if you are forward you shall see who is the stronger, a gentle little girl… or a big wild man who has cocaine in his body.”

Later that year, Freud published Über Coca (About Coca), “a song of praise to this magical substance,” as he wrote to his fiancee. In that same year, 1884, an associate of Freud’s, young Carl Koller, found that cocaine could be successfully used as an anesthetic in eye surgery. This discovery, still used, quickly made Koller famous and revolutionized surgery. It also caught the attention of John Pemberton, who had once performed painful eye surgery without benefit of painkiller.

By the mid-1880s, one drug journal described a “veritable coca-mania” as a result of the “crusade against the enormously increased use of alcohol and morphine.” It was impossible to open a drug journal without finding numerous articles about new uses for the leaf and its principal alkaloid. In response, manufacturers produced coca tablets, ointments, sprays, hypodermic injections, wines, liqueurs, soft drinks, powders, and even coca-leaf cigarettes and cheroots. Coca-Bola, a popular masticatory that came in plugs similar to chewing tobacco, was extensively advertised in 1885.

VIN MARIANI: THE DIVINE DRINK

The coca leaf found its most famed commercial use in a now-forgotten drink called Vin Mariani, invented by Angelo Mariani, an enterprising Corsican who in 1863 began selling the Bordeaux wine with a healthy infusion of coca leaf. Pemberton’s French Wine Coca, first advertised in 1884, was a direct imitation. Because Pemberton then modified his Wine Coca to create Coca-Cola, Vin Mariani is, in effect, the “grandfather” of Coca-Cola.

Mariani’s coca-laced wine became wildly successful not only throughout Europe but in the United States, where his brother-in-law, Julius Jaros, opened a New York branch. A marketing genius, Mariani specialized in testimonials from an incredible array of notables, including Thomas Edison, Emile Zola, President William McKinley, Queen Victoria, Sarah Bernhardt, Lillian Russell, Buffalo Bill Cody, and three Popes. Leo XIII went so far as to give Mariani a gold medal bearing Leo’s likeness “in recognition of benefits received from the use of Mariani’s tonic.” The Pope apparently bore out Mariani’s claims that coca extended life, because he died at ninety-three in 1903. According to an 1887 biography of Pope Leo, he took “the simplest food, a little wine and water.” Looking at the Pontiff’s frail body, the author wondered “how the lamp of life is fed,” particularly when his face was “of alabaster whiteness,” his eyes “all-radiant with the fire of piety and fatherly kindness.” In fact, the Pope’s lamp of life was fed by Vin Mariana, and the “all-radiant” eyes may have taken their fire as much from coca as from piety.

Mariani also collected glowing words from “kings, princes, potentates, the clergy, statesmen, artists, and from a host of people eminent in a high degree” around the globe. Only half in jest, an admirer once told Mariani he had forgotten to solicit a testimonial from God. His two major production laboratories were in Neuilly-sur-Seine in France and New York City, but Mariani had principal distribution centers in London, Strasbourg, Montreal, Brussels, Geneva, Alexandria (Egypt), and Saigon.

Just how much of a kick did Vin Mariani deliver? Fortunately, we can hazard a good guess, because a chemist studying various wine cocas reported in 1886 that Vin Mariani contained 0.12 grain cocaine per fluid ounce. The dosage on the wine’s label called for a “claret-glass full” before or after every meal (a half glass for children). Assuming the wineglass to hold six fluid ounces, three daily glasses would amount to a full bottle of eighteen ounces, or 2.16 grains of cocaine per day—enough to make someone feel very good indeed.

Mariani’s most important market outside Europe was the United States, and he took advantage of any opportunity for publicity there. During President Ulysses Grant’s final illness in 1885, his physicians administered Vin Mariani, which soothed the pain of his throat cancer and was credited with extending his life so that he could finish his memoirs. In the midst of Grant’s travail, Angelo Mariani traveled to New York City “at the request of a number of prominent physicians who desired to get from him personally a better understanding of… this wonderful medicine.” Mariani subsequently advertised the general’s use of his product before the body was cold in Grant’s Tomb.

The overwhelming popularity of Vin Mariani naturally spawned imitators, particularly in the intensely competitive American patent medicine market. The drug journals of the 1880s were full of recipes for wine of coca. Most were poor copies containing straight cocaine mixed with cheap wine, resulting in a bitter taste but greater effect. By 1885, Vin Mariani ads warned against over twenty ersatz wines, and Mariani himself groused about “the many worthless, so-called Coca preparations [that are] nothing more than variable solutions of Cocaine in inferior grades of wines or other liquids, shamefully prepared by unscrupulous or ignorant persons [serving to] bring into discredit a really useful drug.” In 1887, one cynical writer, describing Vin Mariani and its illegitimate spawn, referred to “the famous, expert-indorsed, world-renowned coca wine, made now by everybody and his relatives, from the skilled chemist to the mackerel and sugar handlers.”

PEMBERTON’S FRENCH WINE COCA: A SUPERIOR IMITATION?

Pemberton’s French Wine Coca appeared as one of the legion of imitators, though his product was probably superior to most on the market. In a March 1885 interview, it was obvious that Pemberton had read the Mariani testimonials for the “intellectual beverage.” Like Mariani, he espoused his wine’s beneficial effects on the educated, professional upper crust of society. The new disease, neurasthenia, had arrived as a status symbol that afflicted only the most refined, mentally active people. Pemberton not only acknowledged his debt to Mariani, but claimed somehow to have seen his formula.

“Scientists, scholars, poets, divines, lawyers, physicians, and others devoted to extreme mental exertion, are the most liberal patrons of this great invigorator of the brain,” Pemberton told the reporter, explaining that “Mariani & Co., of Paris, prepare an exceedingly popular Wine of Coca.… I have observed very closely the most approved French formula, only deviating therefrom when assured by my own long experimentation and direct information from intelligent South American correspondents that I could improve upon [it].” Modestly, he concluded, “I believe that I am now producing a better preparation than that of Mariani.”

Pemberton advertised that his wine contained “the medical virtues of the Erythroxylon Coca plant of Peru, South America—the African Cola Nuts—true Damiana, with pure Grape Wine.” These two additional ingredients must have constituted the improvements he felt he had made on Mariani’s drink. The kola nut quickly followed the coca leaf as a new medicinal rage. Grown in West Africa, primarily in Ghana, kola nuts were used by the natives in a manner similar to coca. Chewed for extra energy, identified with local deities, and taken as an aphrodisiac, the nuts had been a major part of the fabric of African life for centuries. Like coca leaves, kola nuts had a potent alkaloid—caffeine—in greater proportions than either tea or coffee.

By the mid-1880s, long articles on kola nuts were running in all the drug journals, praising the nuts as a hangover cure and stimulant. Many articles explicitly compared kola to coca. “Like Coca, Kola enables its partakers to undergo long fast and fatigue,” read one 1884 article. “Two drugs, so closely related in their physiological properties, cannot fail to command early universal attention.” In its 1883–1884 catalog, Frederick Stearns & Company featured Coca and Cola Nut on the same page in parallel columns, with a common headline running across the top: “For the Brain and Nervous System.”

The second ingredient was damiana, defined by a vintage Webster’s as “the dried leaf of Turnera diffusa of tropical America, California, and Texas, used as a tonic and aphrodisiac.” An 1885 advertisement for “The Mormon Elder’s Damiana Wafers” leaves little doubt that it was indeed regarded as a sexual stimulant: “The Most Powerful INVIGORANT Ever Produced. Permanently Restores those Weakened by Early Indiscretions.… A positive cure for Impotency and Nervous Debility.” Thus, all three ingredients of Pemberton’s tonic were considered aphrodisiacs.

Pemberton’s ads for his coca wine featured an Americanized, supercharged version of Mariani’s claims. He minimized the artistic, gentle aspects while emphasizing his drink as an aggressive cure for nervous disorders, disturbances of internal plumbing, and impotency. He also appropriated Mariani’s testimonials for his own, asserting that “French Wine Coca is indorsed by over 20,000 of the most learned and scientific medical men in the world.” Enthusiastic and wordy, if not completely grammatical, here is an ad Pemberton ran in 1885:

Americans are the most nervous people in the world.… All who are suffering from any nervous complaints we commend to use that wonderful and delightful remedy, French Wine Coca, infallible in curing all who are afflicted with any nerve trouble, dyspepsia, mental and physical exhaustion, all chronic and wasting diseases, gastric irritability, constipation, sick headache, neuralgia, etc. is quickly cured by the Coca Wine. It has proven the greatest blessing to the human family, Nature’s (God’s) best gift in medicine. To clergymen, lawyers, literary men, merchants, bankers, ladies, and all whose sedentary employment causes nervous prostration, irregularities of the stomach, bowels and kidneys, who require a nerve tonic and a pure, delightful diffusable stimulant, will find Wine Coca invaluable, a sure restorer to health and happiness. Coca is a most wonderful invigorator of the sexual organs and will cure seminal weakness, impotency, etc., when all other remedies fail. To the unfortunate who are addicted to the morphine or opium habit, or the excessive use of alcoholic stimulants, the French Wine Coca has proven a great blessing, and thousands proclaim it the most remarkable invigorator that ever sustained a wasting and sinking system.

THE MORPHINE ADDICT

Pemberton had a personal reason for his interest in coca as a cure for morphine addiction: he was probably using French Wine Coca in an attempt to break his own habit. Three people associated with him in the final year of his life stated categorically that Pemberton was an addict. J. C. Mayfield recalled under oath that “Dr. Pemberton was in bad health. We did not know at the time what was the matter with him, but it developed that he was a drug fiend.” Mayfield’s ex-wife wrote that Pemberton was “for years addicted to the morphine habit.” Finally, another partner, A. O. Murphey, said that when he discovered the doctor’s addiction, he found it “distasteful.”

“Morphinism,” as it was then called, was increasingly prevalent, particularly among physicians and pharmacists. The importation of opium to the U.S. had increased dramatically, from almost 146,000 pounds in 1867 to over 500,000 pounds in 1880. Advertisements purporting to offer cures for the habit appeared frequently in Atlanta papers. Addiction was so common among veterans of the Civil War that it was called “Army disease.” Pemberton may have first resorted to morphine to ease the pain of his own war wounds, continuing its use throughout his periodic illnesses.*

It may seem odd that Pemberton was able to hide his habit so well, but many addicts did. “Few of those addicted to the drug for years are suspicioned even by their most intimate friends,” wrote one physician in 1890. Opium, he said, allowed the habitue to “engage in his daily business pursuits with renewed energy for the time being. The opium eater’s mind seems clear, his thoughts are well directed, his general appearance is above suspicion.”

At least temporarily, Pemberton must have felt that he was beating his addiction, because he told a reporter in 1885 that “I am convinced from actual experiments that [coca] is the very best substitute for opium, with a person addicted to the opium habit, that has ever been discovered. It supplies the place of that drug, and the patient who will use it as a means of cure, may deliver himself from the pernicious habit without inconvenience or pain.”

EARLY WARNING SIGNALS

Although patent medicine suppliers and physicians were generally euphoric about coca and cocaine, some doctors and publications were already sounding the alarm that cocaine might indeed free addicts from morphine—only to enslave them on the new drug. Freud’s friend Ernst von-Fleischl Marxow, for instance, to whom he introduced cocaine as an antidote to his morphine, died horribly in 1891 after years as a cocaine addict.† A German doctor published a scathing and widely translated attack on cocaine in 1886, calling it “the third scourge of mankind,” and American colleagues soon took up his cause.

As early as June 1885, Pemberton was defending himself against a short piece published in the Atlanta Constitution, which warned “the new drug cocaine will do almost anything… on the other hand, the injudicious use of cocaine will make a man more brutal and depraved than either liquor or morphine. Herein lies a new danger. Before long a remedy will be demanded for the cocaine habit.” Pemberton refused to believe it. Most likely fortified with Wine Coca, in a rambling interview a few days later he dismissed the charges as predictable prejudice against anything new.

Pemberton granted that cocaine, if misused, could be dangerous, but the same could be said for any effective medicine. “I wish it were in my power to substitute the Coca and compel all who are addicted to the use of opium, morphine, alcohol, tobacco, or other narcotic stimulants to live on the coca plant or any of its true preparations,” he said. “It is perfectly wonderful what coca does.” Explaining that “we [Americans] are a great army of nervous invalids,” he espoused coca as a universal panacea that promoted robust health, prodigious physical and mental activity, and long life.

Sales of French Wine Coca were encouraging. Exactly a week after that peroration on the wonders of coca, Pemberton took out a large ad in the paper announcing that “888 BOTTLES OF PEMBERTON’S COCA WINE SOLD SATURDAY! IT SELLS AND PROVES A LIVING JOY To all who use it. Read what is said by others about this WONDERFUL TONIC AND INVIGORANT.” The inevitable testimonials followed, one by a doctor in Bremen, Georgia, who cured himself of “Insomnia, Melancholia, Hypochondriasis, and all the other foul fiends that haunted my mind and body.” He had also treated twenty patients successfully with Wine Coca—“all of them bona fide ladies and gentlemen of high reputation.” He asserted that the tonic acted quickly on the “great Ganglionic Centers.”

PROHIBITION PROBLEMS

Pemberton’s fortunes were finally on the upswing. Perhaps he would join that band of patent medicine millionaires plying their steam yachts. But just when sales of French Wine Coca were booming, the Reverend Sam Jones and his temperance movement nearly ruined him.

Jones was a popular, rough-hewn, fast-talking Georgia evangelist, a reformed drinker and darling of the press because he was at the same time pious, earthy, witty, and eminently quotable. One critic dubbed him “the Cracker Evangelist.” Jones made much of his rural, homespun origins, making forays from his Cartersville home to blast the sins of big-city Atlanta, while at the same time carefully flattering the city’s fortunes and future. Actually, it was all an act, because the minister was quite well educated and capable of refined speech. For years, Jones had led the fight for Prohibition, slamming the “red-nosed whisky devils” and complaining that legislators were unable to pass anything—“not even a cheap bar room.”

“How he did hammer the brethren!” one survivor of a Jones revival meeting recalled. “He raked us fore and aft. He gave us grape and canister and all the rest. He abused us and ridiculed us; he stormed at us and laughed at us; he called us flop-eared hounds, beer kegs, and whisky soaks. He plainly said that we were all hypocrites and liars.… For six weeks [work was] neglected, and Jones! Jones! Jones! was the whole thing.”

The accumulation of his wit and abuse had its effect. By a slim margin, on November 25, 1885, encouraged by the local option bill recently enacted by the state legislature, Atlanta and Fulton County voted to go dry. In order to give saloonkeepers a chance to close shop, the ban on liquor would begin seven months later, on July 1, 1886, for an experimental period of two years.

Pemberton could see the handwriting on the wall, and not only in Atlanta. The national temperance movement had been gaining momentum for several years. The saloon, found on almost every street corner in America’s cities, offered an all-male bastion where the lower and middle class could repair for whiskey, beer, and a free lunch. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, founded in 1874, promoted the notion that virtually all crimes—murder, child abuse, political corruption, industrial accidents—resulted from demon rum or German beer. The emotional attacks of the WCTU polarized entire communities, so that by 1886, a Methodist minister in favor of temperance was murdered in Sioux City, Iowa, while driving his team through a pro-liquor crowd.

The days of a wine-based medicine appeared doomed, though it depended, of course, on what the law interpreted as alcohol. Pemberton frantically experimented with modifications of the Wine Coca formula. Convinced of the virtues of the coca leaf and kola nut, he removed the wine and started testing an assortment of essential oils, primarily distillations of fruit flavors. But they all tasted too bitter to him. Adding sugar masked the bitterness but made for a sickly sweet drink. To counteract that, Pemberton added citric acid. Throughout the winter of 1885, he continued to search for a satisfactory formula.

FRANK ROBINSON ARRIVES

In December, Frank Robinson and David Doe, two Yankees, appeared on Pemberton’s doorstep trying to peddle a machine they called a “chromatic printing device,” capable of producing two colors at one impression. Both were Maine natives but had lived for the past few years in Iowa, sprawling farm country that didn’t offer much market for a slick publishing device. Touring the South, Robinson and Doe landed in Atlanta, where the booming patent medicine industry would presumably pounce on a novel advertising opportunity. Asking around for likely prospects, they were told to try old Doc Pemberton, who seemed always to be looking for new partners and ideas.

After Pemberton talked it over with his old partner, Ed Holland, the four men shook hands on a deal and agreed on a new corporate name, the Pemberton Chemical Company. Holland was the only one who had much capital to invest, but they went in as equal partners. Pemberton contributed his talents and laboratory, and Robinson and Doe put in their printing machine. The firm’s letterhead soon bragged that “the great wonder of the world is printing two colors in a newspaper at one impression,” but Atlanta publishers never responded favorably to the novelty.

THE COCA-COLA LABORATORY

Throughout the winter and early spring of 1886, Pemberton obsessively experimented with his new coca and kola “temperance” drink, sending it down to Venable’s soda fountain at Jacobs’ Pharmacy for repeated trial runs. Pemberton’s nephew, Lewis Newman, visiting from college, was one of the errand boys:

My last visit to Auntie’s was when Uncle John was giving cococola a try out and he was even more glad to see me than usual. He was eager to show me through his “factory” and to tell me that he had begun selling “my temperance drink,” as he called it.… Uncle John sent me with an order for a drink and [told me] to wait in Jacobs Pharmacy to hear comments of those who came for Coca cola when it was first introduced. [It sold about] 3 to 5 gallons per day.

Both Newman and John Turner, who apprenticed with Pemberton around the same time, remembered being sent down to the drugstore to get a drink of Coca-Cola for Pemberton, because there was no carbonated water at the laboratory. This contradicts the Company dogma that Coca-Cola was accidentally mixed with soda water about a year later.

Lewis Newman described his uncle’s 1886 laboratory, revealing how the myth of the root doctor stirring his kettle probably began:

The remodeling and equipment of the Marietta Street house absorbed all the money Uncle John had or could get.… The wonderful part of the equipment, to me at least, was the enormous filter made of matched flooring, wide at the top and narrowing to the base. It was built through the floor of a second story room and the ceiling of the room below. This big hamper-like receptacle was filled with “Chattahoochee River* washed sand,” Uncle John explained.… The prepared ingredients of coca cola were poured into the top of this filter and treacled through the several wagon loads of washed sand into a metal trough.

My best recollection is that this process was for the purpose of “ripening” the mixture by [letting it] filter through without access of air. There were two large kettles such as sorghum and sugar cane juices were boiled in.… Paddles of ash similar to those used in propelling canoes stirred the liquid while it was boiled… before [being] taken through the filtering and fermentation process.

This cumbersome method of making Coca-Cola was later abandoned, but Pemberton’s laboratory certainly consisted of more than his kettles. Unfortunately, there is no way of knowing what this original Coca-Cola tasted like after it had been slowly “ripened” through the enormous sand filter.

A PAPER IS READ IN SAVANNAH

In April of 1886, Pemberton was scheduled to deliver a major speech to the annual convention of the Georgia Pharmaceutical Society, but he was too close to a satisfactory formula to tear himself away and travel all the way to Savannah. Instead, he sent the text of the speech to be read aloud. In the paper, he gave a detailed, scholarly account of caffeine and cocaine, including the history of both drugs’ isolation and use. He noted that “caffeine, as obtained from tea and coffee in this country, is inferior to that manufactured from the kola nuts by Merck, of Darmstadt.”

Pemberton’s real passion, however, was obviously the coca leaf. “All of the medical journals are full of its praises and I am perplexed to know where to begin and how to end so interesting a subject,” he wrote. “Never in the history of the medical world has a remedial agent, within so short a space of time, risen from comparative obscurity to such practical… importance. The article went up like a rocket amidst the universal plaudits of the medical profession all over the world.” The veteran pharmacist then enumerated the many benefits of coca, including an account of Koller’s experiments with eye surgery. Interestingly, he made the same point as Mariani—that the Peruvians did not value the coca leaf with the largest amount of cocaine, preferring a milder leaf with a better blend of alkaloids. Pemberton obviously had conducted extensive experiments with the coca leaf by this time: “I must say, after considerable experience, that of many samples sent me by reputable houses, only about one out of one dozen samples proved to be of any value, many of the samples containing no Coca whatever.”

A HISTORIC NAMING CONTEST

At almost the exact moment this speech was being read in Savannah, Pemberton finally pronounced himself satisfied with his new product, but he was still calling it simply “my temperance drink.” He needed a good name. All four of the partners brainstormed and submitted potential titles. It would be interesting (and amusing) to hear what they were, but all we know is that Frank Robinson came up with Coca-Cola. Everyone agreed it was the best name, not only because it described the two principal drug ingredients (damiana having fallen from the formula) but because it had an alliterative ring.

Triple (and sometimes quadruple) alliterations were in vogue, particularly in Atlanta, allowing a tongue-twisting tour of the alphabet: Botanic Blood Balm, Cope-land’s Cholera Cure, Goff’s Giant Globules, Dr Jordan’s Joyous Julep, Ko-Ko Tulu, Dr Pierce’s Pleasant Purgative Pellets, Radway’s Ready Relief, Swift’s Sure Specific. Robinson later wrote that he created the name “Coca-Cola” not only to indicate the key ingredients, but “because it was euphonious, and on account of my familiarity with such names as ‘S.S.S.’ and ‘B.B.B.’” Robinson and The Coca-Cola Company later had good reason to emphasize the poetic rather than descriptive character of the name. For over seventy years, the fact that the name clearly stemmed from its ingredients would inspire harried Coca-Cola lawyers to write tortured legal briefs arguing just the opposite. By 1959, the president of The Coca-Cola Company was referring to it as a “meaningless but fanciful and alliterative name.”

EARLY SUCCESS

At first, the new drink sold moderately well, at least in Atlanta. Pemberton, who had worked so hard on the formula, now turned the manufacture over to Robinson and took a rest. Busy brewing the stuff, Robinson soon devoted all of his time to the one drink. He made it, promoted it as best he could on a limited budget, and sold it. Further, he recognized that Coca-Cola could be marketed as a dual-purpose product. It was a stimulating medicine to cure headaches and depression, but it was also a new soda fountain drink with a unique taste. In his first ad, which ran in the Atlanta Journal on May 29, 1886, he emphasized its qualities as a beverage: “Coca-Cola. Delicious! Refreshing! Exhilarating! Invigorating! The new and popular soda fountain drink containing the properties of the wonderful Coca plant and the famous Cola nut.” Although this first effort featured “Coca-Cola” in block letters, Robinson worked on the script logo over the winter, introducing the familiar Spencerian handwriting for the first time in a June 16, 1887, ad.

Compared with most promotions of this period, the first Coca-Cola ad was remarkably brief, pointing the way to modern advertising. It first used the adjectives, “delicious and refreshing,” which would become virtually synonymous with Coca-Cola. Unlike Pemberton’s tours de force of the past, Robinson avoided lengthy Victorian perorations, nor did he mention the doctor by name. Robinson apparently wanted the drink to be set apart, not just another of Pemberton’s preparations. The inventor himself used Robinson’s adjectives when he wrote the label for his new syrup, but otherwise the prose was vintage Pemberton:

COCA-COLA SYRUP AND EXTRACT For Soda Water and other Carbonated Beverages. This Intellectual Beverage and Temperance Drink contains the valuable Tonic and Nerve Stimulant properties of the Coca plant and Cola (or Kola) nuts, and makes not only a delicious, exhilarating, refreshing and invigorating Beverage (dispensed from the soda water fountain or in other carbonated beverages), but a valuable Brain Tonic and a cure for all nervous affections—Sick Head-Ache, Neuralgia, Hysteria, Melancholy, etc. The peculiar flavor of COCA-COLA delights every palate.

There was another good reason for the brevity of Robinson’s original ad: it was cheaper. Because Pemberton and his partners had limited funds, their newspaper ads were sporadic. During the first year of the drink’s existence, total advertising expense amounted to around $150. Although that was not a great deal of money, it bought a sizable amount of exposure for Coca-Cola. Large banner-style oilcloth signs cost a dollar apiece, streetcar signs a little over a penny, and posters about a third of a cent. A thousand coupons for sample drinks could be printed for a dollar.

Robinson soon arranged for an oilcloth sign to be pinned to the awning of Jacobs’ drugstore—the drink’s first point-of-purchase advertising, with red lettering on a white background ordering patrons to “DRINK COCA-COLA 5¢.” Within a year, there were oilcloth signs advertising Coca-Cola at fourteen Georgia soda fountains. Thousands of Coca-Cola posters were distributed, while every streetcar in Atlanta carried an ad for the drink.

Only two days after the drink’s introduction, Pemberton had written an arch note to Jacobs’ Pharmacy complaining that “a certain individual, best remaining unnamed,” had refused to sample Coca-Cola. “Do not give him a free sample,” Pemberton wrote, because “profits will not permit such extravagance.” He did, however, promise a refund if the drink failed to satisfy. Soon, however, Robinson convinced the doctor that he had been wrong to think that profits wouldn’t permit the “extravagance” of giving away a nickel glass of Coca-Cola. On the contrary, future profits demanded it. Robinson had tickets printed up, to be redeemed at local soda fountains, offering free drinks and, using the Atlanta city directory, mailed them to prospective customers and gave them to traveling salesmen to distribute. Once they tasted Coca-Cola, new patrons were sure to come back for more, Robinson reasoned. He promised the soda fountain owners that he would redeem their tickets.

Meanwhile, the dreaded onset of local Prohibition arrived on July 1, 1886. In an orgy of self-congratulation, Atlanta became a pioneer as the first major city in the United States to swear off liquor. “ATLANTA DRY” the front page of the Constitution announced, “The First of July Marks a New Era.” It is unclear, however, just how dry the city actually was. In the same paper there appeared an ad for “Duffy’s Pure Malt Whiskey for Medicinal Use, Absolutely Pure and Unadulterated. In Use in Hospitals, Curative Institutions, Infirmaries. Cures Consumption, Hemorrhages, and all Wasting Diseases.” Prohibition apparently did not affect the Kimball House, whose liquor license didn’t run out until October 9. The crowds there became so rowdy that the management no longer allowed drinking on the premises, forcing consumers to take their booze with them. A Kimball House ad in the October 5, 1886, Constitution warned buyers that they’d better stock up: “Will sell in quantities.”

Not surprisingly, then, Pemberton was advertising French Wine Coca again soon afterwards, now claiming extraordinary longevity for those regular coca users: “Instances are recorded of persons who have lived over 120, 130, 140, and even over 150 years.” Pemberton also began calling his Wine Coca “the Great ‘EuBion’ and Temperance Drink.” If he could really get away with selling Wine Coca as a temperance beverage during Prohibition, sales should rise dramatically.

They did. Though Prohibition was resoundingly voted out on November 26, 1887, sales of French Wine Coca and Coca-Cola were booming long before that. On May 1, 1887, an article in the Constitution stated that “the daily sales are five gross for the wine coca. The sales within the last few weeks for the coca-cola syrup amounted to six hundred gallons. Both the coca-cola syrup and the wine coca are being sold throughout the United States, and everywhere are coming orders for the goods, and testimonials unsolicited pouring in on all sides.” Although the paper undoubtedly exaggerated the national market for the hometown products, these figures are still impressive. “The goods manufactured by this firm,” the article bragged, “are not ‘nostrums’ by any means but are pharmaceutical preparations and are recognized as such by the elite of the medical profession everywhere.”

At 720 bottles a day, French Wine Coca sales still far outstripped those of Coca-Cola. Nonetheless, considering that the soda fountain season had only just begun, Coca-Cola’s six hundred-gallon sale was a considerable achievement. Because each gallon of Coca-Cola syrup ideally yielded 128 drinks (one ounce per drink), the six hundred gallons translated to 76,800 drinks. Frank Robinson later downplayed the first year’s sales, testifying under oath that “from May 1886 until May 1887… he [Pemberton] sold twenty-five or thirty gallons, maybe, something like that.” Either his memory was faulty or he was lying. At any rate, the twenty-five-gallon figure for that first year has become part of inaccurate Company lore.

The spring also brought changes in personnel. The shadowy Mr. Doe withdrew from the partnership, taking the printing machine with him as his share. He was replaced by M. P. Alexander, a Memphis pharmacist described in the same article as “an energetic, thorough business man [who] will reflect credit upon any business with which he is connected.” Because the stock of Pemberton Chemical Company had been increased by $10,000, it is reasonable to assume that Alexander brought cash as well as energy to the partnership, which is probably why he immediately assumed the presidency. At the same time, Woolfolk Walker, “a young man of fine business tact,” joined the firm as a salesman. A Columbus native, Walker had served as a private in Pemberton’s Cavalry during the Civil War. Probably as a result of war wounds, Walker had a pronounced limp; he was to play a key role in the early history of Coca-Cola.

Finally, though he was not mentioned in the article, Charley Pemberton appeared on the payroll for this period and learned to make Coca-Cola, freeing Robinson for more intense promotion. Dr. Pemberton’s only child was thirty-three years old and, according to all accounts, womanized and drank too much. The young Pemberton had been a gifted athlete, the champion catcher for a local baseball team back in 1872, but somehow he had gone sour (his friend Lewis Newman wrote of a failed romance). Now Charley’s talents were directed at the poolroom in the local saloon. Concerned about his son’s future, Dr. Pemberton hoped Charley would eventually take over his business.

Pemberton must have been optimistic and full of new schemes. As usual, he had spent the winter working on new formulae and was preparing to unveil his latest. He told the reporter that it was called Phospho Lemonade & Phospho Ironade (renaming it Lemon & Orange Elixir later); it would replace beer and wine, he asserted, comparing the new drink favorably to the finest imported champagne. The inventor appeared to be, as the paper had predicted in 1886, “on the high road to fortune.” He had two best-selling drinks, with more on the way. “The success of this company has been something phenomenal,” the Constitution reporter concluded on that May Day of 1887, and it must have seemed that nothing could go wrong.

On June 6, to assure his legal claim to the popular new drink, Pemberton applied for a Coca-Cola trademark patent. On June 28, it was granted. A week later, all hell broke loose.

__________________

* Globe Flower Cough Syrup was a big seller over the next two decades, purportedly curing consumption, bronchitis, asthma, croup, bleeding of the lungs, pleurisy, and laryngitis. According to another ad, Extract of Stillingia cured “ulcers, pustules, carbuncles, scald head, salt rheum, and the 88 different varieties of skin affections.”

* As an inventor and pharmacist, Pemberton had ready access to drugs. His formula book included recipes using not only cocaine and morphine but cannabis as well.

† “Addiction” is difficult to define; cocaine apparently is not physically addictive, because habitual users do not exhibit the classic withdrawal symptoms, but there is no question that the drug is psychologically addictive.

* The Chattahoochee River runs near Atlanta.
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