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In 1957, the Soviet Union successfully launched Sputnik, the first man-
made satellite, into orbit. Soon thereafter, a stray Moscow mutt named Laika 
became the first living cosmonaut to orbit the Earth aboard Sputnik 2. The 
lessons learned from her ill-fated flight paved the way for the monumental 
launch of Yuri Gagarin on April 12, 1961. These events marked the primitive 
dawn of the Space Race.

It is a little-known fact that a piece of Sputnik 4 came to rest on the 
streets of Manitowoc, Wisconsin after its guidance system malfunctioned, 
causing its orbit to decay2. Is it just a curious coincidence that a piece of an 
aluminum object that ignited the Space Race should come crashing down 
in a fiery ball of flames onto the streets of the very town that would make 
aluminum Christmas trees famous?

Prior to 1959, 
Manitowoc, WI was known 
as the original “Tinsel Town, 
USA.” The National Tinsel 
Manufacturing Company, 
located at 1133 S. 16th 
Street had already been 
manufacturing Christmas 
decorations since the 
beginning of the twentieth 
century. Some of their most 
famous decorations include 
tinsel, angel hair, as well 
as a large variety of tree 
toppers and decorations. 
The company’s founder, 
Henry Stolze, even had an 
1899 patent on a turn-
of-the-century decorative 
metal holder and clip for 
candles used on Christmas 
trees!
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In the late 1950s and early 1960s, post-war American nationalism 
ran feverishly high. These were times of relative economic prosperity 
and unabashed consumerism. We were obsessed with all things shiny, 
streamlined, and modern. Americans bought into the whole ease-of-
living concept. Three martini lunches were de rigueur. Automobiles had 
chromed tailfins. Beehive coiffures were the height of fashion. Van Cliburn 
was awarded first prize at the first quadrennial Tchaikovsky Competition 
in Moscow. American schoolchildren — to be fit to fight the Cold War — 
performed calisthenics routines to President Kennedy’s “Youth Fitness Song.” 
And all of us were dreaming about space. We were ready for something new: 
the New Frontier.

In December 1958, while attending an annual Christmas luncheon in 
Chicago, Tom A. Gannon, then vice president of the Aluminum Specialty 
Company, was shown an aluminum Christmas tree. Harold Kamp, a buyer for 
Ben Franklin stores, explained that another company called Modern Coatings 
manufactured the tree3.

The original handmade tree by Modern Coatings was never intended to be 
sold as a retail product. Rather, the tree was marketed for department stores, 
to be used as a merchandising prop during the holiday season. Be that as it 
may, the assembled tree was too large, too heavy, and too expensive for the 
average American household*.

TAG, as Tom Gannon was nicknamed in those days, was smitten with 
the tree. Acting on his keen intuition, he believed he could mass-market the 
aluminum Christmas tree. If only he and his team of talented engineers back 
at Aluminum Specialty could reverse-engineer the tree — thereby reducing its 
size, weight, and cost. 

TAG understood that Aluminum Specialty had the savoir-faire and 
experience in the manufacture of aluminum products to make an aluminum 
Christmas tree commercially viable.

The masterminds who would reverse-engineer the aluminum Christmas 
tree were Richard Thomsen and Wes Martin. Richard Thomsen, a legendary 
B-29 pilot, knew of just the thing! He recalled that during World War II a 
common radar countermeasure was the dropping of thousands of tiny 
aluminum slivers, called chaff, in the air. The effect was to create a metallic 
rain shower that allowed aircraft to fly undetected by enemy radar. As it 
happens, this material is quite similar to the needles of the aluminum 
Christmas trees we know today.

By March 1959, the team had developed a working prototype, just in time 
to be debuted at the New York City Toy Show. The new prototype tree was 
nearly perfect for the American public: it was light, could be packaged in a 
relatively small box, and, above all, it was affordable.

The prototype aluminum Christmas tree was wildly successful at the toy 
show. One buyer from Minneapolis loved the tree so much that she placed an 
order worth $50,000 right on the spot, recalls salesman Jerry Waak.

Now that the orders were rolling in, Aluminum Specialty scrambled to 
set up the production line: wholly American supply chains for the aluminum 
from Reynolds*, wooden dowels from the Algoma Dowel Company, 
electromechanical jigs and drills custom-made in Wisconsin by the Kaufman 
Manufacturing Company and the Kohler Company, and of course a workforce 
of winders and packers. All of this was accomplished in a whirlwind 90 days!
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* According to Jerry Waak, in 1958 a handmade Modern Coatings 4-foot model cost              
   $75.00 and a 6-foot model cost $100.00.

* According to Jerry Waak, Aluminum Specialty initially approached Alcoa. After Alcoa              
   passed on the offer, the proposal was successfully shopped to Reynolds.
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Hearing of its success, Modern Coatings approached Aluminum Specialty 
with the news that it already had a patent on the aluminum Christmas 
tree. Patent number 2,893,149, had been filed on September 29, 1958 by 
Silverman, Mullin, and Cass law firm on behalf of inventors Clarence D. Reece 
and Nathan Paul.

Thanks to skillful negotiation, Aluminum Specialty was able to forge a 
licensing agreement with Modern Coatings. Thereafter, royalties were paid to 
Modern Coatings for every tree produced. 

Consumer and salesforce feedback from 1959 led to permanent notable 
design changes. By 1960, these improvements were finalized. A new trade 
name and logo, a special-made grade of aluminum stock*, fully assembled 
branches, and protective storage sleeves† — all of these contributed to the  
ease-of-use of the aluminum Christmas tree.

Aluminum Specialty produced aluminum Christmas trees during a short 
12-year period from 1959 to 1971, although the zenith of their popularity was 
the first half of the 1960s. Because the company constantly reinvented itself, 
as evidenced through the evolution of the product line, Aluminum Specialty 
was able to retain a 65% market share. 

Urban legend tells us that the premiere of A Charlie Brown Christmas 
on December 9, 1965, in which aluminum Christmas trees represent the 
over-commercialization of Christmas, signaled the beginning of the end for 
aluminum Christmas trees. Lucy charges Charlie Brown with getting the 
biggest aluminum tree he could find, maybe painted pink! Instead, Charlie 
Brown decides on a small, live, green tree, which is said to represent the true 
spirit of Christmas. 

American society morphed dramatically during the middle and late 
1960s, as did our stylistic tastes. President Kennedy was assassinated 
in Dallas in 1963. The United States was irrevocably embroiled in war in 
Vietnam. President Johnson signed landmark civil rights legislation into law 
in 1964. The Free Speech Movement had begun in earnest. It was “Student 
Demonstration Time‡,” and civil disobedience ran rampant. The Monterey 
International Pop Festival segued into the Summer of Love in 1967. By April 
1970, we had celebrated the first Earth Day. American aesthetics were now 
all about everything natural.

Aluminum Specialty was to aluminum Christmas trees what the Ford 
Motor Company was to automobiles. It was able to take a good idea and 
make it great, quips Joe Kapler. And we can thank Tom A. Gannon for his 
outstanding contributions in making aluminum Christmas trees a truly 
American Space Age design icon.

After hearing of Evergleam, I received a letter from Virginia Feld Johnson, 
who introduced herself as the daughter of Maynard Feld. You see, her father 
bought the Algoma Dowel Company in April of 1959. It wasn’t long before 
Aluminum Specialty approached the company about supplying wooden 
dowels for the brand new stainless aluminum Christmas tree.

Virginia recollects working for her father at the Algoma Dowel 
Company during the aluminum Christmas tree craze, and recounted the 
manufacturing process, including the machinery such as the wood planer, 
gang mill saw, and the drill press*. 

As it happens, Virginia is the cousin of Germaine Waak, the wife of 
former salesman Jerry Waak.

From the collection of Virginia Feld JohnsonThe Algoma Dowel CompanyThe Algoma Dowel Company

It is interesting to document and consider that another entity, Stephen 
Hrajnoha, created a process to mass-produce the aluminum Christmas tree 
in 1958 at his Chicago company, Ri-Del Manufacturing Inc.4 Specifically, Mr. 
Hrajnoha developed a machine for quickly and efficiently cutting the raw 
aluminum to form the needles of aluminum Christmas trees. They supplied 
various manufacturers under subcontract with the cut aluminum windings. 
Ri-Del also produced its own line of aluminum Christmas trees.

It is absolutely certain that Aluminum Specialty did not subcontract any 
of these services from Ri-Del, according to Wes Martin. Evergleams were 
all manufactured in house, on equipment specially designed by Kaufman 
Manufacturing Company and the Kohler Company in Wisconsin.

Ri-Del Manufacturing Inc.Ri-Del Manufacturing Inc.

* According to Jerry Waak, in 1960 a custom grade of aluminum stock was developed for   
   use on all subsequent Aluminum Specialty Evergleams.

† See patent number 3,003,623, May 1959.

‡ Reference to rare Beach Boys song from Surf’s Up.

* This specific drill press was used to drill the two holes on the wooden dowel ends. It was   
   created by Johnny and George Beitling.




