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Bush Brothers builds for the future

Bush Brothers & Company knew designing a modern 
canning facility on its 60-year-old site in Augusta, 
Wisconsin, would be a challenge. But with planning, 

planning, and then more planning, the company now is able 
to produce, store, and ship tons of beans every week safer, 
faster, and more efficiently than ever.
 Bush Brothers, established in 1908, is an industry 
leader in the production of canned beans. It has two 
primary manufacturing plants: one in Dandridge, 
Tennessee, near company headquarters in Knoxville, 
and the other in Augusta (population 1,567) in western 
Wisconsin. The recipe for one of its best-known products, 
Bush’s Original Baked Beans, was developed in Augusta in 
1969.
 “Bush Brothers is a very forward-thinking, very 
strategic company,” said Dan Tolan, plant engineering 
manager at Augusta. “We are focused on brand recognition, 
growing the brand, and optimizing processes for long-term 
success.”

 The latest food processing technology is hydrostatic 
cooking, which allows more uniform cooking. The 
Dandridge plant has converted to hydrostatic cookers, and 
Augusta will have its first hydrostatic cooker in December 
2013. Bush Brothers decided to make improvements not 
only in production but also in storing and shipping its 
product from Augusta. The company decided to build a new 
warehouse that would be large enough to store all of its 
product on site and also increase its ability to ship by rail. 
But building a warehouse that large, not to mention adding 
a new production facility, had ramifications throughout 
the site – from relocating and upgrading city utilities and 
vacating a city street to designing a regional stormwater 
pond and outfall and building a new rail spur.
 That’s where Ayres Associates came in. The company 
designed the warehouse and all associated site work to 
make the expansion possible.
 “We really like the collaborative nature in which Ayres 
works,” Tolan said. “We are very lean in our engineering 
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resources, and we look to Ayres as an extension 
of those resources. It was nice to feel secure that 
Ayres had all the site work and warehouse done, 
which allowed our team to focus on production 
and other issues.”
 Bush Brothers wasn’t planning just for 
immediate needs, though; it was planning for a 
facility that can be used for 30 years or more.
 “We don’t want to do this twice,” Tolan 
said. “We had to take our best estimates and 
all these ‘what if’ scenarios. We wanted to put 
this infrastructure in for the warehouse and 
then extend it for the rest. That was a really big 
challenge.
 “We realize that we’re not sure what the 
future looks like. There is constantly evolving 
technology in the food industry that affects 
production, which affects the layout and size of 
the facility.”
 Greg Adams, Ayres Associates’ lead site 
engineer for the project, said the warehouse was 
designed for an additional 200-foot expansion 
without requiring any additional site grading, 
stormwater design, utility relocation, or rail 
reconstruction.
 The new warehouse is 237,000 square 
feet and 41 feet tall, making it one of the 
biggest buildings in terms of volume that Ayres 
Associates has designed, said Mike Berg, who 
led the architectural/structural design for the 
warehouse. The project included about 1,900 
square feet of shipping and distribution office 
space and connections to an existing warehouse 
and rail dock. 
 The new warehouse replaced several 
off-site storage facilities, which will save on 
freight costs, streamline inventory management, 
improve scheduling, and increase product 
security, said Todd Peterson, environmental 
facility manager for Bush Brothers. “And every 
time you have freight, you have damage,” he 
said.
 The warehouse was designed with an eye 
to the future. Products are stacked four pallets 
high now, but the building was designed extra 
tall with a flat floor and upgraded fire protection 
system to accommodate technology changes, 
such as storing products on racks. 
 The design also considered operator comfort 
and energy savings, with 40- to 50-foot-diameter 
fans pushing hot air back to the floor and a 
heat recovery system installed that will use hot 
water from the hydrostatic cookers to heat the 
warehouse.
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 Product moves in and out of the warehouse 
quickly. Each day, 18 to 20 semitrailers back 
up to the loading docks to be filled with cases 
of beans – up to 20,000 cans per semi. Each of 
the 19 loading docks is designed to allow the 
truck to be fully in place before the dock door 
is opened. The warehouse stays sealed, keeping 
temperatures even and maintaining product 
security.
 The site work also involved designing 
roadways and parking to accommodate semis 
delivering raw materials and taking away 
finished products. 
 “We’ve gotten a lot of positive feedback 
from our shipping group,” Tolan said. “Even 
though the trailers sit a bit farther away, it’s just 
as efficient because of the layout and free flow 
of traffic. The new layout allows our shipping 
and distribution group a much better view of the 
whole trucking area, of trucks coming in and 
going out.”
 But trucks are only part of the shipping 
solution. Shipping by rail to distribution 
warehouses is a major cost savings for Bush 
Brothers, with each rail car capable of hauling 
80,000 cans of beans – up to four times as much 
as a single semi. A key component of the project 
was bringing a rail spur inside the warehouse. 
Before completing the project, only two rail 
cars could be loaded at a time. Bush Brothers 
now can load eight cars at a time, all inside the 
warehouse. The company can fill up to 16 rail 
cars each week.
 Coordinating the rail spur construction with 
the railroad was one of the most demanding 
parts of the schedule; at times the rail project 
schedule was in four-hour increments, Adams 
said.
 “It was an aggressive schedule for design 
and the timing of the rail dock. But the biggest 
challenge was construction – it was a very 
tough winter,” Berg said. That might be an 
understatement.
 Summer and fall 2010 were wet, including 
a 5-inch rainfall in 24 hours during the early 
stages of site work. Preparing the pad for the 
warehouse required significant excavation and 
structural fill material to match the finish floor 
elevation, Adams said; 70,000 cubic yards 
of sand (mined on site) were needed for the 
base, and 60,000 cubic yards of “spoils” were 
regraded on site.
 Then, just as construction was getting under 
way, a blizzard dumped 22 inches of snow. 
An early frost followed by a very cold winter 
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Bean Counting
1908

Bush Brothers & Company established 
in Chestnut Hill, Tennessee

1934
Bush’s Best adds pork and beans to 
product mix

1952
Canned dry beans become part of 
product lineup

1962
Augusta production facility added

1969
The “secret family recipe” for Bush’s 
Baked Beans is developed in Augusta

2006
New office addition designed by Ayres 
Associates opens in Augusta

2012
Bush Brothers features 43 varieties of 
beans in its product line

froze the ground deep down. Concrete – and construction 
workers – had to be protected from the elements. Work 
areas had to be enclosed, and heaters were brought in so 
the concrete would set. Delaying construction wasn’t an 
option: the rail spur had to be operational during peak 
shipping season. Thanks to intense coordination and 
constant communication, the construction and railroad 
schedules were met. 
 The expansion included many other site design 
elements:

• The City of Augusta amended a tax incremental 
financing agreement to establish an off-site regional 
stormwater system, a key to the on-site expansion.

• A city street was vacated to allow the rail spur to be 
moved.

• Two properties were purchased and demolished to 
make room for the regional stormwater system.

• A small wetland in the middle of the new warehouse 
site was mitigated.

• New wells to provide water to the production facility 
were sited, and new well houses were designed and 
constructed.

• Powerlines were relocated.
• The infrastructure for Bush Brothers’ new wastewater 

treatment plant, located just outside Augusta, was 
accommodated.

 All project decisions were guided by the need to keep 
Bush Brothers operating continually. The company has 
three shifts five days a week; construction could only 
occur up to a certain tie-in point during the week, with 
final connections made during weekends, holidays, and 
shutdowns to avoid interruptions to electricity, gas, and 
water. 
 “The scoping meetings really helped to answer 
questions,” Adams said. “There was a lot of handing 
off of design elements to other designers (mechanical, 
electrical, utilities, rail design). This project showed the 
teamwork of many people working together."
 Adams said a lot of “on the fly” adaptation was 
needed, but no construction work had to be undone as 
the project was phased in – a testament to the careful, up 
front planning.
 “Bush is always looking at what needs to be done 
and constantly re-evaluating where we’re at,” Tolan 
said. “That created some moments where we’re all in 
the conference room saying, ‘Oh my, here we go again.’ 
Changes evolved as we went, and Ayres has been very 
receptive to that and very comfortable working in that 
environment.
 “Bush is all about long-term thinking. We really think 
it through and measure three or four times – but once we 
cut, we move.” 
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