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COURTESY THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PHILADELPHIA

The Avch Street Ferry, Philadelphia, and the Delaware River
as they appeared in 1800










































CHAPTER 111

West of the Schuylkill

THE CONSTRUCTION of the Permanent Bridge over the Schuylkill was
not only a vital factor in the eventual development of West Phila-
delphia, but also brought business to the Mcllvain lumber yard.
Contemporary accounts tell of the great coffer dams of wood that
were constructed at each end of the bridge in order that the stone
abutments upon which the bridge was to rest might be built. When
these were finished, the bridge itself, also of wood, had to be put
together beam by beam and truss by truss. The view of the bridge
painted by Birch and here reproduced gives a clear idea of its con-
struction. The yard may also have supplied the wood for the statues
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of “Commerce” and “Agriculture,” sculptured by the most famous
of early American wood carvers, William Rush, which crowned the
eastern and western approaches to the structure. Some years later,
after the bridge was opened for traffic, it was decided to cover it
with a roof to protect the structure which required additional quan-
tities of lumber.

The yard may have participated, likewise, in the construction of
the Philadelphia Water Works which was being erected on the east-
ern bank of the river to bring the waters of the Schuylkill into the
city. This project was started in 1799, and a great deal of wood was
used both in building the reservoir and in the original wooden
piping that carried the water under the city streets.

Hugh Mcllvain was, at any rate, sufficiently busy so that in 1801
he was joined in the business by his brother Richard, two years his

i

T his painting by A. J. Kennedy, now in the possession of The Historical
Society of Philadelphia, shows the Mcllvain homestead at 32nd Street
and Lancaster Avenue as it appeared in 1864










































Hugh Mcllvain, Jr.
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Martha G. Mcllvain

of his son, James. As time went on, however, his younger brother,
Hugh Mcllvain, Jr., began to take a more active part in the manage-
ment of the business. He had an excellent understanding of the
problems of the builder for, after finishing school, he had appren-
ticed himself to a builder and, when of age, had engaged in that
business himself for a period of three years. Not until after the death
of his father did he give up his own business and join his brothers as
a partner in the family enterprise.

On November g, 1842, young Hugh married Miss Martha Gibson,
daughter of John Gibson, a distinguished Philadelphia merchant.
The marriage took place at “Uplands,” a beautiful estate of the
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In this map of West Philadelphia, prepared in 1849, the Mcllvain
homestead and lumber yard are clearly marked
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J. Gibson Mcllvain

1877 gave the names of 127 firms and individuals engaged in the
lumber trade. Of these, 31 were classified as “commission brokers”
and the rest as wholesalers and retailers.

For several years after his father’s death, J. Gibson Mcllvain con-
tinued to operate under the firm style of Hugh Mcllvain & Son. In
1883, however, he changed the company to ]J. Gibson Mcllvain.
Meanwhile, his younger brother, Hugh Mcllvain 2nd, had become
affiliated with the family business. He entered the firm’s employ in
1880, at the age of eighteen, after graduating from Friend’s Central
School in Philadelphia. By 1888, at the age of twenty-six, he had
become thoroughly familiar with the business and obtained his
partnership status. The firm name was thereupon changed to J. Gib-
son Mcllvain & Company.
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of the Mcllvains by marriage and was taken over by the Mcllvain
firm upon Mr. Miller’s death.

The year 1914 will, of course, always be remembered as the his-
toric milestone that marked the beginning of World War 1. After
the first shock of the conflict had been absorbed by the American
economic system, came a period of feverish business activity during
which practically every important industrial organization in the
country was engaged in the task of fabricating munitions for the
Allies. Later, when the United States entered the war in 1917, these
activities were redoubled. As a supplier of vital materials to industry,
the services of the McIlvain firm were greatly in demand. The com-
pany supplied lumber to the great shipyards that were struggling
to turn out tonnage faster than it could be sent to the bottom by
German submarines; to U.S. Navy Yards that were working franti-
cally to build up our fleet; and to the new mushrooming aircraft
factories that were trying to learn the secret of mass production of
aircraft. The framework of the airplane of that day was, of course,

World War I airplane with wooden frame






The third Hugh Mcllvain

town Paper Company, and the Downingtown Paper Box Company.

For the next ten years, management of these interests was carried
on jointly by J. Gibson McIlvain, Jr. and his brother, Walter. Gib-
son became president of the J. Gibson Mcllvain Company and the
Downingtown Paper Company and vice president of the Croft
Lumber Company and the Downingtown Paper Box Company.
Walter, on the other hand, was president of the Croft Lumber Com-
pany and the Downingtown Paper Box Company and vice presi-
dent of the J. Gibson Mcllvain Company and the Downingtown
Paper Company. This arrangement was continued until January,
1930, when it was abruptly terminated by the unexpected and pre-
mature death of Walter McIlvain.



CHAPTER VII

POPLAR

A Return to First Principles

THOSE WHO went through the gaudy and exciting days of the 1920’s
look back at them today with a kind of wonder and even, perhaps,
with a secret regret that it was all too good to last. Following the
brief, sharp recession immediately after World War I, the whole
economy of the nation reached a higher level of activity than the
country had ever before experienced. Business roared ahead with
open throttle. People began to believe that even the impossible
could be accomplished, and it frequently was. Stock market prices
doubled and quadrupled. Speculation of all kinds was rife. The
theory was expounded and accepted in many quarters that the






Walter B. Mcllvain

other generation of Mcllvains now ready to assume its share of the
administrative burden. In addition to the four boys in the family
of Walter Mcllvain, there were three sons in that of his brother,
Gibson, and still another family representative was available in the
person of Alfred J. Ostheimer, son of Martha MclIlvain Ostheimer,
daughter of the original ]J. Gibson McIlvain.

Members of the younger generation had been making their deci-
sion as to which branch of the family interests each of the boys wished
to pursue, thus fore-shadowing the eventual division of the family
properties. In 1930, immediately following his father’s death, ].
Gibson Mcllvain 2nd, eldest son of Walter Mcllvain, became asso-
ciated with the lumber business. The second son, Walter B. McIl-



J. Gibson Mcllvain
son of the fuirst J. Gibson Mcllvain

vain, Jr., might have done likewise but for his tragic death by acci-
dent in 1935 at the age of twenty-three. Their brother, T. Baird
Mcllvain, joined the company in 1937, as did the youngest son,
Alan, some years later. Meanwhile Gibson Mcllvain’s three sons —
F. Huston Mcllvain, J. Gibson Mcllvain, Jr., and Robert M. McIl-
vain — decided to associate themselves with the Downingtown Paper
Company and the Downingtown Paper Box Company. Alfred Ost-
heimer, on the other hand, elected to follow the insurance business
in which he had already become highly successful.

By 1939, the worst of the depression years were over, and J. Gib-
son Mcllvain decided to relinquish some of the burden which he
had been carrying. He therefore resigned as president of the lumber





















CHAPTER IX

PONDEROSA PINE

Today is What Counts

THE J. Gibson Mcllvain Company operates today from the same
lumber yard at 58th Street and Woodland Avenue, Philadelphia, to
which the company moved on its one hundredth anniversary, just
fifty years ago. Changes, inevitable in a changing world, have been
made to meet new and different conditions. A program of moderni-
zation, initiated in 1943 when the present management took charge,
has brought the company thoroughly up to date in its methods of
operation and its approach to customer problems. The fundamen-
tal characteristics of the service which the company renders to its
customers, however, remain unchanged.
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to refine much of its lumber, better adapting the wood to its future
use by the processor or manufacturer. This saves time and expense
for the purchaser.

As soon as building conditions permit, the company plans to add
its own dry kilns, to further reduce the handling of lumber between
sawmill and ultimate consumer. The kilns will also concentrate full
responsibility for quality and conditioning of lumber in the irm’s
own hands.

One condition of the lumber trade has changed greatly since the
early days. As far as the Eastern seaboard is concerned, water trans-
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Up-to-date equipment facilitates handling



portation has largely ceased to play a part in the lumber business.
Water transport is still used for long hauls of lumber from the West
Coast and the South, but the great lumber rafts have long since dis-
appeared from the Delaware, the Schuylkill, and the Susquehanna.
The railroad and the motor truck are less picturesque, but under
present-day conditions are more efficient and economical when lum-
ber is to be delivered anywhere except at seaboard.

The fact that the Mcllvain yard has access, by direct spur tracks,
to two of the nation’s railroad systems is, therefore, a matter of con-
sequence. There is more than a half mile of track in the yard itself.
Further to expedite deliveries, the company maintains a fleet of
delivery trucks.

T his modern planing mill is now an important adjunct to
the Mcllvain yard






T he proper seasoning of hardwood lumber is one of the firm’s specialties.
Thus pile of 12 /4 hard maple will be well seasoned in three years
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J. GIBSON McILVAIN 2xD

J. Gibson Mcllvain 2nd, now president of the J. Gibson Mcllvain Company, is the
eldest son of Walter B. Mcllvain, a former partner in the business. Like his father
and other Mcllvains before him, Gibson Mcllvain learned the business through long
hours in the sawmill and the vard before graduating into sales and executive work.

In addition to his duties as president of the company, Gibson handles the purchas-
ing of hardwoods, a job which requires frequent trips to the hardwood mills and a
close acquaintance with the hardwood market. Not content with these activities, he
still finds time to cover quite an extensive territory in up-state Pennsylvania as sales
representative of the firm. He thus keeps closely in touch with the needs of the
company's customers.

Incidentally, when you get to know him, you will discover that he generally has
a gun or a fishing rod in the back of his car and can frequently be induced to pause
for a day's hunting or fishing if sufficiently urged.



T. BAIRD McILVAIN

T. Baird Mcllvain, now vice president of the company, is the third son of Walter B.
Mcllvain and, like his elder brother, gained his knowledge of the lumber business
from the ground up. His responsibilities include the purchase of soft woods and
hardwoods from the South. and all West Coast products, which require frequent trips
to the sawmills. Much of his sales activity is carried on over the long distance
telephone, but he makes a point of visiting his customers at regular intervals. Like
his brother, also, Baird is an enthusiast of the open country, although a bag of golf

clubs is often included in his traveling equipment.



ALAN McILVAIN

Alan Mcllvain, youngest of the three brothers has recently been elected treasurer of
the firm. Although his business career has been somewhat curtailed because of a job
he had to do for Uncle Sam in France and Germany, he has been well-schooled in
lumber from the woods of West Virginia to the finished product in the establishments
of various Mcllvain customers. He shares with his brothers the task of keeping in
touch with sources of supply by repeated visits to the mills and is thus able to give
characteristic Mcllvain service to his growing list of customers. He, too, usually finds
time to get in some fishing and hunting and judging by the trophies that decorate his
home, he is a sure shot with a rifle.



REUEL S. McKEE

Reuel S. McKee, now secretary of the J. Gibson Mcllvain Company began with the
firm as a stenographer in June, 1920 after completing service in World War 1. He
became Secretary to J. Gibson Mcllvain, Jr. and Walter B. Mcllvain, taking care of
their personal affairs and all confidential matters pertaining to J. Gibson Mcllvain
Company, Croft Lumber Company and many other family interests. “Mac” is now
carrying on similar duties with the present generation, in addition to having charge
of the company’s payroll as well as the billing of all direct shipments and making up
orders for the firm’s suppliers.

During World War 11, he kept all priority and rating records for the company,
a thankless task for which he at least had the satisfaction of receiving a “clean bill
of health” from the Government.

As can be observed by the type of work entrusted to him, he has the complete
confidence and loyalty of his employers and fellow workers.
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These two able and attractive ladies have important duties to perform, particularly
in a firm like the MclIlvain company which necessarily does so much of its business
by telephone and correspondence. Miss Albright is primarily responsible for the office
switchboard, while Mrs. Hewett devotes most of her time to stenography and billing.









MILTON BECK

One of our outstanding lumber inspec-
tors, who has been with the company for
more than a quarter of a century, meas-
uring the width of Tide Water Red
Cypress. Some of these pieces are 29
inches wide. This stock, which must be
held for approximately two years for
drying, is primarily used for making
tanks and paper mill machinery.

JAMES QUIGLEY

James Quigley first set foot in America
on May 11, 1g10, having arrived from
Ireland on the S. S. Haverford which
docked at the Washington Avenue pier.
In the Old Country he lived near a saw-
mill and the smell of lumber must have
entered his blood, for three days later
he walked all the way to the Mcllvain
yard and started a life-long career with
the firm.

His first task was to deliver a load of
lumber to a customer in Bryn Mawr,
10 miles from the yard, with a four
horse team. He started out at 5:00 A.M.
and returned at 8:00 P.M. It was moon-
light when the horses were cooled off
and bedded down for the night.

Since that day, Jim has acquired a
knowledge of lumber and its uses that
has made him one of the best inspectors
in the business. His decisions and selec-
tions are accepted as final by the com-
pany’s customers who know him because
of his reputation for fairness and con-
scientiousness. It is the will and loyalty
of men like Jim that have developed
an ever-growing understanding between
the firm and its customers.







This group of fifty-seven men, working together, furnishes the manpower which keeps
the lumber moving in a steady stream through the McIlvain lumber yard and planing
mill in good weather and in bad. They are men of all ages, races and temperaments,
but they have in common a wide knowledge of lumber and a real interest in the suc-
cess of the company.
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McILVAIN OLD-TIMERS

Here are some ol the Mcllvain old-timers. Their length ol service ranges from a
quarter of a century to gg years, averaging over 29 years per man. To praise them
would add nothing to the esteem in which theyare held. Their record speaks for itself.

YEAR YEARS WITH THE

TOP ROW LEFT TO RIGHT EMPLOYED COMPANY

1. Andrew Dempscy 1909 30

2, Harry Haenn 1922 26

§. Oliver Dallis 1921 2y

{- Howard Jackson 1922 26

5. William J. Harrell 10928 25

6. John Kearny 1921 27
LOWER ROW LEFT TO RIGHT

1. John F. Williams 1922 26

2. Richard S. Shute 1919 29

3. Milton Beck 1923 25

{- James Quigley 1910 38
5. John N. Hatala 1917 31







i
T, -y
NHEk =

:




