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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

This building, erected in 1854, originally consisted of a long, narrow, two-
story gable-roofed central portion with a single-story lean-to wing extending
the full length of the building on either side. There are returned cornices

at both gable ends, although an 1878 sketch fails to show them and leaves some
question about their being original. Across the entire first story was a false
front. Details of the original interior are unknown, but the exterior still
retains much of its original appearance except that c¢. 1910 the Holt Company
built a cement vault with a cement roof into roughly the center third of the
south wing, leaving the rest of the wing unchanged. Sometime later, the rear
third of the wing was removed completely, and the building remains that way
today. The front facade has had one window removed and a recessed entrance and
single door installed in its place. Also, a large window was removed from the
north side at the front corner and the opening closed and clapboarded. The
building has recently been painted.

Renovation ultimately plamned by the current owners includes replacement of
the two windows which were removed and exact exterior restoration of the north
side and main (west) facade. In doing this they will use early illustrations
and photographs of the building. The second floor will be made into living
quarters. The first floor has been converted to use as a restaurant, which is
now in operation.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
In 1854, Samuel B. Gilkey built an office building and a sawmill on the north bank of the

Oconto River in Oconto, Wisconsin and began a lumbering operation. Two years later, a
group headed by Rubin M. Norton bought Gilkey out and proceeded to saw 3,000,000 board

feet of white pine during their first year of business. However Norton and his associates
were unable to survive the Panic of 1857 and had to close.

Earlier, Devillo R. Holt, who had moved west from New York around 1843 to work for the
American Fur Company on Mackinac Island, left Astor's employ and moved to Chicago in
October, 1847. Within a few weeks he purchased the George Roberts lumber yard. '"This
was the starting point of a career which was to keep D. R. Holt and his sons active in
the lumber business for almost a century, and was to mark the Holts as key figures in
Wisconsin and Chicago business enterprises during that period."

Another important figure, Uri Balcom, who was earlier involved in lumbering operations in
the East, came to Oconto in 1856, where he was to remain for over a decade. Here he
organized the lumber firm of Eldred and Balcom, which about a year later became Balcom
and Calkins. A few years later this firm became Holt, Balcom and Calkins.3 "The first
relations between D. R. Holt and Uri Balcom are obscure," but in 1862 the Holt-Balcom
Lumber Company was organized with headquarters in Chicago and in that year or 1863 the
new czmpany opened a branch office in Oconto in'the building Sam Gilkey had built in
1854.

Holt and Balcom immediately expanded into a major northeastern Wisconsin lumbering con-
cern by acquiring large tracts of pine lands and a sawmill in Oconto. The company's
entire holdings prior to 1884 are not known, but during its existence the Holt-Balcom
and later Holt Company had owned, in addition to its main office in Chicago and branch
office in Oconto, much timberland in Marinette and Oconto counties (a small portion of
which was purchased to furnish lumber for construction of the Sturgeon Bay-Lake Michigan
Ship Canal); the company store in the Oconto office; planing and shingle mills, several
grist mills and a feed mill; a hotel at Maple Valley for the men working the pineries; a
boarding house in Oconto; stables; four farms; several logging camps; cargo vessels; and
subsidiary companies such as the Oconto River Improvement Company, begun in 1899; the
Oconto Electric Company, organized about 1902; and the Holt Hardwood Company, established
by W. A. Holt in Oconto in 1918. The Holt Lumber Company closed in 1938.2

William A. Holt, one of D. R.Holt's three sons, attended Lake Forest Academy and in 1882
began his business career in Holt-Balcom's Chicago offices. 1In 1888, D. R. Holt bought
out Balcom, who had moved to Chicago in 1868 and taken charge of the lumber yards there,
and incorporated the Holt Lumber Company as a family business. William A. Holt, having
learned the lumber business well by working in both Chicago and Wisconsin, moved to
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Oconto that year and in 1889 took over the company's operations there. He soon became
a leading figure in the lumber business and ancillary %nterpriSes as well as in civic
affairs. (He served as mayor of Oconto in 1904-1908).

For all practical purposes the Oconto office became the main headquarters for the opera-
tion even though the company remained nominally headquartered in Chicago. After D. R.
Holt's death in 1899, his son George became president of the company and another son,
Charles, remained an officer. But William A. Holt, who was treasurer, actually served
as chief executive of the company from then on.” Little was heard of the Chicago office
after D. R. Holt's death, and it was not listed in Donnelley's Directory after 1923.

In 1922 George Holt had sold his interests to William A. Holt, thus formalizing what
had long since been an accomplished fact.

Although at one time there were fourteen lumber companies working in the city of Oconto,
the old Holt-Balcom Lumber Company Office, which remained the company's headquarters
until it closed in 1938, is the last survivor of all the original structures in the

city related to the lumbering industry which was the reason for Oconto's expansion, 8.9
growth, and major importance during the height of Wisconsin's lumbering era and after. ’
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