
Long-Time Plaster Pro

If you work in any aspect of the plaster or drywall

business, chances are that Edwin Jakacki has posi-

tively affected you're professional life. He has not only

dedicated his 43-year career to these industries, but

has spent them entirely at USG Corporation, where

he worked on nearly everey plaster — and on many

drywall — related projects and products that have

helped shape their respective industries during the

past four decades,

As one of the most knowledgeable and recognized

experts in his field, Jakacki has developed strong

relationships with hundreds of people in the busi-

ness. His self-professed love of plaster is not only evi-

denced through these relationships, which lie deems

the most important aspect of his work, but in the

thousands of hours and miles he’s logged over the

years attending to product development, production

and marketing, as well as his customers' needs. His

efforts have produced many high-quality products

that contractors use every day around the world

and some five U.S. and two Canadian patents.

Even as Jakacki continued to generate new concepts

for interior wall construction, be decided last

December it was time to change his pace and retire

from USG and his latest position as product fine

business manager. In this exclusive interview with

AWCI’s Construction Dimensions, Jakacki dis-

cusses the past 40 years in the plaster business and

what the future holds.

employment agency encour-

aged me to interview for an

opening at USG. I wasn’t

really interested, but USG’s

offices were convenient to

my home, so I agreed to be

interviewed. Turns out,

USG offered me a job that

sounded really interesting,

plus $25 more per month,

which was substantial back

then, and the people seemed

wonderful, so I took the job.

How did you become

involved in the plaster end

of USG’s business?

I started my career as an

assistant in the building-

plaster research lab at USG’s

original location on Chica-

go’s north side. I worked a

lot with the company’s oth-

er research departments for
joint finishing, gypsum

board, fire and sound test-

ing, and structural systems.

From my first day, I spent a

How did you land

your first job at USG?

It was 1957, I had attended DePaul

University in Chicago studying archi-

tecture and chemistry, and received a

job offer from Chicago Bridge and

Iron. I planned to accept it when an

great deal of time at USG’s East Chica-

go plant, where we had a hands-on,

very product-oriented lab that devel-

oped the plaster products that were

being used throughout the industry.

One of my first projects involved help-

ing to develop machine-application

plaster products. Then I worked on
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Jakacki
helped devel-
op the first

fireproofing products. The majority of

my time in the 1960s was spent on

developing veneer plaster systems, and

I have three patents associated with that

work In the early 1970s I helped devel-

op and introduce the first gypsum dry-

wall panels with rounded edges that

eliminated beading and crowning when

used with the setting--type joint com-

pounds that my colleagues helped to

develop. I also worked on and received

a patent for a ready-mixed version of this

joint compound.

Through the 1980s I was manager of

the building plasters lab. In 1987, I

worked with my colleague, Jim Reich-

erts, to develop and introduce the

STRUCTOCORE™ Security Wall Systems,

and defined abuse resistance in the

process. It was our opportunity to offer

the construction industry a gypsum-

based system where only masonry and

concrete had been used before to build

interior walls that resist surface damage,

penetration and security breaches. We

were able to categorize various levels of

wall performance and utilize various

plasters, joint compounds, gypsum and

cement-board products, and other prod-

ucts in highly durable wall systems that

are faster to install, more economical

and versatile, and aesthetically more

pleasing. The term “abuse resistance” is

one that many companies in the indus-

try now use to define and categorize

their products.

vise promotion, development and intro-

duction of new systems into the market-

place as a product manager. For years my

job had been to maintain the status quo,

so to speak, to meet customers’ needs for

fine plaster products. But during the last
In 1990, noting that plaster products had decade the opportunity arose to intro-

matured to use in the high-end segment duce a variety of veneer plaster, high-
of the industry, USG asked me to super- strength plaster, and fine finishing plaster

panels with
round edges.



Traditional plaster is at the
high end of quality finishes.

products. These are wall finishes that pro- years, and how have these changes affected

contractors’ businesses?vide an upgrade to standard gypsum dry-

wall. You might say they are the Pontiacs

and Oldsmobiles of interior finishing,

with standard drywall being the Chevy

Traditional plaster remained at the high-

est end—a true Cadillac.

Your career’s progression reflects the evolu-

tion of interior building products and trends.

How have plaster products changed over the

USG was introducing gypsum wall-

board as a new method of interior

cladding when I joined the company in

1957. At that time, gypsum plaster was

used in about 70 percent of all interior

construction, but wallboard had been

slowly gaining market share since World

War II. The homebuilding boom at the

war’s end increased demand for eco-

nomical home construction and build-

ing materials that were fast and easy to

install. For those plasterers and other

contractors who were willing to try

wallboard, products such as USG’s

SHEETROCK® Brand Gypsum Panels

were becoming more advanced than

their predecessors and were dramatical-

ly increasing productivity, thus making

a new home more affordable than ever.

The industry looked to increase its pro-

ductivity in other ways as well, mainly

by mechanizing plaster application.

During the 1950s and 1960s, USG

developed formulations that could be

used with pumping devices that sprayed

plaster on walls and ceilings and on

structural steel for fireproofing. We also



introduced veneer plaster systems that

could be used over wallboard-sized gyp-

sum panels and IMPERIAL® Brand [high-

strength plaster] gypsum base. With a

plaster veneer of one-sixteenth to one-

eighth of an inch versus the half-inch of

conventional plaster, building owners

could still benefit from the monolithic

appearance and durability of plaster

without the cost and labor required for

full-thickness plaster walls.

By the mid- 1960s, drywall had an equal

share with plaster in the marketplace and

soon surpassed it. Today, gypsum plas-

ter is considered a specialty line and rep-

resents the ultimate in interior finishing.

During the 1950s and 1960s, weren’t

most plaster contractors anti-drywall?

Why?

There was considerable resistance to

drywall. The plastering and lathing

industries believed that drywall was an

inferior product and that anyone with

minimal skills could install it. They most

certainly did not accept the concept and

its growing popularity with open arms.

But demand soon outstripped this resis-

tance. The carpenters’ and painters’

unions accepted drywall, and we saw a

division of skilled labor and training as

a result.

Concurrently, our country’s construc-

tion philosophy was changing. In

exchange for affordability and faster

construction with drywall, we sacrificed

some aesthetics and performance. Both

builders’ and building owners’ values

shifted from buildings constructed to

last for 100 years to economical build-

ings that would eventually be replaced.

But with buildings that are used over an

extended period—such as concert halls,

museums and civic buildings—we still

value long-term performance and con-

tinue to use traditional plaster in their

interior construction for long life.

How did successful plaster contractors tran-

sition from their 1950s business models to

“21st century” business models? What

were the key decisions they had to make?

that they offered, particularly in larger

organizations. Right up to today, most

offer a combination of services including

gypsum drywall, plastering, fireproofing

metal framing, acoustical treatment, tile

installation and soundproofing, as well as

specialty products such as door frames,

wall covering and the like. Smaller shops

Plaster became one product among many may still specialize in gypsum plaster—



Mentor Helps Complete Long Career

When Ed Jakacki talks about his successful career in the plaster

business, he won’t hesitate to extend credit to the people he

has worked with over the years. He reserves a special fond-

ness, however, for Archie Hampton, whom he met for the first

time during his interview for his first job at USG in 1957.

Hampton was a project leader for USG at the time.

“In Archie, I had met one of the most wonderful people I’ve

known in my life,” Jakacki said. “He was one of those rare

individuals who was completely willing to share the breadth of

his knowledge. He became my mentor and a second father: It

made all the difference in my career to have someone who cared

and who was willing to train me.”

When Hampton died in 1996, Jakacki gave his eulogy and

continues to stay in touch with his family. Coincidentally, the

day Jakacki retired in December 2000, he received a holiday

letter from Hampton’s wife, Bobbie.

“You could say that Archie was present on both my first and

last days at USG,” Jakacki observed. “I was fortunate to have

such completion in my professional life. I an find no better argu-

ment for encouraging the continued education and training of

anyone in our industry.”

they may be dedicated to ornamental plaster, restoration or patch-

and-repair. There are a handful of experts in ornamental plaster,

for example, who can still provide the product, albeit at a price

in this country. Elsewhere in the world, such as Eastern and

Southern Europe, the Pacific Rim, South America and Mexico,

interiors are still regularly constructed using traditional plaster

techniques, including ornamental.

In the United States, the state of the plaster industry is a matter of

perspective. The trowel trades are alive and well. In addition to the

areas I just mentioned, such as drywall and fireproofing, contrac-

tors have expanded into traditional, one-coat or synthetic stucco

exteriors, particularly in the West, South, Southwest and North-

east. One-coat stucco is extremely popular in the West, South and

Southwest, where it’s used on most residential projects, including

thousands of miles of fence walls. In the Northeast, Midwest,

Florida and the West, veneer plaster applicators have more than

sufficient work, and it’s increasing.

Another matter of perspective is the definition of plaster itself,

which evolves as the plaster business evolves. Many people

assume that plaster connotes gypsum plaster. But plaster is sim-

ply a term for a mortar applied with a trowel to walls and ceil-

ings. In the 1800s it was lime-based. It’s also the mud in adobe,

the joint compound used with drywall, which we also call

“mud” to differentiate it from gypsum plaster, and the textured

coatings used on exterior synthetic stucco systems. Plaster prod-

ucts have become more sophisticated over the years. Where

plasterers used to mix their own recipes from scratch and added

all kinds of ingredients, from lime to bone glue, today’s mix-

tures are ready to go out of the package. Today we do rely much

more on synthetic materials such as water-retaining agents,

adhesives, extenders, plasticizers and stabilizers. But these are

just new forms of plaster.

What are the key decisions currently facing plaster contractors?

How can they continue to grow their businesses in 2001 and

beyond?

Gypsum plaster remains the Cadillac of interior finishes, and

drywall has reached a higher level than ever before in terms of

aesthetics and durability. Contractors can build their business

by enhancing drywall’s performance even more with veneer and

textured coatings that produce a longer-lasting interior finish.

New areas of business are coming with further advancements

and applications of engineered panels. The opportunities lie in

learning how to work with these materials to leverage their ver-

satility, and time and cost savings. We already have cement

board products that perform as well under ceramic tile as port-

land cement over metal lath at a fraction of the cost. Other engi-

neered panels are incorporating all the qualities of gypsum plas-

ter into a panel to reduce cost, labor and the labor skills required

for their installation.

What is your opinion of the training that contractors receive today

versus in years past?

We’re seeing a greater variety of engineered construction com-

ponents in part because of a labor force that grows increasing-

ly less skilled as the years go by. Products will continue to

advance, but if we want to continue relying on trade artistry—

and we do rely on craftsmanship at all levels—training will

always be an issue. As an industry, we must figure out how to

continue training individuals. Otherwise, we will have to rely

on lesser-qualified people or pay the few qualified people even

more.



We’ve lost a lot of continuity in knowledge because there are

fewer institutions, such as unions, that make training part of

their purpose. Consistent, quality training cannot be accom-

plished by individual entities such as companies or contractors.

USG continues to support education through organizations like
the Association of the Wall and Ceiling Industries—Interna-

tional and by supplying the best technical personnel and finan-

cial support possible. But we can’t rely solely on manufacturers

to do the training. Contractors, too, cannot be expected to

shoulder the responsibility alone. Today, we mostly have on-

the-job training; skill level is largely left up to the individual’s

own ingenuity

I hope that AWCI and other building-related organizations will

continue to lead in the fixure with education programs. It’s real-

ly the only salvation I see for maintaining and building upon

construction skills.

Your latest innovation for the industry was the Decorative Interi-

or Finish System. Why did you develop that product, and how

does it fit into the issues we’ve been discussing?

This system, which we call “DIFS” for short, produces a very

aesthetically pleasing, durable finish for interior walls and ceil-

ings. Any craftsman with basic trowel skills can use it over new

drywall that has been taped and minimally finished, old plas-

ter or drywall surfaces that are sound or repaired, or masonry.

DIFS uses a combination of a natural, mineral-based finish and

other components to produce a decorative finish in a variety of

earth-tone and pastel colors and textures with softly muted

tones and highlights. Similar systems, such as Venetian plasters,

marmorino or glazes are also beautiful, but are much more

expensive and are quite bold.

DIFS is a subtle, warm finish that is great for many home and

commercial interiors. It’s a great upgrade to drywall and pro-

duces a very distinctive look that requires very little maintenance.

For contractors, DIFS brings new life to an old industry With



the trowel skills that most plasterers, drywall finishers, painters

and even masons possess, they can expand their business with

this very lucrative finishing system. Of course, they’ll continue

to gain those skills only through adequate training.

You certainly deserve some time off! Thank you, Ed, for talk-

ing with us about your career and the plaster business. We

wish you all the best in your retirement. Knowing you, we also

realize that it must be hard for you to leave the industry, and

it is difficult for us to see you go. Best of luck to you.

How long have you been a member of AWCI? How has that

organization changed to meet the needs of plaster contractors?

In 1972, USG asked me to represent the company with AWCI,

which was known at the time as the International Association

of Walls and Ceilings Contractors. I’ve sat on several technical

committees and more recently served on the board of directors

of the Foundation of the Wall and Ceiling Industry

Both USG and my fellow AWCI members should know that

I have always felt very honored to hold these positions—I’ve

never taken them lightly. AWCI, and the Foundation in par-

ticular, is a way for contractors, companies and industry lead-

ers to further our industry as a whole and for everyone in it. It

is a great place in which to nurture ideas and bring them to

fruition, as well as to evaluate the impact of those changes and

make sure they have real benefit for all of us.

In terms of meeting contractors’ future needs, I believe it is the

obligation of every AWCI member to ensure that we establish

a system to train our people. Who is more obligated than the

industry itself to ensure it continues to offer the skilled trades

that make it thrive?

Now that you are retiring, what are your plans and goals?

I am used to a busy pace and plan to continue working with USG

as a consultant. I also have offered my services to several other

organizations in the industry Hopefully, however, the majority

of my time will be spent in semi-retirement. I have homes in both

the Chicago area and Arizona, as well as five children and their

families, with whom I’m really looking forward to spending more

time. I love to hunt and fish. I also love international travel and

am planning trips with my wife to Rome and Greece. Ancient

civilizations and history fascinate me—Michelangelo’s work on

the Sistine Chapel ceiling is something I would love to see, as you

may expect from an old plaster guy like me.


