
ROBERT S. MITCHELL:

Off to another appointment, Bob Mitchell pauses a mo-
ment in front of the company’s new headquarters-ware-
house building.

W hen you’re a turret gunner turned drywall con-
tractor, the rule doesn’t change much.

It’s simply: be certain you shoot first—and don’t
miss.

For  Rober t  S .  M i tche l l ,  Pres ident  o f  Denver
Drywall, Inc., of 3251 S. Zuni, Englewood, Colo.,
such a philosophy has carried him from a plumber’s
helper in Kingham, Kansas, to drywall finisher in
Denver, and finally to the top of a diversified wall and
ceiling company doing some $6,000,000 annual busi-
ness.

En route, the attitude was fortified by a 1942-46
hitch in the U.S. Marine Corps where he served as a
turret gunner on TBM torpedo planes, punctuated
with such intermittent involvements as Guadacanal,
the Marianas and Iwo Jima.

If the 54-year-old native of Kingman, Kansas, ap-
pears easy-going and relaxed it is an accurate apprai-
sal. But it does belie somewhat his ability to locate a
target or objective and then attain it with precise or-
ganizational planning and efficient carry through.

The son of the late Clyde and Maude Schucker
Mitchell, who at age 91 still live in Kingman, Bob
majored in aeronautical engineering at Wichita State
University before going to work for his father as a
plumber’s helper.

Lack of work, though, brought him to Denver in
April, 1949, where he signed on with Sam W. Honey as
a finisher in Sam’s new Denver drywall contracting
company that was incorporated in 1946. It was a new
technology and Sam operated his residential business
8

Hitting the Target

In Denver, Colo., This Successful Drywall
Contractor Keeps a Close Watch on the ‘Cost
of Doing Business’ to Achieve Steady Growth

out of the basement of his home with the help of Bob
and L. E. “Van” Geist, a former U.S. Navy Seabees
veteran who began his drywall career as a rocker in
Denver in 1949.

Geist is now the field production head for Denver
Drywall because of a natural talent for producing real-
ity out of estimators’ projections. The third major fig-
ure in Denver Drywall is Bruce Miller, a native of
Clinton, Okla., and a former salesman for both
American Gypsum Company and National Gypsum
Company. Von and Bob joined Sam as stockholders in
1960, amd then with Bruce, the three men bought out
Honey in 1970 when the latter decided to retire.

Today, Denver Drywall is a fully diversified wall
and ceiling construction firm, specializing in drywall,
light gage and load bearing steel framing, demount-
able partitions, and fireproofing.

A showcase building, the company’s headquarters
features some 20,000 square feet of warehouse space,
with a 10,000 square foot office area that displays var-
ious finishes and demountable systems in a glass-
paneled, open planning type interior.

Across the street is the company’s drywall sales
subsidiary, MGM Supply Company which, under the
management of former National Gypsum manager
Clyde McElvaine, stocks drywall and steel studs for
the parent company and enjoys limited sales to other
drywall companies in the area.

Bob is married to the former Betty Joe Bracken, of
Wichi ta Fal ls,  Texas. He is the father of  three
daughters: Barbara Jo, Kalamazoo, Mich.; Cyndi,
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Denver; and Nancy, a bank em-
ployee in Lakewood, Colo.

A charter organizer of GDCI,
Bob served on that organization’s
technical  committee and was a
former secretary and regional vice
president. He is a Co-First Vice
President of iaWCC/GDCI, a di-
rector and past secretary of the
Colorado Subcontractors Associa-
tion, and a member of the Masonic
Order and of the Elks.

He serves also on the carpen-
ters’ apprentice state committee
and is active in the Rocky
Mountain Association of GDCI,
having been that local organiza-
tion’s president.

With the time obstacles of man-
aging a multi-million dollar opera-
tion and still keeping targeted in on
the day’s schedule, Bob still found
time to talk to CONSTRUCTION
DIMENSIONS about some of the
problems and challenges facing his
company and his industry.

DIMENSIONS: Bob, the appro-
priate management of time is always
a challenge for a contractor because
he often is unable to manage events.
Do you—and how well—manage to
manage your time?

MITCHELL: Oh, yes, I make
every effort to manage my time; I
have to. But I really don’t manage
or control it as well as I would like.

I feel my time is best spent man-
aging and planning with job produc-
tion as a criteria. But I find that
some 50% of my time now is going
toward negotiating an agreement,
working in an apprentice program,
putting out a grievance fire, work-
ing on such payroll adjustments as
zone, travel, overt ime, and the
like, and the record keeping in-
volved with government regula-
tions.

Open shop operators, of course,
don’t have to contend with all this.

DIMENSIONS: Certainly, open
shop contractors have regulations,
too, don’t they?

MITCHELL: Yes, but i t ’s so
often the larger, union organized
contractor that a new government
December, 1978

agency hits first. I realize that’s a
cost of doing business and the price
you pay for a successful operation,
though,

As for regulations themselves,
many of them are really questiona-
ble and I hope that some rational
evaluation is soon made.

DIMENSIONS: Since you started
in this business, you obviously have
noted many changes. What are some
of the more significant changes in
your mind?

MITCHELL: It’s not just the
changes in product and technology
that hive changed, but the contrac-
tors as well. The basic shift was
that in the years past many subcon-
tractors didn’t know and under-
stand cash flow, equity, and even
month ly  progress.  The ones is
business today—although there are
still some who could use a little ac-
counting education—know how to
operate their companies as profit-
producing operations.

Some learned it the study and
application way, and some the hard
way wi th  exper ience and hard
knocks. But they did learn it, and
early enough to survive and grow.

They’ve made the shift into new
applications and gradually evolved
into specialists which is what a wall
and ceiling contractor is today. We
hire more carpenters today than
does the average general contrac-
tor. Now, a general might not like
to hear that, but it’s true.

DIMENSIONS: How about pro-
duct and applications changes?

MITCHELL:  Exot ic  ce i l ings
and steel framing, I believe, have
been the big shifts. Drywall is now
being accepted in schools and hos-
pitals which represents another
example of the shift from residen-
tial markets into light and heavy
commercial markets.

DIMENSIONS: What has been
the key to these shifts?

MITCHELL: It would have to
be steel studding, and now that’s
even penetrat ing the residential
market.

These are also the kinds of de-
velopments which have produced
the capability of many wall and
ceiling contractors to take it right

With a file drawer nearby, Denver’s
Bob Mitchell obtains quickly the informa-
tion he needs.

up from the slab—interiors, insulat-
ing,  hanging doors ,  the whole
thing.

DIMENSIONS: Where do you see
some future developments that con-
tractors should investigate?

MITCHELL: In a slow market
such as we have today, you simply
aren’t getting the large runs as in
past years. The demountable parti-
t ions and off ice rental part i t ion
business is made for this kind of
situation—and these products have
a good future, even in good times.

They’re lucrative, no question
about that. With them, you don’t
finish the entire interior. It’s left
open and when space is sold, the
contractor moves in and finishes
out in two or three days.

You have to stay with it and it’s
different. You work over carpets,
under finished ceiling systems, ma-
terial movement must be handled in
elevators, and you’ re  work ing
while building occupants are also
working and it’s important not to
interfere with their activities. But,
all in all, I’d say the market is a
good one and a growing one.

DIMENSIONS: Bob, do you do
any formal planning so far as
balancing your company’s work
load, even in these admittedly slow
times?

MITCHELL: Ac tua l l y ,  we
make a concerted study of not only
the months but the areas where the
bidding is and try to achieve a con-
trol by quarters. It’s impossible, of
course, to maintain a consistent
business volume level because this

(Continued on Page 24)
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MITCHELL:
(Continued from Page 9)

is a roller coaster business. But it is
an ideal toward which we strive.

Every contractor has this same
problem, too much at one time or
too little at another—and where we
perhaps differ is that we plan and
work at it. On balance, we find it’s
been worth the time and effort.

DIMENSIONS: How about some
of the new techniques in construc-
tion, such as Construction Manage-
ment and Fast Tracking? Is your
company becoming involved in this?

MITCHELL: We’re already in-
volved, and we’re gett ing many
more problems than normal from
this type of management.

DIMENSIONS: It sounds as
though you ’ re  no t  espec ia l l y
enamoured with these techniques?

MITCHELL: Oh, no, I didn’t
mean that, or that I’m against the
new because I’m familiar with the
old. But right now these techniques
aren’t as smooth as the old GC
procedure. Somebody has to coor-
dinate, and up to now they’ve not
been controlling this vital area.

The old GC may be a dictator—
but when he’s a good dictator he’ll
make money for you, too.

CM i s  t ough  t o  hand le .  Fo r
example, you can have 30 crafts
and 30 supervisors on the same job,
each geared to his own sequence
and problems, and each coordinat-
ing. The CM, particularly if he’s
assigned a “first floor supervisor”
who won’t leave the trailer, also
has his own separate contract—and
he’s looking out for himself, too.
Consequently, you have no boss,
no dictator.

DIMENSIONS: But the support-
ers of CM and Fast Tracking are
claiming some rather significant sav-
ings in construction?

MITCHELL: I ’m certain they
are—and that they’re also achiev-
ing these savings. But if you bid
firm and directly while the CM is
on a fee or percentage basis for T &
M, you’d better figure on a lot of
your overhead not being recov-
ered.

Furthermore, in Fast Tracking,
you’re also involved in the design
because the building is started be-
fore the engineering is complete.
Under conditions like that, you’ll
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be certain to have greater overhead
for such things as lack of coordina-
tion, change order management,
increased estimating and drawing
time, increased supervision on a
day-to-day basis to assure you
don’ t  get  ahead or  beh ind-and
you’ll find the CM’s costing com-
ing  up  a  b i t  d i f f e ren t l y  f r om
yours—so add some negotiat ing
time as well.

DIMENSIONS: Then you see
these so-called savings eventually
evaporating?

MITCHELL: Not entirely. But
much of the savings can be attrib-
uted to the bidding habits of sub or
specialty contractors who aren’t
necessarily reflecting the shift of
planning and management to them-
selves as a “cost of doing busi-
ness.”

I think that many jobs are now
being bid on a normal basis, and
subs are spending out of their own
pockets. But as we learn to gear
differently and cost out, become
more sophist icated about these
techniques, this additional cost will
be reflected in the pricing and the
owners will find they may achieve
savings, but not all that much and
not at the expense of the subs.

DIMENSIONS: So what is the
rule, so to speak, for subcontractors
in this kind of work?

MITCHELL: Oh, I don’t know
if there’s a hard and fast rule about
anything in this industry. But I
think every subcontractor should
remember that he has a base price
but he is involved constantly in
changes ,  pa r t i cu l a r l y  i n  Fas t
Tracking, and this adds to his
overhead considerably.

DIMENSIONS: B o b ,  f r o m
Marine gunner to finisher to con-
tractor is a long trek. Have you had
any thoughts to easing off a bit?

MITCHELL :  I ’ ve  eased  o f f
somewhat in the past 6-7 years. I
don ’ t  work  seven days a week
anymore. I ’ve got mighty good
people here. It’s hard to turn over
the reins. But I have turned them
over.

It’s a good thing; too. They’re
such good people  they ’d  have
taken them anyway. o
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