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Gallagher Asphalt:  
90th anniversary
The company, based in Chicagoland, produced a video timeline to highlight the milestone. 
The family celebrated with employees at a year-end party that featured a special gift.

The Business: James F. Gallagher Sr., a native of Chicago’s 
South Side who didn’t make it past fifth grade, began sell-
ing liquid asphalt after “working here and there in sales,” 
says his grandson Patrick Gallagher, 48. “One thing led to 
another, and he bought some old parts for a plant,” taking 

out a second mort-
gage on his house 
to fund the pur-
chase, says Patrick. 
Gallagher Asphalt 
Corporation was 
established on June 
5, 1928. The compa-
ny opened its first 
plant in Chicago in 
1932. 

T h e  b u s i n e s s 
managed to grow 
during the Great 

Depression. James successfully bid on the contract 
to provide asphalt for the city of Chicago through the 
Works Progress Administration. In 1937, the company 
built its second plant and main offices in Thornton, Ill.

James was a leading advocate for the industry, which 
was then in its infancy. He served on the board of the 
newly formed Illinois Road Builder Association and in 
1938 instituted an advertising campaign to raise public 
awareness that gas tax moneys were supporting con-
struction projects. The aim of the advocacy campaign 
was to stop politicians from diverting gas tax funds for 
other uses. 

“That’s still an issue today,” notes Patrick, who is 
Gallagher Asphalt’s vice president.

James’ son Jack came into the business in 1947. The 
second-generation member was later joined by his 
brothers Jim (in 1954) and Donald (in 1959).

The G2 brothers entered the industry as the inter-
state highway system was being built. “They really 

got to get on the roller coaster when it 
was going up,” Patrick says. Gallagher 
Asphalt was involved in the initial con-
struction of I-94, I-80 and I-57.

“They were very successful at being 
able to build a brand and build the rep-
utation of a family-owned company that 
is cutting-edge but also high-integrity,” 
Patrick says. The company became a pre-
ferred paving contractor for high-profile 
public and private projects, such as Lake 
Shore Drive, the Dan Ryan Expressway 
and new shopping malls throughout 
Chicago’s South Side.

James Gallagher Sr. retired in 1965. 
Following in their father’s footsteps, his 
sons played pivotal roles in the indus-
try at the national, state and local levels, 
advocating for investments in infrastruc-
ture and serving as association leaders. 

Donald, Patrick’s father, was chairman of 
the National Asphalt Pavement Association 

Left: Founder James F. Gallagher Sr. 
Below left: Second-generation members 
(from left) Jack, Jim and Donald. Below 
right: Third-generation members (from 
left) Patrick, Dan and Charlie.



(NAPA). James Sr. had been instrumen-
tal in the creation of NAPA’s predeces-
sor, the National Bituminous Concrete 
Association, in 1955. Donald was one 
of the founders of the National Center 
for Asphalt Technology, established by 
NAPA at Auburn University in 1986.

The company purchased a plant in 
Joliet, Ill., in 1972. The original Chicago 
plant was closed in 1993. A Bourbonnais, 
Ill., facility was built in 2004.

“We’ve always been regarded as early 
adopters of cutting-edge technology and 
approaches to the art and science of 
building roads,” Patrick says. “That start-
ed even with the founder, who had sev-
eral patents with his name on it. There’s 
been this reputation [that] Gallagher 
runs toward continual improvement 
and is never satisfied with status quo. 
We always want to be on the cutting edge of things.”

During peak times, the company employs up to 250 
people, including hourly workers.

Gallagher Asphalt prints its mission — “Moving 
Families Forward” — on its promotional materials, along 
with the company’s vision and values.
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Company photo, 2017.

From left: Fourth-generation members 
Don, William, Chris and Jonathan.



CELEBRATION CORNER

The Family: Second-generation 
member Jim Gallagher retired 
in 1981. Jack retired in 1994, 
and Donald retired in 1999. All 
three second-generation mem-
bers are now deceased.

Donald’s son Dan, now 58, 
joined the business in 1984. 
Jack’s son Charlie, 60, followed 
in 1985. Patrick received a 
graduate degree in integrated 
marketing communications 
from the Mitchell School of 
Journalism at Northwestern. 
He worked in advertising in 
Chicago and Dubai before 
entering the family business in 
2000. 

Today Charlie serves as the 
president, Dan is chief operat-
ing officer and Patrick is vice 

president. The three of them are the only family mem-
bers with an ownership stake in the business. 

Charlie’s brother Dave, who joined the business in 1984 
and served as vice president of construction, retired in 
2005 and passed away in 2012. Charlie’s oldest brother, 
Bob, worked in the family company from 1978 to 1989. 
He left because of health issues and passed away in 1996.

Like their fathers and grandfather, the G3s took on lead-
ing roles in industry associations. Dan Gallagher is the past 
chairman of NAPA. Charlie is a former president of the 
Illinois Road and Transportation Builders Association.

Four members of the fourth generation work in the 
company. Charlie’s son Jonathan Gallagher, 32, a proj-
ect manager, joined in 2015. Dan’s son Don, 28, a plant 
superintendent, entered in 2017. Jonathan’s brother 
Chris, 28, and Don’s brother William, 26, both project 
managers, came into the business last year.

The Gallagher’s family employment policy requires 
the G4s to work elsewhere for a minimum of four years 
after graduating college before they are eligible to enter 
the family business. All four G4s bring experience and 
perspective from different industries to the family firm.

“They’re definitely filling seats on the bus that make 
good sense for the organization and are good fits for 
them as well,” Patrick says.

Patrick’s three children are still in grade school and high 
school. “I don’t think we’re done yet with additional G4 
members choosing to be a part of the future here,” he says.

The Celebration: The company held a celebratory brunch at 
a country club on Sunday, Dec. 9. Employees and their sig-
nificant others were invited. Also among the approximately 
200 guests were Dan and Patrick’s five sisters and spouses, 

In the 1930s, James F. Gallagher Sr. made signs to advertise that gas 
tax funds were paying for construction projects. This was one of the 
first advocacy campaigns by the newly formed Illinois Road Builder 
Association, where Gallagher was a board member.

Gallagher Asphalt owners and staff, 1960s. 
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Charlie’s five sisters and spouses, and 
Dan and Patrick’s mother, Patricia, 83.

“She knew our grandfather, where so 
many people in the room didn’t know 
him,” Patrick says. “That was inter-
esting, to recognize her for being the 
bridge that knew the founder and the 
second generation and raised some of 
the third generation.”

At the brunch, the third-genera-
tion owners delivered remarks and 
distributed service and other awards 
to employees. “That was the extent 
of it — to really let people know that 
we believe [reaching 90 years] is a big 
deal, statistically, for a third-genera-
tion, family-owned company in, mind 
you, a very competitive market,” 
Patrick says.

“This was just simply a time for us 
to step back and say, ‘This was a very 
notable milestone, and we all need to 
be grateful and proud, and continue 
to work together as an organization 
to take us to the next level.’ ”

Guests received 90-year commem-
orative replica asphalt pavers, intricate miniature vehi-
cles custom-made for Gallagher by a German company, 
as well as quarter-zip pullovers featuring the 90th anni-
versary logo.

The company also created a 90-year direct-mail time-
line, which was sent to customers, suppliers, politicians 
and industry members in July. A 90th-anniversary video 
debuted at the Dec. 9 event.

The Planning: The preparations began in March, just nine 
months before the event. “We were able to quickly deter-
mine what we wanted to do,” Patrick says. “We kicked 
around some different versions — do we invite key custom-
ers or suppliers or vendors, bankers, or do we keep it a little 
bit more in-house? And we decided, let’s do a nicer, private 
affair, off-site at a country club with the employees and 
allow them to bring their significant others.

“If we were too preoccupied hosting and talking with law-
yers and bankers and customers, it might detract us from 
being able to spend time with employees,” Patrick explains. 
“And we didn’t want that to be the case, in this instance.

“People were, I think, really touched by it.”
Patrick did the bulk of the planning, working with a 

marketing design firm to create the promotional materials 

and with employee relations 
director Sonia Martinez to pull the party 
together.

“We felt like the end of the season was the best time to 
be able to [celebrate] with our families and employees, 
rather than in the middle of the year, when everyone’s 
so busy, and people are on vacations and all that good 
stuff,” he says.

The Advice: Patrick suggests business owners planning to 
mark a milestone consider who should be a part of the event 
— “with the understanding that bigger isn’t always better.”

He recommends giving careful consideration to the 
people who should be included — and those who should 
not be included.

“I think it needs to be reflective of your culture. You 
wouldn’t want it to be something that’s a stretch one 
way or the other. Certainly, there’s plenty of companies 
that have a very different culture than ours. Some may 
be way more unbuttoned, and some more buttoned-up. 
Whichever way it is, I think [the event] needs to be in line 
with the culture and the climate of your company. It’s also 
an opportunity to reinforce what you want the culture and 
the climate of the company to be.”                                   nFB

Above: Employees and their loved ones enjoy 
brunch at the 90th anniversary celebration. 
Right: Guests at the 90th anniversary celebra-
tion received a replica of a Gallagher paver.
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