History and heritage:
Jan Nickerson leads
Mid-Cape into its
second century
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Jan Nickerson has seen itall: the Depression,
World War II, the post-war housing boom,
1970s oil shocks, recessions, recovery and the
current five-year housing slump. His company,
Nickerson Lumber Co., better known as Mid-
Cape Home Centers, has withstood strong
local competitors, big-box chain stores and the
recent shift away from new home construction
to renovation.

Through all the challenges, Nickerson has
continued moving the 117-year-old family busi-
ness forward on the South Shore and Cape Cod,
growing and succeeding in the face of economic
challenges. This year, the company is investing
heavily in remodeling its South Dennis retail
location and next year plans to do the same at
its Orleans store.

The business has added 10 new employees
this year, even in a soft economy. A total of
180 people now work at its headquarters, dis-
tribution center, five Mid-Cape Home Centers
(Wellfleet, Orleans, South Dennis, Martha’s
Vineyard and Middleboro) and two design
showrooms in Hyannis and Plymouth.

The company has come a long way from
the turn of the last century when Capt. Oscar
Nickerson gave up his schooner, purchased the
Kelley and Eldredge Lumber Company and
kept the first 21 years of company records hand-
written in a pocket-sized journal. That journal
shows the cost to build his three-story home and
carriage garage in 1896 on Old Harbor Road in
Chatham as $2,702.93.

The constancy of change

Over the years, Jan Nickerson’s grandfather
Oscar, father Joshua and he have continued to
lead, grow, innovate and change with the times.
Nickerson sums up his approach, “Nothing is
more constant than change.”

“The foreseeable future is here now. We're
investing in the future, in the remodeling
and home improvement business,” he said.”
There will always be window replacement, roof
replacement and siding replacement. Think of
all those homes that were built in the 1960s,

and they did not have all the technology and
materials that we have now.”

The company now does about 80 percent of
its sales with contractors and 20 percent with
consumers. The goal is to change that ratio by
inviting more consumers to come in and see
new home technology, such as high-perfor-
mance windows and doors and rot-resistant
siding and trim. Kitchen and bath options,
flooring and appliances also are prominent at
its locations.

Nickerson notes, “All the products are on
display for the architect, the builder and the
customers to go in and have an experience, work
with people who are experts and well trained
in their fields and pick out new items for their
home, kitchen, roof and flooring.”

The company sums up its complete line of
home products through its marketing message,
“So much more than a lumber yard.”

“We also run a builders’ university,”
Nickerson adds, “with all kinds of training
programs for builders and architects to continue
their certification, or they can just talk to ven-
dors who provide product knowledge.”

Other innovations include smart-building
and environmentally-friendly products, as well
as a calendar of product seminars, contractor
workshops, customer in-store demonstrations
and related outings that are featured on the
website.

The company’s online e-showroom, found
at midcape.net, could not have been imag-
ined when the company began in 1895 or
when it was incorporated as Nickerson Lumber
Company in 1920.

Lifetime lessons

Born Joshua A. Nickerson Jr., the same name
as his father, Jan Nickerson, now 76, said he has
been known almost since then by his initials,
Jan, to avoid confusion.

He remembers being home when he heard
that Pearl Harbor had been attacked. During
the war, he and his parents moved next door
to his grandfather’s house, which was heated by
coal, because his parents’ house was heated with
oil and oil was diverted to the war effort.

He recalls Coast Guardsmen doing single
foot patrols watching for submarines from
Lower Cape beaches, while accompanied by
a Welsh terrier. Nickerson helped to raise a
couple of litters of the patrol dogs for the Coast
Guard. “People were not building homes dur-
ing the war,” Nickerson says, “so one way the
company survived was to build dog houses for
the Coast Guard.”

At 18, he drove coal delivery trucks and came
home sooty from shoveling coal down chutes,
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into cellar windows and down into cellar coal
bins. In the early days, the company also sold
salt and then coal. Nickerson also worked in
the company’s Chatham, Orleans and Wellfleet
lumber yards.

His only college degree, he jokes, is an
MBWA, or Management By Walking Around.
He attended Colby College in Maine but left
“to find myself.”

After two years in the Army, he was visit-
ing California in 1958 and saw a sign for
Route 6, which runs east across the country to
Provincetown. “So, I decided to come home
and see what was going on,” he says. One thing
led to another, and he began a stint with the
company that is going on 53 years and count-
ing.

“I've worked about every single job in this
company except in the I'T [information technol-
ogy] department — and you wouldn’t want me
in IT,” Nickerson says.

He has played a key role in the company’s
expansion — both organic growth and by acqui-
sition — participating first with his father and
then, since 1970, as president himself, when
he began making expansions on Cape Cod,
Martha’s Vineyard and the South Shore.

Both he and his father were both involved
in 1962 in a major acquisition of the former
15-acre Hall lumber yard on Route 134 in
South Dennis. They added a new building and
it became Mid-Cape’s first cash-and-carry oper-
ation, with no delivery and no charge accounts.
In 1963, the store did almost $900,000 in
sales, Nickerson recalls. It now is the company
headquarters.

About 600 rail cars a year came to a railroad
siding at the location, filled mostly with lum-
ber, which was off-loaded and stored. Now
lumber comes overnight by truck from regional
distribution centers and helps improve the com-
pany’s inventory turnover.
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Apart from the crowd

Competition has been strong both from local
lumber companies and from national firms.
Nickerson says, “A lot of lumber companies
have come and gone in the last 50 or 60 years,
some are still operating and a lot are not here
today.”

Unlike the big-box chains, Mid-Cape has
been predominantly a contractor supply busi-
ness. It prides itself on hiring good people who
are knowledgeable and provide good service to
contractors, Nickerson adds.

As many larger homebuilders became remod-
elers, Mid-Cape Home Centers have concen-
trated on remodeling as well.

Through the years, the company’s longev-
ity and growth have not been on a straight
line. There have been economic peaks and
valleys, expansions and consolidations, acqui-
sitions and divestitures, store openings and
store closings. At its height, Mid-Cape Home
Centers employed more than 500 people in 14
locations. They included Hingham, Hyannis,
Mattapoisett and other stores that later closed.

“In one recession or another, we had to shrink
down the number of locations,” Nickerson says.
“Those recessions were short, usually a year or
two, and the company always had a good bal-
ance sheet. So we would hunker down and get
through them.”

“As far as I am concerned, this recession
started in 2006. And it’s been five years now,”
he added.

In recent years, Mid-Cape bought a com-
pany called Wood Ventures with locations on
a leased site in Kingston and six acres owned in
Middleboro. As the home construction market
began to slump, Mid-Cape also consolidated. It
closed the leased Kingston site and then closed
Hyannis, which had been the company’s first
drive-through, self-service location.

At one time, the company had branched
out into home building itself in 1958 with
Nickerson Homes, which manufactured wall,
roof and floor components, then assembled
them on a home site, with local contractors
completing the interiors. The Orleans manufac-
turing plant and model homes, which employed
many plant workers and four salespeople, ulti-
mately shut down in 1989.

For three years, the company owned Nauset
Airways, a fixed-based operator at Chatham
Airport, offering charters, repairs and sales of
Piper airplanes. Nickerson, a pilot, racked up
almost 2,000 hours in the air during that time,
but decided to focus on the company’s core
business.
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Through history, Nickerson, the family and
the company have been involved in commu-
nity service. His father, who wrote a book of
essays, Days to Remember, about early life in
Chatham, was president of Cape Cod Hospital.
During World War II, when there were only a
few doctors and nurses not involved in the war,
and Jan Nickerson remembers his father and a
small staff holding the hospital together. The
family later was involved in building the cur-
rent Cape Cod Hospital and many expansion
projects.

“It’s important not only to participate, to be
involved, but to give back to the community,”
Nickerson says. “Every business, every business-
person, has an obligation to give back in time
and money.”

The Nickerson family, he says, was among
the first to donate vacant land for conservation
purposes in Chatham, Harwich, Orleans and
Provincetown

His uncle E. Carlton Nickerson, a former
railroad executive, became the second president
of Cape Cod Community College and helped
move the college from downtown Hyannis
to its new campus in West Barnstable. Jan
Nickerson now is raising $1 million for the
college library’s Bruce Nickerson family archive
library, named after Jan’s cousin, who was shot
down in Vietnam.

On his resume, Jan Nickerson has a long list
of community service activities in health, educa-
tion and social welfare organizations, as well as
chambers of commerce.

For customers and staff, Nickerson has writ-
ten down the company’s mission and modified
it over time. New employees learn it during
their three weeks of training and familiarization
with the business. It is:

It is the intent of Mid-Cape Home Centers
to be the respected leader in the building supply
materials industry; respected by our customer, our
suppliers, our employees, our competitors and our
communities. We will strive to have the Mid-
Cape Home Centers name synonymous with fair-
ness, quality and unsurpassed service.

Through sound management and profitability
we will continue to grow; bettering ourselves, our
industry and our communities. We will meet our
goals through the empowerment of a dedicated,
well trained and cohesive team who are prepared
to meet the challenges of the future.

We will always remember that our employees
are the company; the sum total of what each of us
does and how well we do it determines how we will
accomplish our mission. B
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