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Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In 2014, the Beckerle family commissioned the production of a book hon-
oring the 75-year history of Beckerle Lumber. This publication is the fruit 
of that effort. Many hours of research were undertaken by George 

Potanovic Jr. to fully explore and appropriately recognize the Beckerle legacy 
in Rockland County, N.Y. The baton was then passed to Jamie Kempton, who 
composed the text for this volume. The book is arranged chronologically, be-
ginning with the Beckerle family’s arrival in America in 1859, continuing with 
Laurence Beckerle Sr.’s founding of the family lumber business in 1940, and 
proceeding through the stewardship of Laurence “Pete” Beckerle Jr. and his 
sons, Larry, Stephen, Michael and Matthew.  

This book is dedicated to the vision of Laurence Beckerle Sr., who risked 
everything to start a new business enterprise during the latter stages of the 
Depression. He banked on his knowledge of the lumber trade, gleaned from 
a 33-year career in the industry, and his deep connections in Spring Valley 
and neighboring locales in Rockland County. 

The book is also dedicated to the staff of Beckerle Lumber, past and pres-
ent—the several hundred people who, over eight decades, have been crucial 
in making Beckerle Lumber the successful business that it is today. Thanks 
to the extraordinary efforts of so many full-time and part-time employees, 
Beckerle Lumber has truly become a family tradition. 

As can readily be seen in the pages of this book, the overriding theme of 
the Beckerle Lumber story is its people—the individuals who have given the 
full measure of their work productivity and professionalism to ensure the 
company’s stellar reputation in the business and in the community. 

Since 1940, Beckerle Lumber has served the needs of the construction in-
dustry and home improvement practitioners in Rockland County. This book 
pays tribute to that legacy and celebrates the Beckerles’ tradition of family 
and service to their neighbors. 
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Laurence Beckerle Sr., founder of Beckerle Lumber 
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Beckerle Lumber  
A Family Tradition 

 
 
 
 
The name Beckerle has been synonymous with lumber in Rockland 

County, N.Y. since 1940, when Laurence Beckerle Sr. started the com-
pany that bears his family’s name. The Beckerle clan has built a thriving 

business that stresses quality products, knowledgeable advice and courteous 
service from the company’s experienced, professional staff. The people at 
Beckerle Lumber Supply Co. are, and always have been, deeply interwoven 
into the Rockland County community—friends, neighbors, business associ-
ates. That sense of community imbues every aspect of this family-owned, 
third-generation enterprise. You witness it daily in the warm, first-name re-
lationships employees have with the company’s many loyal customers. You 
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Three generations of  
Beckerles. Standing, left to 
right: Matt Beckerle, Larry 
Beckerle, Stephen Beckerle, 
Michael Beckerle. Seated: 
Pete Beckerle, holding picture 
of company founder Laurence 
Beckerle Sr. 
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Beckerle Lumber’s main 
branch, Spring Valley 
 
 

feel it when you mingle with Beckerle folks at social outings, at the grocery 
store or house of worship, at children’s school and athletic events. You see it 
clearly through the family’s unbroken chain of community philanthropy and 
involvement throughout three generations of Beckerle leadership. “Lending 
a helping hand or providing donor support if we can is simply the right thing 
to do,” says Laurence T. “Larry” Beckerle III, who serves as company presi-
dent and directs the daily operations. The family tradition lyrically referenced 
in Beckerle Lumber commercials and ads spans the legacy of charitable giving 
instilled by Laurence Beckerle Sr. and his son Laurence T. “Pete” Beckerle Jr., 
and continued today by his grandson Larry III and his siblings.  

Four Convenient Locations 

Beckerle Lumber Supply Co. originated in Spring Valley and now operates 
four branches, more than any other building materials supplier in Rockland: 
the main branch in Spring Valley; the Congers branch, opened in 1974; the 
Orangeburg location, started in 1996; and the Haverstraw branch, inaugu-
rated in 1997. Beckerle had operated a branch in West Nyack from 1974 until 
1996, when the Palisades Center Mall began construction on the site. 

Trial by Fire 

A company does not survive for 80 years without riding out difficult periods 
and adapting to changing times and evolving customer needs. Over the years 
Beckerle Lumber has weathered tough circumstances that have shuttered 
other local lumber businesses. These challenges include economic 
recession,building downturns, fluctuating forest product costs, and compe-
tition from big-box retailers like Home Depot and Lowe’s and chain stores 



like Rickel, Pergament and Channel. Beckerle also endured industry pressure 
to drop retail business in favor of exclusively serving professional trade con-
tractors. Undoubtedly its greatest challenge, however, struck on Saturday, 
July 4, 1959 – the Fourth of July – when a fire incinerated the entire Beckerle 
lumberyard in Spring Valley, with the company having minimal insurance 
coverage. Such a catastrophic event might have wiped out another company, 
but the Beckerles responded with a resiliency and can-do spirit that not only 
salvaged the operation but set it on a course for future prosperity. They in-
stalled a trailer as a temporary office and, with assistance from area lumber 
firms in the form of borrowed equipment and supplies, were back making 
deliveries to customers within 48 hours on Monday, July 6 at 7 a.m. Despite 
two more fires within 10 years, in 1963 and 1968, Beckerle Lumber never 
closed its doors, persevered, and continued to serve the growing Rockland 
community. 
 

The fire on July 4, 1959,  
incinerated the entirety of 
Beckerle Lumber Supply Co.  
at Route 59 and Route 45 in 
Spring Valley. 
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Johann and Margaretha Bardon Beckerle immigrated to America in 1859, the 
progenitors of the Beckerle legacy in the New World. 
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Establishing Roots  
in Rockland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company founder Laurence T. Beckerle Sr., familiarly called Larry, was 

a third-generation Rocklander, the third of nine children born to Philip 
and Pauline (Miller) Beckerle of Pearl River. Philip’s parents, Johann 

and Margaretha Bardon Beckerle, had immigrated to the United States in Oc-
tober-November 1859 from Hessloch, a small farming village in the Rhein-
hesse region of Bavaria in southwestern Germany. During the decade of the 
1850s, more than one million Germans had fled to America to escape civil 
unrest, severe unemployment and economic hardship. The large influx of 
Irish and German Catholics entering the U.S. from the 1830s to the 1860s had 
spawned a strong anti-immigrant, and especially anti-Roman Catholic, sen-
timent fueled by agitation from a political movement promoting nativism. 
By late 1859, however, the movement had all but petered out, allowing a cli-
mate of greater tolerance and acceptance to take root.       

5
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Note: The Beckerle ancestry can be traced to Biblis, Germany, a small town on the 
eastern shore of the Rhine River. Circa 1725, Jacob Beckerle crossed the Rhine, set-
tling on the western side of the river in the small farming village of Hessloch in south-
western Germany. 



Arriving in New York Harbor on November 3, 1859, after a 16-day voyage 
aboard the steamship Bavaria were Johann, Margaretha and four* of their 
five living children: Conrad, 16; Katharina, 10; Philip, 5; and Barbara, 3. 

Margaretha’s younger sister, Catherine (Katharina) Bardon Cook, had im-
migrated from nearby Stetten, Germany. She came in the late 1840s or early 
1850s to the township of Clarkstown in Rockland County, N.Y., with her 
brothers John and twins Conrad and Philip, and other Bardon family mem-
bers. The Bardons settled in an area that became known as Bardonia for the 
extensive influence the family exerted in its founding and development. 
Catherine Bardon Cook was instrumental in helping Margaretha and her 
family immigrate to America. In the years prior to their voyage, Margaretha 
had written letters to her sister, inquiring about property on which to live 
and farm. Bardon Cook and her husband, farmer and entrepreneur Jacob 
Cook, transferred ownership to the Beckerles of a 40-acre farm in present-day 

Johann and Margaretha  
Beckerle's home at  
84 E. Crooked Hill Road  
in Pearl River, as it  
appeared in 2016.

6

* John, 15, was not listed on the ship’s manifest. It’s possible he made the journey 
earlier and lived with one of his previously settled aunts and uncles until his im-
mediate family arrived.

The steamship Bavaria trans-
ported the Beckerle clan to 
America in late October-early 
November 1859. 



Pearl River, then known as Muddy Brook. Their farm was located near the 
northern border of New Jersey and just south of the Turfler dairy farm, which 
was purchased in 1907 by Dr. Ernst Lederle. The former dairy farm became 
the home of the globally renowned Lederle Laboratories, which developed 
important medication and vaccines, including the antibiotic aureomycin and 
the polio vaccine Orimune. The Beckerles later bought farm property on what 
became Crooked Hill Road to build a new home for their family. 

Early Lumber Connection 

Philip Beckerle adapted swiftly to his new surroundings and forged an en-
trepreneurial imprint that would gain prominence in succeeding genera-
tions of Beckerles. As an industrious 16-year-old in 1870, he bought Isaac 
Van Blarcom’s sawmill on the Muddy Brook and founded a wood-cutting 
operation—the family’s first lumber business. He worked diligently to de-
velop the operation into a full-time business, cutting cords of wood for the 
wood-burning locomotives of the Hackensack Extension Railroad (later 
known as the New Jersey and New York Railroad) starting to rumble 
through the region from Hillsdale, N.J., to Spring Valley, N.Y. 

Philip went on to play a pivotal 
role in the formation of Pearl River. 
Julius Braunsdorf, a fellow German 
immigrant regarded as Pearl River’s 
founding father, planned to relocate 
his Aetna Sewing Machine Co. from 
New York City to Muddy Brook to ex-
pand his business into an area with un-
tapped potential. He hired Philip 
Beckerle in 1870 to clear trees for his 
factory and for land donated by 
Braunsdorf to the railroad company 
for a right of way through the center of 

Julius Braunsdorf is generally 
regarded as the founding  
father of Pearl River. 
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Philip Beckerle (right), son of 
Johann and Margaretha,  
established a wood-cutting 
operation, the family’s first 
lumber business. He is shown 
here with Talbot Chambers 
Dexter (left) and Thomas C. 
Dexter at the Rockland 
County Agricultural and  
Industrial Fair in 1910.
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his property. Recognizing the multiple potential uses for the timber, Philip 
sold the cut lumber to the railroad company to build wooden ties for the 
nascent train tracks and to use as fuel for the steam locomotive engines. He 
also peddled it as cordwood to the flourishing Haverstraw brickyards to 
feed their voracious kilns in northern Rockland. 

Philip was responding to an essential need in his time and place, using 
lumber as the means to address that need. It would be a scenario repeated 
and improved upon by each generation of his family. Making a difference in 
the life of a community was a Beckerle trademark from their earliest days in 
their adopted homeland. In fact, Philip and his father both served as members 
of Julius Braunsdorf’s downtown development committee, which laid out 
the carefully planned, wide downtown streets of the future Pearl River.  

Philip also helped organize the Park Cooperative Savings & Loan Asso-
The Haverstraw brickyard 
clay pits, circa 1905 

The Haverstraw brickyard  
furnaces received cords of 
wood from young entrepre-
neur Philip Beckerle. 



ciation in Pearl River in 1899, serving as its treasurer for 27 years; assisted in 
the incorporation of the Pearl River Building and Loan Association and 
served as director for many years; and was an early member of the Pearl River 
Board of Education and the Rockland County Taxpayers Association. Ω

Philip Beckerle’s Children: Making Their Mark  
in Rockland and Beyond 

The Beckerle family tree in Rockland County branched out with the birth of 
the nine children of Philip and Pauline Beckerle. Philip and Pauline, natives 
of Orangetown in Rockland, settled in developing Pearl River to raise their 
children: 

9

Philip and Pauline Beckerle 
had nine children. 
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John Beckerle (right) founded 
a Packard car dealership in 
Spring Valley. 

Laurence Beckerle Sr. (below) worked at 
Comfort Coal & Lumber for 33 years  
before establishing Beckerle Lumber. 

Margaretta “Gretta” Beckerle was a 
major benefactor of St. Margaret’s 
Church.

St. Margaret’s Roman Catholic Church in Pearl River. The  
Beckerle family remained longtime parishioners. 



• Ludwig, or Louis, the first born in 1884, died as an infant from 
cholera. 

• John (1886–1961) had a fascination with cars that led him to co-found, 
in 1946, a Packard car dealership in Spring Valley, Beckerle-Marsi Mo-
tors, with mechanic John Marsi. He had previously started a dealer-
ship in Mount Vernon, N.Y.  

• Laurence (1888–1966), or Larry, followed his father’s path into the lum-
ber business, charting a legacy that continues to be embraced and hon-
ored by the Beckerle family.  

• Margaretta (1890-1976), known as Gretta, became a staunch supporter 
of St. Margaret Roman Catholic Church in Pearl River, which was a 
mission church of St. Joseph in Spring Valley. She helped persuade her 
family to donate the house and property where she was raised for use 
by St. Margaret Church and later for use as a parking lot for the school’s 
gymnasium. [Philip Beckerle had purchased this home for his family 
in 1896 at the corner of West Washington Avenue and Summit Street 
in Pearl River, where the children grew up.] The family remained long-
time parishioners and benefactors of St. Margaret Church. Margaretta 
served as an agent for Merritt Insurance Agency in Spring Valley before 
working as an office manager at Beckerle lumber from its opening in 
1940 to 1958. Her musical avocation was playing the piano; she enter-
tained movie-goers at the Pearl River Central movie theater during the 
1920s silent-film era. 

11

Philip Beckerle purchased 
this home on West Washing-
ton Avenue for his family in 
1896. 
 
 



• Alfred (1892–1977) suffered an accident or illness as a child that left 
him with a permanent limp. He would help his siblings in their var-
ious businesses. Ω

• Philomena (1895–1973), known as Minnie, became a nun and entered 
the convent as Sister Mary Pauline with the Sisters of Mercy.Ω 

• Anne (1897–1967) studied nursing at Lenox Hill Hospital in New 
York City and served as head nurse at Radio City Music Hall from 
its origin in 1932 until her passing in 1967. On occasion she would 
invite family members down to Radio City to enjoy shows from back-
stage, giving them an up-close glimpse of the glamorous performers.ΩΩ

• Joseph (1899–1985), or Joe, formed a partnership first with Jack 
Wright in 1928, and later with Harold Brown to establish Beckerle & 
Brown (1948), a Pearl River-based construction company that in-
stalled many of the underground water and gas utility lines in Pearl 
River and throughout much of Rockland CountyΩΩ 
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Anne Beckerle served as head 
nurse at Radio City Music Hall 
from its inception in 1932 
until her passing in 1967. 
 
 
 
 
Joseph Beckerle co-founded a 
construction company that in-
stalled many of the under-
ground water and gas utility 
lines throughout much of 
Rockland County.

Alfred Beckerle assisted his 
siblings in their various busi-
nesses. 
 
Philomena “Minnie” Beckerle 
became a nun and entered 
the convent as Sister Mary 
Pauline. 
 



• George (1901–1973) became an engineer with Beckerle & Brown and 
owned a bowling alley in Pearl River. He achieved a measure of fame 
in the mid-1930s when he teamed with Gottfried “Fred” Schmidt, a 
bowling customer, and John McElroy, a Dexter Folder Co. draftsman, 
to invent the automatic pinsetting machine, a revolutionary develop-
ment in bowling. The machine was assembled and tested in a barn 
at Sandhage’s turkey farm on South Highland Avenue in Pearl River.

13

Eight of the nine children of 
Philip and Pauline Beckerle. 
Seated, left to right:  
Margaretta, Philomena, Anne. 
Standing, left to right: Alfred, 
Laurence, Joseph, John, and 
George.



Larry Beckerle, circa 1900, with a furry friend 
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Laurence Beckerle Sr. 
Learning the Lumber Trade 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a teenager, Larry Beckerle got his start in the lumber business by 

helping out at his father’s sawmill. The work was not without its 
perils. One day in 1905, when he was 17, he sustained a broken leg 

in two places when his foot got stuck in the waterwheel at Vreeland’s Mill, 
a neighboring mill located on the Pascack Brook. Larry overcame this setback 
and continued to gain the work experience and confidence he would need 
when Elmer Blauvelt, president of Comfort Coal & Lumber Co., hired him 
as an office boy at the company’s Hackensack, N.J., office in the summer of 
1906. It was probably not lost on young Larry that as he commuted by train 
from Pearl River to Hackensack each day, he was traveling on tracks built 
on wooden railroad ties fashioned 
from trees cleared from this land by 
his father and manufactured into 
lumber at his nearby sawmill so that 
Julius Braunsdorf could build a sta-
tion for the Erie Railroad. At 18, 
Larry was about the same age Philip 
Beckerle was when he cleared the 
virgin forested area of Muddy Brook 
to make way for the advancement of 
Pearl River. Larry was embarking 
upon the next chapter in the Beckerle 
Lumber story, a 33-year-career dur-
ing which he rose to vice president of 
Comfort Coal & Lumber under men-
tor and friend Elmer Blauvelt. Ω

Unknown to Larry at the time, 

Larry Beckerle (left) and Elmer 
Blauvelt, his boss at Comfort 
Coal & Lumber 
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he was also laying the groundwork for the stewardship of a company—his 
own—born out of necessity and at considerable risk, but anchored by a 
strong self-belief, faith in his grasp of the business, trust in his rapport with 
the local coal- and lumber-buying public, and the clarity of his purpose. 

An Opening in Spring Valley 

Elmer Blauvelt had decided to expand Comfort Coal & Lumber beyond its 
Hackensack location, seeing an opportunity for growth across the New York 
State border in Rockland County. In November 1912 he asked Larry Beck-
erle to assume the new role of manager of the recently acquired Spring Val-
ley Coal & Lumber Company. That lumber operation had organized years 
earlier after buying out Smith & Burr Coal and Lumber, which had been 
leveled by fire in August 1912. The yard had its own railroad spur and was 
located on Commerce Street directly behind the Smith & Burr store, which 

Spring Valley Coal & Lumber 
Co., circa 1916 

Employees of Comfort Coal  
& Lumber gather to  
celebrate the company’s 30th  
anniversary, circa 1920 
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remained on the corner of Commerce and North Madison Avenue. In 1912 
the property consisted of an office, a lumber shed, and the property along 
both sides of the railroad tracks, where the freight house was situated. Start-
ing with one team of horses and a single wagon, the business grew to re-
quire six to eight teams and wagons, and in later years during periods of 
prosperity, the Spring Valley yard operated as many as 15 trucks. Spring 
Valley’s crew in those early years included employees such as Mike Malin-
ski, Charlie Mundle, Joseph Vokolek, Bert Conklin, yard foreman August 
Schmidt, and Strother J. Murphy. Murphy was Larry’s close confidant and 
right-hand man who eventually transferred to Piermont when Comfort 
Coal took over a lumberyard there. 

Winning Friends, Influencing People 

Comfort Coal’s Spring Valley operation—which continued to operate under 
the name Spring Valley Coal & LumberΩmaintained steady growth under 
Larry’s capable guidance. As a vice presi-
dent and yard manager, he was also re-
sponsible for coal purchases throughout 
the company. Aside from his professional 
skills as an expert on lumber and coal 
matters, Larry’s personal charm and gre-
gariousness gained him friends in the 
business community. At the 1923 North-
eastern Lumbermen’s Association Con-
vention at the Pennsylvania Hotel in New 
York City, ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ 
newspaper published a cartoon with illus-
trations and captions for some of the 2,000 
convention attendees, including a carica-
ture of Larry accompanied by the follow-
ing description: “Larry Beckerle, the 
lumber and coal king of Spring Valley, 

Larry Beckerle, left, and yard 
workers at Spring Valley Coal 
& Lumber ready with a  
shipment of coal for a  
customer 
 

Larry Beckerle was  
omnipresent at the 1923 
Northeastern Lumbermen’s  
Association Convention in 
New York City. 
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was on hand from start to 
finish. He knew everyone 
and he made sure that they 
knew the rest of the crowd. 
He divided his time be-
tween the 18th floor and 
room 1743, where he went 
to change collars. He was 
the live wire of the conven-
tion who was everywhere 
at once.” It would be hard 
to top a testimonial like 
that. For Larry Beckerle, ce-
menting relationships and 
showing genuine personal 
concern for others was just 
as important as knowing 
your 2-by-4s from your 6-

by-6s.  
Larry forged numerous lifelong friendships with people in Rock-

land County. One such friend was James “Jim” Farley of Grassy Point 
in the town of Stony Point, N.Y., who shared a love of baseball with 
Larry and kept in touch as he ascended the ranks in government and 
politics. Farley served as campaign manager to Franklin D. Roosevelt 
during his 1928 and 1930 gubernatorial campaigns, and his presidential 
campaigns in 1932 and 1936. Nicknamed “Stretch” for his lanky frame 
and baseball prowess as a first baseman, Farley was tapped by FDR to 
become U.S. Postmaster General in 1933. He later entered the private 
sector, serving as president of the Coca-Cola Corporation for more than 
30 years. Farley, born four days 
before Larry on May 30, 1888, 
shared a bond with his Rock-
land-bred friend as the son of 
immigrant parents—Farley’s 
from Ireland, Larry’s from Ger-
many—who brought with them 
the talent and desire to make 
good on the American promise 
of life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness.Ω

Raising a Family 

Larry’s personal life was pro-
gressing along with his business 
interests. In 1921 he married 
Ellen Catherine McEntegart, a 

James Farley, who served as 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s  
presidential campaign  
manager and later as U.S. 
Postmaster General, main-
tained a lifelong friendship 
with Larry Beckerle, a  
childhood friend in Rockland 
County. 
 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, 32nd 
President of the United States 
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member of the first graduating 
class (1914) at the College of 
Mount St. Vincent, then an all-
women’s school in Riverdale, 
N.Y. Larry’s brother Joe had met 
Ellen while riding the train one 
day and later introduced Larry 
to her. Ellen, whom Larry called 
Nell, taught elementary school in 
New York City and commuted to 
her teaching job by train from 
her home in Hillsdale Manor, 
N.J., before her marriage. The 
house in Hillsdale Manor had 
been the McEntegarts’ summer 
home but became a permanent 
residence after they moved out 
of New York City. Larry and 
Ellen, who were married at Holy 
Cross Church on West 42nd 
Street in New York City on the 
Feast of St. Lawrence, August 10, 
lived in the Montvale, N.J. area 
for a year while their new home 
was being built in Spring Valley. 

Larry purchased an automo-
bile in 1915 and was said to be one of the first people to own a car in Rock-
land County. One of his family’s favorite leisure-time pursuits was taking 
the car out for a spin on a Sunday afternoon for a picnic at Bear Mountain, 
a swim in the Hudson River, a visit to the Stony Point lighthouse and park, 

Ellen Catherine “Nell”  
McEntegart wed Laurence 
Beckerle Sr. on August 10, 
1921, at Holy Cross Church  
in New York City. 

Larry Beckerle, right, with 
younger brother George. Larry 
purchased an automobile in 
1915 and was said to be one 
of the first people in Rockland 
County to own a car. 
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or venturing to other local landmarks and points of interest. Ω
Larry and Ellen were eager to start a family after moving into their new 

house at 71 South Madison Avenue in Spring Valley, but they had to endure 
certain hardship in growing the family. Less than a year after settling into 
the new home, they had their first child, a baby girl, but she arrived still-
born. A second daughter, Joan, was born April 28, 1923, followed by another 
daughter, Anne, on June 27, 1924. A son, Laurence Jr., was born on January 
17, 1926, but survived for only two weeks, and died on February 4, 1926. 
Daughter Mary Alice, later known as Marcey, was born November 9, 1927, 

Larry Beckerle out for a spin 
with siblings en route to Bear 
Mountain 

Larry and Ellen Beckerle  
pose for a family photo circa 
1929 with children (left to 
right) Joan, Mary Alice and 
Anne. 
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at Hackensack Hospital. She was named after her grandmother, Mary, and 
her great-aunt, Alice. Another son, also taking the name Laurence Jr. (and 
later, Pete), was born exactly three years later, on November 9, 1930, at 
Nyack Hospital. The family’s happiness over the birth of a healthy baby 
boy was tempered by sorrow two weeks later when Anne, who had been 
admitted to Lenox Hill Hospital with sister Joan for routine tonsillectomies,  
died of unexplained complications from the operation, at age 6. “Since Anne 
died around Thanksgiving Day, my mother was always very upset each 
year around Thanksgiving,” says Marcey Beckerle Mascola. “From that day 
forward, everyone in the family also has had a suspicion about having their 

tonsils removed. It was a very sad time.” 

The Beckerle family home at 
71 South Madison Avenue, 
Spring Valley, circa 1930
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Anne Beckerle died at age 6 of  
unexplained complications from a  
tonsillectomy operation, around  
Thanksgiving in 1930.

Laurence “Pete” Beckerle, 
circa 1935

Mary Alice “Marcey” Beckerle, 
circa 1930



Surviving, and Thriving, During the Depression 

The Great Depression starting in 1929 shook the economic foundations of the 
country and left many people unemployed and struggling to make it from 
one day to the next. Comfort Coal & Lumber, however, continued to grow as 
it supplied the products essential to meet local residents’ fundamental needs 
– the lumber to build their homes and the coal to heat them. In those days 
the coal was delivered by railroad car and switched to a side track on the 
Comfort Coal property. The railroad car hopper would open and drop the 
coal into a large open pit, and the coal would be shoveled into a horse-drawn 
cart for local deliveries. In later years, the railroad car delivering the coal was 
pushed up a ramp in a special concrete building. A hopper in the bottom of 
the car would open and coal was unloaded onto a conveyor belt and then 
into a truck to make local deliveries. 

Larry Beckerle had a secure job as vice president of Comfort Coal, split-
ting his time between the Hackensack and Spring Valley offices, as well as 
serving on the board of directors of the First National Bank of Spring Valley. 
By the 1930s, Comfort Coal was operating several branches in Bergen 
County, N.J., and Rockland County, N.Y., including the former Serven Lum-
ber & Coal business on Central Avenue in Pearl River. The Spring Valley 
operation at 50 Commerce Street featured a large warehouse that could ac-
commodate three railroad cars indoors, several coal bunkers, and barns for 
horses used to pull the delivery wagons. Ω

Larry’s siblings were also establishing their niches in business during 
this period. Joe Beckerle founded a Pearl River-based engineering firm in 
1928 with partner Jack Wright, who co-owned a local lumber business. Work-
ing primarily in underground construction, Beckerle and Wright procured 
a contract with Lederle Laboratories for a sewage disposal plant and also 
performed residential and commercial installations of sewers, water service 
and gas service throughout Rockland County. In 1942, the firm helped to 

Beckerle and Wright, co-
founded by Joe Beckerle, 
worked primarily in  
underground construction. 
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build Camp Shanks, the 
sprawling U.S. Army installa-
tion in Orangetown, N.Y. After 
Wright’s death in 1948, Beck-
erle formed a partnership with 
Harold Brown, Beckerle & 
Brown Construction/Excava-
tion Co. of Pearl River, which 
at its height had more than 
one hundred employees.  

Youngest sibling George 
Beckerle, proprietor of a Pearl 
River bowling alley, often had 
problems retaining enough de-
pendable boys to work as pinsetters in what was a low-paying and at times 
dangerous job. In 1931 George envisioned a machine that could perform the 
task by replacing the pins automatically. He discussed his idea with Gottfried 
“Fred” Schmidt, a regular bowling customer and employee at nearby Dexter 
Folder Co., which made machinery for the paper-folding industry. They tin-
kered with the notion of a pinspotting machine that used suction to raise and 
lower the pins, similar to the way Dexter’s paper-folding mechanism oper-
ated. Beckerle and Schmidt enlisted the help of Dexter Co. draftsman John 
McElroy to draw up blueprints for the invention. By 1935 they had teamed 

with machinist Fred Sandhage, 
who helped them assemble and 
test a rudimentary mechanical 
pinsetter at his family’s turkey 
farm on South Highland Avenue 
in Pearl River.  

The American Machine and 
Foundry Co. (AMF) eventually 
acquired the patent rights with 
Schmidt to the early prototype, 
which was originally made with 
flower pots and lamp shades 
and was dubbed “Sch-Bec-Roy” 
for Schmidt-Beckerle-McElroy. 
Hundreds of engineers visited 
the American Bowling Congress 
convention in Buffalo, N.Y. in 
1946 to glimpse the inner work-
ings of a more polished product, 
the first automatic pinsetter, and 
by 1953 this revolutionary de-
vice, AMF’s electronic pinspot-
ter, went into mass production. 

Working as a manual pinsetter 
at a bowling alley was a low-
paying and at times dangerous 
job.

George Beckerle teamed  
with Fred Schmidt and John  
McElroy to invent the  
automated pinspotting  
machine, a revolutionary  
development in the evolution 
of bowling. 
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Joan, pictured here with her father, graduated from Spring Valley High School with her 
class in 1940. 



Profile in Courage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Joan, the second daughter of Larry and Nell Beckerle, fell victim to the 
polio virus in 1935, at age 12. John Widmann, co-owner of Widmann’s 
Bakery in Spring Valley and a neighbor of the Beckerles, invited them to 

join his family for a week at their summer home in Wanasink Lake, just north 
of the village of Wurtsboro on Route 17 in Sullivan County, N.Y. When Joan 
collapsed during a rowboat ride with her dad on the lake, the family was 
plunged into despair upon learning that Joan had contracted polio, which 
experienced a sharp rise that year in New York City and the surrounding sub-
urbs. The polio spread quickly and paralysis set in, in her upper and lower 
extremities, neck and chest—but thankfully not her lungs. Fortunately, one 
of the premier rehabilitation hospitals for treating polio was located right in 
Rockland County—the state Reconstruction Home in West Haverstraw, 

The New York State Recon-
struction Home—-later, Helen 
Hayes Hospital—-was one of 
the premier rehabilitation  
hospitals for treating polio. 
Joan Beckerle was treated for 
polio during her two-plus 
years at the hospital. 
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The hospital’s solarium and 
therapeutic pool, which Joan 
Beckerle used regularly to 
treat her condition 
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where Joan began treatments for poliomyelitis on October 1, 1935. It was 
later renamed Helen Hayes Hospital after the celebrated actress from 
Nyack, who became a longtime board member and benefactor. 

Joan required braces on both legs and her left arm. By the summer of 
1936, through regular visits to the hospital’s solarium and treatments in a 
therapeutic pool, she began to walk and feel well enough to join her family 
for weekend picnic lunches on the hospital grounds. During one of the fam-
ily’s visits, Larry decided Joan needed some cheering up. The Beckerles’ 
cocker spaniel, Trixie, had given birth to a litter of puppies just a few weeks 
before. Larry placed two puppies into each of his two large overcoat pockets 
and smuggled the pups past the front desk nurse and into Joan’s room. 
When he pulled the puppies out of his pockets, Joan’s eyes grew wide, and 
she laughed and smiled with pure joy at this unexpected gift. The gesture 
was vintage Larry Beckerle—thoughtful, whimsical, laugh-provoking—and 
brightened the mood for his daughter when she really needed a lift. [Larry 
loved to have fun and enliven the atmosphere for everyone. Typical of his 
playful nature was his annual holiday tradition of decorating the two large 
picture windows at the Spring Valley store for Halloween, Christmas, Easter 
and other occasions. Marcey Mascola remembers when her father used live 



bunnies dyed pink, blue and yellow to perk up the Easter display. The local 
SPCA was not amused.] 

One of Joan’s good friends from Spring Valley was Elizabeth Ryan, 
whose father was a doctor at Summit Park Hospital in nearby Pomona, N.Y. 
Ryan trained as a competitive swimmer at the hospital pool where Joan per-
formed her rehab sessions. She brought honor to Rockland County when 
she qualified, at age 13, for the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin as the 
youngest member of the U.S. swimming team. She earned a bronze medal 
for a third-place finish on the U.S. squad’s 4-by-100-meter relay—one of 
only two Rockland County residents to have won an Olympic medal, and 
one of only three to have competed in the Olympics. Ryan later won several 
New York and national championship swimming events in a Hall of Fame 
career. 

Joan was tutored at her bedside and did not lose any time in school dur-
ing her two-plus years of hospitalization. After her graduation from eighth 
grade at the hospital, she was chosen for the honor of presenting New York 
State Governor Herbert H. Lehman with a bouquet of roses when he came 
to West Haverstraw for the dedication of a new hospital building. When 
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Elizabeth Ryan, one of Joan 
Beckerle’s good friends from 
Spring Valley. Ryan qualified  
for the 1936 U.S. Olympic 
swimming team at age 13. 



Joan with parents Larry and 
Nell Beckerle upon her  
graduation from eighth grade 
at the hospital

Joan was chosen for the 
honor of presenting New York 
State Governor Herbert 
Lehman with a bouquet of 
roses when he came to West 
Haverstraw for the dedication 
of a new hospital building. 

Joan underwent physical  
therapy from an osteopathic 
specialist over three summers 
in Amityville, Long Island. 
Pictured here on the  
Amityville Bay are Mary  
Alice “Marcey” Beckerle, left, 
and  cousin Phyllis Beckerle.  
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The Quinn family. Joan and 
husband Jerry Quinn had 10 
healthy children.  
Bottom row (left to right): 
Monica, Christopher 
Middle row: Catherine, Paul, 
Colleen, Joan, Anne, Maria 
Top row: Patricia, Joan Ellen, 
Gerard “Jerry,” Gerard Lau-
rence “Larry”
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Joan was released in November 
1937, she entered Spring Valley 
High School mid-year as a sopho-
more, wearing an arm brace. Her 
inner strength and positive atti-
tude—traits she shared with an-
other, slightly more famous polio 
patient, Franklin D. Roosevelt—
were seen as great assets in dealing 
with her condition. She became 
vice president of her class as a sen-
ior, and with continued physical 
therapy from an osteopathic spe-
cialist over three summers in Ami-
tyville, Long Island, was able to 
walk, dance, and maneuver with-
out the arm brace. However, she 
never regained function of her left 
arm and suffered from brittle 

bones. Joan graduated from Spring Valley High School with her class in 1940 
and attended the College of Mount St. Vincent, just as her mother had 26 
years earlier. Joan went on to marry Jerry Quinn, a future Beckerle Lumber 
mainstay, and the couple had 10 healthy children. “We admired her so much 
for what she accomplished,” says Marcey Mascola.  

 
 
 
 
 

Joan Beckerle displayed inner 
strength and a positive  
attitude, traits she shared  
with another polio patient,  
President Franklin D.  
Roosevelt.
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Turning Challenge  
into Opportunity  
The Birth of Beckerle Lumber 
 
 
 
  
 
 

Although Larry Beckerle had been with Comfort Coal & Lumber 
for more than three decades and had maintained a good working 
relationship with company president Elmer Blauvelt and with cus-

tomers, a decision had to be made on the business’s leadership succession 
when Blauvelt became ill in 1937. Elmer treasured his friendship with Larry 
and greatly respected his advice, but ultimately tapped his son, Hiram Bellis 
Demarest Blauvelt, to return home and operate the business during his pe-
riod of infirmity. Hiram, a Princeton graduate and Rhodes Scholar at Oxford 
who was 40 at that time, had neither the inclination nor the practical expe-
rience to run his father’s business. He also had an ongoing agreement with 
his dad that allowed him to leave for extended trips overseas every two to 

three years, indulging his political and philanthropic yearnings in Eu-
rope and pursuing an interest in big-game hunting on African safaris. 
A man of the world, Hiram worked as a liaison officer for the British-
American Ambulance Corps in the Union of South Africa during 
World War II, and in 1941 became a correspondent for the ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ
ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ on the Kenya-Abyssinian front. 

Hiram agreed to accept his father’s offer to run the business pro-
vided he could continue his periodic sojourns to far-off locales. 

The changes brewing at Comfort Coal came at a difficult time in 
Larry Beckerle’s life. Elmer Blauvelt, his longtime friend and mentor, 
died at his Atwood-Blauvelt estate in Oradell, N.J., in April 1938. Nine 
months later, in January 1939, Larry lost his father, Philip, who died at 
age 84 after a lingering illness. (Larry’s mother, Pauline, had died in 
June 1933.) Coupled with the agonizing loss of three children—two at 
birth and another after a routine operation—and concern about older 
daughter Joan’s lifelong struggle with physical limitations from her 
polio, Larry sank into a deep despondency and felt overwhelmed by 
multiple crises. It was Nell Beckerle who held the family together dur-

CHAPTER 
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Hiram Blauvelt succeeded his 
father, Elmer, as president of 
Comfort Coal & Lumber. 
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ing this tenuous period, serving as a steadying influence, source of uncon-
ditional support, and pillar of strength to help her husband cope with what 
seemed to be a collapsing personal and professional life. 

A day of reckoning for Larry Beckerle came January 23, 1940, when he 
submitted a letter of resignation to Hiram Blauvelt that began: “It is with 
regret that I wish to advise you that the present state of my health obliges 
me to sever my connections with the Comfort Coal-Lumber Co.” In a letter 
to Comfort Coal employees dated two days later, January 25, Hiram wrote, 
in part: “LB advises that he has no plans for the future other than he will 
probably retire for a year to build back his strength, regain his health and 
return to his usual cheerful, energetic and happy personality which we have 
all admired so much. After that he does not as yet know what he plans to 
do, but assures us it will certainly not be in the fuel and building material 
business either in this territory or elsewhere.” 

However, Larry did have plans. At age 51, after a fruitful 33-year career 
at Comfort Coal & Lumber, he was suddenly unemployed and faced with 
the daunting prospect of supporting a family during the latter throes of the 
Depression. Before Larry’s departure from the company, Hiram had asked 
him to sign a contract agreeing not to compete with Comfort Coal in a busi-
ness of his own. Larry refused, knowing that Hiram would use every means 
at his disposal to thwart his business plans but also fully cognizant that fail-
ure to act was tantamount 
to surrender. With his hard-
earned reputation of per-
sonal integrity and pro- 
fessional competence on the 
line, and with a lifetime of 
business experience to draw 
upon, Laurence Beckerle Sr. 
took the first step in forging 
a new identity and a new 
life. Within weeks of leaving 
Comfort Coal & Lumber, by 
late February 1940, Larry 
was already taking coal and 
lumber orders from his new 
office at the kitchen table of 
his Spring Valley home.  

Beckerle Lumber was 
born.  

The Atwood-Blauvelt  
estate in Oradell, N.J.  
Elmer Blauvelt died at his  
estate in April 1938 



Larry Beckerle placed an ad in the Rockland Leader on February 29, 1940, shortly after starting up his 
new venture, Beckerle Lumber.
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Larry Beckerle wasted no time getting the word out about his new 
business, starting with an ad placed in the ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ 
newspaper on February 29, 1940, listing his home phone number, 

Spring Valley 618: 

Laurence Beckerle 
Coal 
Lumber 
Building Materials 
of all kinds 
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6Spreading the Word,  
Hiring Staff

Larry Beckerle purchased the 
former Kramer Lumber build-
ing, a double-bayed ware-
house located near the 
southeast corner of Central  
Avenue (Route 59) and Main 
Street (Route 45) in the heart  
of Spring Valley. 



Larry did not have to operate out of his home for long. The Kramer 
Lumber & Supply Co. of Clifton, N.J. had established a branch in Spring 
Valley several years earlier, but the distance between branches proved a 
hindrance to the operation. The Kramer building was a small, double-bayed 
warehouse located in the heart of Spring Valley on Central Avenue (Route 
59) near the corner of Main Street (Route 45). When it was put up for sale 
around the time of Larry’s departure from Comfort Coal, Larry jumped at 
the opportunity and purchased the building, pooling all his financial re-
sources but refraining from mortgaging his home, which Nell had advised 
against. Soon afterward he bought the adjoining property at the southeast 
corner of Routes 59 and 45 from the Woods family. 

Just eight days after the first ad, on March 8, he posted a larger, half-
page display ad in the Leader and the ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ an-
nouncing that Beckerle Lumber & Supply Co. was the successor to Kramer 
Lumber and “Are Here Ready to Serve You.” To help finance the purchase 
of the Kramer building, Larry sold the Woods property to Henry Kulle, the 
popular tire dealer in town, who then built an Esso gas station on the corner. 
Larry also sold a rear strip of the property to the Rockland Coaches com-
pany, whose main building was next door on Route 59, so its buses could 
better access their yard from Main Street. 

“I often looked back and wondered whether the Kramer Lumber build-
ing being for sale was a coincidence or fate—or a gift from God,” says 
Marcey Mascola. “My father bought the Kramer Lumber building in March 
1940 and he could not have had a better location, right in the middle of 
town. The timing of it was very good and it was a built-in lumberyard. It 
was amazing.” 

Larry’s personal relationships with employees at Comfort Coal paid off 
when five of his former employees accepted his invitation to work for him at 

A view of the back of the new 
lumberyard 
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the new venture: brothers-in-law Joseph “Joe” Smith, a driver, and Ed Bolson, 
a yardman and driver; Bill Holstein, the store manager; Bill Seely, who 
worked in the office; and Rich Nenninger, who became yard foreman. [Nen-
ninger held that role until 1960, when George Weissinger succeeded him.] 
Larry’s sister Gretta was tapped to become the office manager. She had never 
worked in the lumber business but did have office experience as an agent for 
Merritt Insurance, and was pivotal in organizing Beckerle Lumber’s business 
office. 

The weighty decision to risk everything and start a new business ven-
ture, coupled with the feverish pace of the startup, left Larry physically 
spent. “It was such a short time,” says Marcey Mascola. “After he got the 
business started, my father completely collapsed. I think his adrenaline 
must have been driving him and then he just fell apart.” 

Overcoming Obstacles 

Hiram Blauvelt was incensed upon learning that Larry Beckerle was 
launching a business in direct competition with Comfort Coal and Lumber 
and had hired away some employees from Comfort Coal’s Spring Valley of-
fice. He tried to have Beckerle Lumber blacklisted by 
Comfort Coal’s suppliers and even threatened to with-
hold doing business with customers who dealt with 
Beckerle for their business needs. Despite the attempts 
to intimidate him, Larry’s longstanding relationships 
with customers had earned him their loyalty and en-
abled him to make inroads in the local lumber and coal 
market. 

Besides lumber and other building supplies, Beck-
erle sold and delivered coal, which most people still 
used to heat their homes. The company sold carloads of 
coal, taking orders from steady customers such as Rock-
land State Hospital in Orangeburg, N.Y., and Letch-
worth Village in northern Rockland. Beckerle worked 
with the Fredericks coal company to send a shipment on 
Fredericks trucks to homes and other customers in Rock-
land County. Fredericks' coal yard was located on New 
Hempstead Road in Ramapo, along the old Erie Rail-
road line that ran to Letchworth Village. Beckerle, 
through Fredericks, also made deliveries of fuel oil to 
homes and businesses in the vicinity of Spring Valley for 
a cost of about 6 ¾ cents a gallon. 

Hiram’s efforts to derail Larry’s business en-
croached into the banking sphere as well. By way of 
background, from 1863 to 1935, local banks with a fed-
eral charter could issue national bank notes. Banks with 
a federal charter would deposit bonds in the U.S. Treas-
ury and could then issue bank notes worth up to 90 

Besides building materials, 
Beckerle also sold fuel oil for  
6¾ cents a gallon. 
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First National Bank of Spring 
Valley, for which Larry Beck-
erle served as a director, was 
a federally chartered bank 
that could issue “hometown” 
notes. 
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percent of the value of the bonds. The federal government backed the value 
of the notes, whose issuance fueled a demand for the government bonds 
needed to back them. First National Bank of Spring Valley was one of those 
federally chartered banks that could issue these “hometown” notes. 

During the Depression, however, the economy had been decimated and 
the nation’s banking system severely weakened. On March 9, 1933, Franklin 
D. Roosevelt introduced a national bank holiday to Congress in an attempt 
to restore confidence in the banking system and stabilize the economy. Con-
gress passed the new law, the Emergency Banking Relief Act, that same 
evening. The law provided for an emergency four-day bank holiday and a 
commitment from the Federal Reserve to supply unlimited amounts of cur-
rency to reopen banks, thereby creating 100 percent deposit insurance. Dur-
ing the four-day period, deposits into or withdrawals out of the banks were 
prohibited. 

At that time, Sandy Burns, of Burns Florist in Spring Valley, served as 
chairman of the board of directors for the First National Bank of Spring Val-
ley, and Larry Beckerle was in his second year as a board member. The day 
after the passage of the emergency bank holiday, Burns and Beckerle drove 
to Washington, D.C., where they hired Charlie Hawkins, an inspector, to 
oversee the reopening of the bank and ensure that its finances were fiscally 
sound. On March 15, eight Rockland County banks reopened, including 
First National of Spring Valley. After the bank reopened, Hawkins remained 
in Spring Valley and expanded his influence on the bank’s operation be-
yond his auditor’s position. He was elected bank president in September 
1938 and became very good friends with Larry; they often attended bank 
conventions and social functions together with their wives.  

Here is where Hiram Blauvelt re-enters the picture. Seeking to remove 
Larry from the bank’s board of directors, and knowing that Comfort Coal 
was a major customer of the bank with a number of large accounts, Hiram 
persuaded Hawkins to immediately sever Larry’s ties with the board. Stung 
by the actions of his good friend, Larry parted ways with Hawkins and did 
not make amends until 16 years later, when Hawkins’ wife died. Nell’s in-
sistence that Larry accompany her to the bereavement services ultimately 
led to Larry’s reconciliation with Hawkins at the wake. Hawkins went on 
to become chairman of the Rockland County Republican Party.   



Spring Valley, in Larry  
Beckerle's era, was a close-
knit community. Here, Mayor 
Anthony Milewski congregates 
with Police Chief Leo Lunney, 
local veterans and other 
townsfolk on Main Street, 
circa 1940.
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Fred Crum (left) owned a  
photography shop in 
downtown Spring Valley 
for decades and captured 
many enduring images of 
village life. 



Spring Valley as Hub of Rockland County 

The abrupt parting with Charlie Hawkins was unusual for Larry Beckerle, 
whose jovial personality and sincerity earned the enduring friendship of 
folks from all walks of life. The Spring Valley of Larry’s era was close-knit; 
everyone knew each other, from police chief Leo Lunney, to veterans ad-
vocate Gary Onderdonk, to mayor and shoe store owener    Tony Milewski, 
to photographer Fred Crum, to carpenter contractors Ernie Wiedmiller and 
his son George, and countless others who formed the tapestry of families 
in the bustling village. Marcey Mascola remembers riding along with her 
dad on Sunday afternoons as he made the rounds collecting money for 
bills that customers owed. “It seemed like he knew just about everyone 
and I can remember him always singing the song ‘K-K-K-Katy,’” Marcey 
recalls.  

At that time Spring Valley was considered the nexus of Rockland 
County, with a thriving business district, a central location with easy trans-
portation access, and a well-established rail link for commuters to New York 
City and for the freight needs of local merchants such as Beckerle Lumber. 
The village witnessed one milestone after another during its ascendance as 
a highly desirable place to live, work and shop. A sampling of those mile-
stones include: 

• 1900: First National Bank opens its doors with Peter Tallman as its 
first president. A headquarters building is constructed in 1910 at the 
corner of Main and Lawrence streets. 

• 1914: Theodore Roosevelt, U.S. president from 1901 to 1909, comes to 
Spring Valley’s Lyceum Theater to discuss the political issues of the 
day. 

• 1929: Franklin D. Roosevelt, then governor of New York State, is the 
principal speaker at the Fourth of July celebration. 

• 1937: The new Spring Valley Post Office is dedicated by U.S. Post-
master General James A. Farley, a native of the hamlet of Grassy Point 
in the town of Stony Point. 

• 1940: The same year that Beckerle Lumber is founded, Finkelstein Li-
brary is built on the corner of South Madison Avenue and Central Av-
enue (Route 59) at a cost of $25,000. The library is a gift to the 
community from Mrs. Sarah Finkelstein and her four sons and ded-
icated to the memory of her husband, Joseph N. Finkelstein. Finkel-
stein is now Rockland County’s largest library. 

• 1947: Memorial Park is dedicated by Mayor Tony Milewski as a living 
memorial to Spring Valley’s war heroes from World War II. 

• 1948: President Harry Truman stops at Spring Valley while touring 
the country in the last whistle-stop campaign by train. 

World War II: Golden Opportunity at Camp Shanks 

With the onset of the United States’ entry into World War II after the Pearl 
Harbor attack on December 7, 1941, Americans were asked to pitch in to as-
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Larry Beckerle (center) and his 
fellow Spring Valley Lions 
Club members assisted in the 
war effort by conducting a  
salvage drive to collect card-
board and paper in Beckerle 
Lumber trucks. 
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sist the war effort wherever possible. Larry Beckerle and his fellow Spring 
Valley Lions Club members, including Police Chief Leo Lunney, initiated a 
salvage drive to collect cardboard and paper in Beckerle Lumber trucks so 
the material would not be wasted. With mandatory gasoline rationing in 
effect during the war, Larry also decided to purchase a gas-saving motor 
scooter to ride back and forth from his home on South Madison Avenue to 
the lumberyard each day. 

While President Franklin D. Roosevelt had asked the American public 
to sacrifice during the war through rationing and volunteer efforts, he also 
took necessary measures to help boost the national economy, which 
emerged from the Depression almost instantly. Unemployment dropped 
from 15 percent to 2 percent in 1940, millions of American workers obtained 
jobs in the war centers, and 16 million men and 300,000 women were 
drafted or volunteered for military service. According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, coal output increased by almost 50 percent from 1939 to 1943, 
and oil production also rose sharply. 

As a patriotic spirit spurred a sense of shared purpose in those support-
ing the war effort, a similar thrust by commerce and industry leaders na-
tionwide helped fuel the economic recovery. In Rockland County, the war 
created a major opportunity for local businesses to contribute to the national 
cause in the building of Camp Shanks, the U.S. Army installation in Or-
angetown, N.Y. Shanks was one of the largest troop staging areas of World 
War II and the largest East Coast port of embarkation for troops heading 
overseas. During the war, 1.3 million American service members were 



Beckerle and Wright, co-
owned by Joe Beckerle, had 
contracts for the building of 
Camp Shanks. 

processed through Camp Shanks, including 75 percent of those participat-
ing in the D-Day invasion. 

When the construction of Camp Shanks was announced, Larry Beckerle 
seized the  opportunity to introduce himself to the new commandant in the 
spring of 1942. That meeting led to Beckerle Lumber being awarded some 
of the early contracts to provide construction materials for Camp Shanks. 
Throughout the war, rationing efforts also extended to lumberyards, which 
were restricted in the volume of wholesale lumber and building materials 
they could purchase. But since Beckerle had a government contract, it could 
buy larger quantities than were ordinarily permitted under rationing stric-
tures. Beckerle Lumber began delivering construction materials to Camp 
Shanks in the early fall of 1942 and within two months all the barracks had 
been built, supplied by lumber from several local companies including 
Beckerle. By January 1943, the entire complex—more than 2,500 buildings 
sprawling over 2,040 acres in Orangeburg, Blauvelt and Tappan—had been 

Beckerle Lumber sold a high 
volume of construction  
materials to Camp Shanks, 
the sprawling U.S. Army  
installation in Orangetown, 
N.Y., built swiftly in the latter 
part of 1942 into January 
1943
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completed. Camp Shanks proved a huge boon to Beckerle Lumber’s growth 
during its formative years and provided a major stimulus to the local Rock-
land economy. Beckerle and Wright, co-owned by Larry’s brother Joe, also 
had contracts for the building of Camp Shanks and for new residential and 
commercial sewer installations to meet a post-war housing expansion 
throughout Rockland County. Well before the opening of the Tappan Zee 
Bridge in 1955 and the Palisades Interstate Parkway’s completion in 1958, 
the construction of Camp Shanks started the gradual transformation of 
Rockland County from an isolated, semi-rural community into a densely 
developed and populous suburb. 

On a sad note, Comfort Coal & Lumber, Larry Beckerle’s employer for 
33 years, was dealt a devastating blow in June 1944 when a roaring fire laid 
waste to most of its building and storage yards in downtown Pearl River, 
on Central Avenue near the railroad tracks. The four-day blaze, described 
as the most severe in Pearl River annals, also incinerated a six-car railroad 
train holding animal feed, sawdust, and supplies for Lederle Laboratories. 
The fire spread to at least six other buildings from the end of Central Av-
enue, crossed Washington Avenue and headed north, consuming sheds, 
barns and everything else in its path. Comfort Coal rebuilt but eventually 
ceased operations, sometime after the death of owner Hiram Blauvelt. He 
died on his 60th birthday—October 16, 1957. [The Hiram Blauvelt Art Mu-
seum was founded that same year, housed in the turret-style carriage house 
of his 1893 estate, the Atwood-Blauvelt mansion on Kinderkamack Road in 
Oradell, N.J. Blauvelt donated his entire private collection of wildlife art 
and big-game species.]

Comfort Coal & Lumber, Larry 
Beckerle’s employer for 33 
years, was decimated in June 
1944 by a four-day blaze that 
wiped out most of its building 
and storage yards in down-
town Pearl River. 
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Laurence “Pete” Beckerle Jr. attended grammar school at St. Joseph in Spring 
Valley, as well as Spring Valley High School. He started helping out  
at Beckerle Lumber at age 12 or 13. 
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The Next Generation  
Pete Beckerle 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When he was about to turn 10 years old and preparing to receive 
his confirmation at St. Joseph Church in Spring Valley, Laurence 
T. Beckerle Jr. had to decide on a saint for his confirmation name. 

He chose St. Peter, and solicited his father’s approval to use his new confir-
mation name as his regular first name, to which Laurence Sr. agreed. Thus 
he became, and continues to be known as, “Pete” Beckerle.  

When he was about 12, Pete began working in a local bowling alley set-
ting pins to make some extra money after school, unbeknownst to his parents. 
Manual pinspotting could be a hazardous job, and bowling alleys at that time 
were not considered a reputable place for youths to frequent. When Nell 
Beckerle found out about her son’s work at the bowling alley, she wanted to 
steer him away from that environment and toward a more wholesome activ-
ity. As Pete remembers it, his dad told him, “If you want to work, come down 
to the lumberyard on Saturday at 7:30 a.m.” Pete accepted the offer and re-
ported to the Spring Valley yard that day in 1943.  

Pete’s first job was to take a large pile of bricks unloaded by a dump truck 
and stack the bricks into groups of 300 to 500 per pallet. His father paid him 
35 cents per one thousand bricks stacked, not exactly a princely sum but 
enough to instill in him the value of an honest day’s work. The labor was 
physically demanding but gave Pete his first glimpse of what working in a 
lumberyard entailed. Soon thereafter he began working in the yard on Sat-
urdays, holidays and during summer vacations to learn the business and start 
acquiring the experience necessary to eventually join his dad as part of Beck-
erle Lumber. Pete received expert on-the-job training from a pair of seasoned 
Beckerle professionals. Bill Holstein, the manager from 1940 to 1948, tutored 
Pete in the outside jobs of yard worker and driver. (Holstein departed in 1948 
to establish his own lumber business in Haverstraw.) Dick Jersey succeeded 
Holstein and tutored Pete in the office before and after Pete's three-year hitch 
in the Navy. When Jersey departed, Pete assumed his role as manager. Pete 
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remains indebted to both men for sharing 
their expertise and teaching him the fun-
damentals of the business he would go 
on to lead. 

Pete attended St. Joseph elementary 
school in Spring Valley for eight years. 
Upon graduating from Spring Valley 
High School in 1948, he enrolled at the 
College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, 
Mass. Four years later, after obtaining a 
Bachelor of Science degree in physics, he 
enrolled in Officer Candidate School in 
the U.S. Navy and served as the opera-
tions officer on the destroyer USS Fred T. 
Berry (DDE-858) in 1954 and 1955. He 
was in charge of the Combat Information 

Center (CIC), communication, and electronic systems including radar, radio, 
navigation, and other responsibilities. In 1954 Pete was proud to qualify as 
Officer of the Deck (OOD) Underway, as part of an anti-submarine squadron 
in the Navy’s Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean Sea. The ship also operated in 
the Atlantic Ocean and Caribbean Sea. 

In the fall of 1951, prior to joining the Navy, Pete had met aspiring actress 
Denise Duross of Greenwich Village, NYC, when she was a sophomore at 
Marymount Manhattan Col-
lege and he a senior at Holy 
Cross. Pete and Denise were 
married October 2, 1954 at St. 
Francis Church in New York 
City, while Pete’s ship was 
based at his home port in 
Newport, R.I. They lived in 
Newport until Pete was dis-
charged from naval duty and 
returned home in December 
1955, when Pete and Denise 
began living in their current 
home off Town Line Road in 
Pearl River. In fact, Pete, 
Denise and their newborn, 
Laurence III, crossed the orig-
inal Tappan Zee Bridge into 
Rockland County on Decem-
ber 16, 1955, the day after the 
bridge opened. Larry III was 
born June 30, 1955 in the 
Navy hospital in Newport 
and spent the first five-and-a-

Pete Beckerle in 1967, some-
time after taking the reins of 
the business from his father, 
Laurence Sr. 

Pete and Denise Beckerle 
were married October 2, 
1954 while Pete’s ship was 
based at his home port in 
Newport, R.I. 
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half months of his life there, surviving some rocky encounters on a dinghy 
with his nervous mom during stints when Pete was serving duty on the ship, 
moored in the middle of Narragansett Bay. 

The couple settled in their home off Town Line Road, across the street 
from the family homestead that Laurence Sr. had purchased in 1953. The 
homestead has hosted countless Beckerle gatherings over the years and re-
mains in the family’s possession, the residence of niece Joan Ellen Quinn and 
her husband, Pete Torgersen. Pete and Denise Beckerle, meanwhile, continue 
to reside in the 1938 Swiss-style home across Beckerle Drive – so named in 
the early 1960s. Pete’s dad had bought the house as part of a larger parcel on 
the south side of Town Line Road. 

Pete Beckerle officially took the reins as head of the family business in 
late 1965, although he had assumed greater responsibilities several years be-
fore. [His father was diagnosed with terminal prostate cancer in October 1958 
and died in June 1966 at age 78.] Pete stayed active in the U.S. Naval Reserve 
as a member of the Seabees construction 
battalion until 1964, having attained the 
rank of lieutenant commander. 

Like her brother, Mary Alice Beckerle 
attended St. Joseph elementary school 
and Spring Valley High School, but Mary 
Alice transferred for her last two years of 
high school to the Academy of Mount St. 
Vincent in Tuxedo Park, N.Y., where she 
acquired her nickname, “Marcey.” She 
went on to attend the College of Mount 
St. Vincent and graduated in 1949. Marcey 
likes to recount the story of the time that 
summer when she and some college 
friends were issued summonses for vio-
lating a local ordinance in Spring Valley that prohibited the wearing of 
bathing suits and shorts on any public street. The law was created in response 
to the thousands of people from New York City who would vacation in 
Spring Valley each summer, including some young ladies who favored 
skimpy casual wear. Marcey had received a blue Packard convertible from 

 Mary Alice “Marcey”  
Beckerle attended St. Joseph’s 
elementary school and Spring 
Valley High School, but trans-
ferred for her last two years of 
high school to the Academy of 
Mount St. Vincent in Tuxedo 
Park, N.Y. 
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her dad as a graduation present, and emerged from the car with her friends, 
all wearing shorts. As they were walking in downtown Spring Valley, a young 
patrolman—Adam Krainak, who later became police chief—arrested them 
and gave them a ticket for breaking the village ordinance. According to 
Krainak, the Beckerles hired an attorney, Arnold Becker, who successfully 
challenged the law in New York State Supreme Court and had it nullified, in 
a case that was reported in the ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ. Becker 
later became a village justice in Spring Valley and Rockland County’s first 
public defender. [Becker died in 2010 at age 81; Krainak died in January 2019 
at age 97.) 

Three years after graduating from the College of Mount St. Vincent, 
Marcey married Frank Mascola, a graduate of Manhattan College and the 
Cornell University Graduate School of Industrial and Labor Relations. 
[Mascola, who mediated federal labor disputes throughout the country and 
later established his own management consulting firm, died in February 
2018 at age 95.] Marcey earned a master’s degree from SUNY New Paltz, 
taught kindergarten at the Brick Church School in Spring Valley and, after 
her children had grown, worked for 20 years in the office at Beckerle Lum-
ber’s main branch in Spring Valley.  

Fixture in the Community 

By 1958, Beckerle Lumber was well established as a trusted source of lum-
ber and building materials in Rockland County. Ten of its 16 employees had 
been with the company since its inception in 1940. “This loyal and devoted 
group of experienced staff members,” wrote Laurence Sr. in company pro-
motional literature, “infects the entire personnel with its enthusiasm—the 
result of unexcelled service to the customer.” Other, newer employees also 
contributed to the success of the business, including sales manager John Gi-
arratano, who started in 1957 and served with distinction for more than a 
decade. Pete Selvaggi was another longtime employee who contributed 
greatly to the success of the operation as a yard worker, driver and store as-
sociate during the 1970s. 

A 1958 ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩfeature article described Beckerle’s ap-
proach of “offering the best obtainable merchandise and down-to-earth, 
competitive prices” as key to its sustained growth. The inventory of prod-
ucts included such well-known vendors as Weyerhauser lumber materials, 
U.S. Gypsum [Beckerle received a large shipment ofsheetrock from the first 
production run of the U.S. Gypsum plant in Stony Point, N.Y., in March 
1956], Flintkote, Andersen windows, Anchor waterproofing, Johns-
Manville, Rubberoid, Morgan, Armstrong, and many others. Although lum-
ber was its stock in trade, Beckerle also supplied millwork, moldings, sash 
doors, masonry products, insulation, roofing supplies, doors and builders’ 
hardware. 

As Rockland’s development accelerated through the 1950s, Beckerle 
Lumber became a catalyst for the area’s growth. Contractors working on 
the New York State Thruway, Palisades Interstate Parkway and Garden 
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State Parkway tapped Beckerle, among other companies, for materials and 
supplies. Large industrial plants Lederle Laboratories of Pearl River and 
the Ford Motor Co. in Mahwah, N.J., opened a rich vein of business for 
Beckerle, and the burgeoning number of homeowners, school districts and 
houses of worship also helped fueled the company’s growth with increased 
demand for its lumber and building materials. Beckerle’s service area at 
that time extended beyond Rockland into Orange County, as far north as 
West Point, and south into Bergen County, N.J. Its diverse customer base 
grew to encompass not only industrial plants (including Continental Can 
of Piermont, N.Y.), state agencies and hospitals but also educational and 
residential institutions. These included the Threefold Foundation of South 
Spring Valley/Chestnut Ridge and institutions run by the Dominican Sis-
ters of both Sparkill and Blauvelt, such as St. Thomas Aquinas College, Do-
minican College, St. Agnes Home and St. Dominic Home, as well as St. 
Agatha Home operated by the Sisters of Charity. 

Rising from the Ashes 

The true test of any business is not how it handles the good times but in 
how it responds to adversity. There can hardly be a more crippling blow than 
losing your whole inventory overnight, losing everything you had worked 
so hard to build over nearly two decades, and having to start from scratch. 
That was the dire prospect faced by Beckerle Lumber on July 4, 1959, when a 
6 a.m. fire consumed the entire Spring Valley lumberyard. A Fourth of July 
parade of Rockland County fire companies was scheduled to be held in Suf-
fern, but all trucks were redeployed to the scene of the fire. The fire raged for 
18 hours and drew more than a score of companies to what was described as 
the largest blaze ever in Spring Valley. The office and storage sheds were lev-
eled and the truck fleet ravaged, despite a valiant attempt by Beckerle em-
ployee Jim Christopher to try to salvage some of the burning trucks after 
responding to the fire from his home nearby. 

“My dad went in with a forklift and tried to pull out trucks that were on 

A fire on July 4, 1959  
consumed the entire Beckerle 
lumberyard on Route 59. 
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fire,” says Lillian Melnick, Christopher’s daughter and the wife of former 40-
year employee Steve Melnick, who died in 2014. “We only lived a few blocks 
away in the back of Shopper’s Paradise [department store] and when he 
heard about the fire that morning, he didn’t even take his vehicle—he ran 
down there. He got on the forklift and started pulling out the Beckerle trucks. 
He was afraid they were going to blow up and cause a bigger fire . . . I was 
so scared that my father was going to get burned.” 

Damage was estimated at more than $250,000—equivalent to about 
$1.85 million in today’s dollars—and Beckerle had virtually no insurance 
coverage, not uncommon then since business insurance was a relatively 
new concept at the time. It would require a monumental effort to get the 
business up and running again, but Larry Beckerle Sr. and his staff were 
willing to do the painstaking work needed to rebuild the operation and up-
hold its standing in the community. 

Tellingly, Beckerle Lumber never closed its doors. It kept serving its cus-
tomers, even when its “office” consisted of a piece of burnt plywood on cin-
der blocks. After a quick but thorough cleanup job, temporary phones were 
installed, and a small trailer was brought in and converted into a temporary 
office. Permission was obtained for temporary use of land for storage across 
the street, on the north side of Route 59, and destroyed stock piles had to 
be replenished. The company rented nearby property from Widmann Bak-

Damage from the fire was  
estimated at more than 
$250,000 —- equivalent to 
about $1.85 million in today’s 
dollars. 
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ery in downtown Spring Valley near Kulle’s tire shop. (Widmann’s had 
gone out of business just before the fire.) Larry Sr. leased property on Chest-
nut Street next to the Erie-Lackawanna Railroad station’s freight house, 
where deliveries of materials in railroad cars, including heavy bags of ce-
ment, were unloaded by hand. A Beckerle cousin, Jim McEntegart, also 
quickly built an open-faced shed on Route 59 for coverage and storage of 
perishable building materials. (McEntegart went on to become a prominent 
builder in New York, New Jersey and Florida.) 

The response by local lumber firms was heartening, as virtually every 
competitor in the area extended an offer to help following the loss. Many 
customers showed their deep loyalty, too. Since all the records, including 
accounts receivable invoices, were lost in the conflagration, customers with 
outstanding bills would have to come forward to pay them—and most did. 
The charred remains of bookkeeping records were transported to Larry Sr.’s 
home at 110 Town Line Road in Pearl River. Mildred Riley, a very close 
friend of Larry and Nell, volunteered to help Pete and Larry piece together 
the scorched shreds of invoices gathered after the fire, a laborious process 
that continued for many weeks. 

Determining that office help was sorely needed, Larry Sr. paid a visit to 
the New York State unemployment office to seek temporary workers. “I 
hired two gals to start tomorrow,” he announced to Pete. The two hired 
workers, Carol Murray and Evelyn Williams, assisted in the records recon-
struction process. They shuttled back and forth between the Beckerle home 
and the cramped trailer at the lumberyard that served as a makeshift office, 
engulfed by the acrid smell of charcoal wafting through the space where 
they toiled. “It was quite a chore but we worked diligently,” recalls Murray, 
who is now Carol Peterson. “We didn’t get out all the bills but did send out 
quite a few. It was our effort to help keep the business going.” 

Murray and Williams were hired December 7, 1959, by Larry Sr. as tem-
porary office help, but wound up staying much longer. Carol met her future 
husband, Carl Peterson, then a truck driver for Beckerle (and later an oper-
ations manager), when Carl joined the company in 1960, and she remained 
with the company for 8 ½ years. “Beckerle Lumber to me was like one big 
family,” she says. “We all worked together. We all stayed after work if we 
had to. We all just chipped in and did it because we loved each other. The 
camaraderie was out of this world.” 

Carol and Carl Peterson had a son, Scotty, to whom Evelyn Williams 
and her husband Richard became godparents. “Beckerle is a very big inte-
gral part of my life,” says Carol, who now resides in Orangeburg, South 
Carolina. “If it was not for Beckerle, I would not have a son and I probably 
would not be where I am.” Maintaining lifelong ties, Pete Beckerle calls 
Carol every year without fail on December 7, the anniversary of her hiring.  

[The Petersons were just one of several couples who met at Beckerle 
Lumber and later ended up getting married. The list includes employees 
such as Albert Munderville and Robin Reiger Munderville, Fran Melnick 
Ruppert and Gus Ruppert, Rudy Zodda III and Patti (Zoda) Zodda, and 
Charles Coffman and Maura Wholey Coffman.] 
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The trailer serving as a temporary office remained in place until the 
spring of 1960. A ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ article in April of that year chroni-
cled the company’s rebirth: “The odd fact seems to be that today’s opera-
tions, conducted under some difficulties, have resulted in better service than 
ever before, according to old customers and friends. It’s the result of an 
extra push by the entire staff. Orders had to be filled from stock that had 
been stored at the railroad yards. Wholesalers and retailers chipped in the 
items that were missing. This comeback—this delivery of all orders—was 
not a miracle. The entire staff put in long hours and sometimes worked 
under difficult circumstances. But a reputation that took 20 years to build 
up had to be maintained and it was.” 
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A New Location 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The volume of traffic along Route 59, Rockland’s primary east-west 

artery, was increasing by 1960 as the county’s population multiplied. 
It was becoming harder for Beckerle workers to transport materials 

back and forth across the busy roadway and also from the train yard freight 
house on Chestnut Street, which they had been using to receive and unload 
materials. Since the Chestnut Street location provided direct access to the 
Erie Railroad tracks, and realizing that Route 59 was no longer needed as a 
prime retail location for the business, the Beckerles decided to move their 
operations to the property they had leased from the railroad at 3 Chestnut 
Street.  

In 1960, Beckerle Lumber had to make haste in building on the new site 
because Shopper’s Paradise sought the property on Route 59. Five buildings 
were designed and erected, including a two-story office, store and 120-by-
60-foot warehouse. The construction also included concrete ramps, unload-
ing docks, and special gates to take advantage of the railroad siding and 
provide efficient material-handling facilities while unloading freight cars. 

The new store and offices were separated and built with concrete block 
walls to make them as fire-resistant as possible. A metal shed was also con-
structed. “We separated the buildings by 40 feet to ensure if one building 
burned it would not spread to the other buildings,” says Pete Beckerle. “But, 
due to growth and increased demand for more coverage space, we ended 
up connecting the buildings anyway.” 

[Note: After the 1959 fire, an adjacent building was left standing. Larry 
Beckerle Sr. leased out the former Beckerle-Marsi Motors Packard/Lincoln-
Mercury building to the adjacent Shopper’s Paradise department store next 
door. Shopper's Paradise in turn sublet the property to Webber Lumber, a 
competitor and discount store that occupied the former location of Beckerle 
Lumber at Route 59 and Main Street. Pete Beckerle managed the property for 
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his mother, Ellen, who assumed ownership after Larry Sr. died in 1966. Un-
fortunately, a major fire in the mid-1970s consumed Webber Lumber, and the 
company never re-opened after the blaze.] 

A Second Fire 

Beckerle’s new location on Chestnut Street was working out as the company 
had hoped, situated as it was next to the railroad siding for receiving carload 
quantities of lumber, plywood and cement, and catering to a Rockland res-
idential community hungry for more housing and also to large business cus-
tomers. Among the major business contracts Beckerle maintained were 
agreements with agencies overseeing the New York State Thruway, Palisades 
Interstate Parkway and Garden State Parkway, whose road crossings, 
bridges, and exit ramps needed forms for pouring cement. The standard size 
of lumber requested was 2-by-6, 16 feet long. “They would always ask for 
16-footers even if they cut them to shorter lengths,” says Pete Beckerle. “But 
if they insisted on 16-footers we gave them 16-footers—customer service!”  

Operations at Beckerle Lumber were proceeding smoothly and the out-
look was promising for continued growth. But, for the second time in four 

By 1960 the Beckerles had 
decided to move their  
operations to the Spring  
Valley property they had 
leased from the Erie Railroad 
on a plot of land between 
Chestnut, Walnut and  
Commerce streets and  
Myrtle Avenue. Pictured  
here, left to right: Joe Smith, 
Rich Nenninger, John  
Giarratano, and Pete  
Beckerle. 
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years, momentum came to an abrupt halt when a pre-dawn fire on April 
22, 1963, swept through the lumberyard, destroying the main office and 
scorching large piles of lumber all the way back to South Myrtle Avenue. 
An unoccupied two-story house owned by the company on South Myrtle 
also was a casualty of the blaze, which drew some two hundred volunteer 
firefighters from Spring Valley, Hillcrest, Nanuet, and Monsey.  

“As we looked out our window, the sky was lit up by a blazing fire with 
an orange color and firemen had stretched long black hoses all over the 
sidewalk and street,” says Lenore Gamsby, who lived on Myrtle Avenue 
just a few houses away from the inferno’s edge.  

“When I went outside to watch the fire, some of the neighbors were 
worried that the fire would spread to their homes. But, soon after that, the 
fire department was able to bring the fire under control and everyone 
calmed down. But the smell of smoke remained in the air for days.” 

Although by this time the Beckerles had business insurance, the effort to 
rebuild was still an enormous undertaking. Wasting no time, the company 

Lenore Gamsby lived on  
Myrtle Avenue and witnessed 
the blaze.  
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Beckerle Lumber was still in 
business 



placed a full-page ad in ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ the day after the fire, alert-
ing the public that Beckerle Lumber was open for business. Just as in the 1959 
blaze, neighboring firms lent trucks and stock, and the Erie Railroad allowed 
Beckerle to use the train station temporarily as a yard office while the com-
pany sought a trailer for that purpose. Frank Buono, plant dispatcher in 
Spring Valley at that time, told ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩthat Beckerle Lum-
ber might have closed for good had other local companies not stepped up 
and offered help. Amazingly, Beckerle was back making deliveries by Mon-
day morning, April 24, a scant two days after the fire. “I couldn’t afford to 
close down,” Larry Beckerle told the ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ in an article 
published January 23, 1964, “because I had contracts and commercial ac-
counts all over the county. I got the employees together in the freight house 
and said if they’d stick, we’d get going again. And we have.” 

Since much of the lumber was burned but not totaled, Beckerle cut away 
the scorched parts and saved the healthy sections. “People did not need a 
full sheet of plywood for a bungalow, or for repairs or whatnot,” says Pete 
Beckerle. “The owners of the bungalows would keep some spare lumber 
with odd sizes. We sold a lot of truckloads of that ‘debris’ to people follow-
ing the fire.” 

A Third Fire 

For a year while it rebuilt its office, Beckerle rented space nearby at 33 Com-
merce Street for its office and storage space. During this period the company 
instituted a policy of a one-week delay between completion of the work 
week and issuance of paychecks to avoid missing payroll due to unexpected 
circumstances. Previously, everyone was paid on Friday for the week 
through Thursday. The policy change was triggered, as it turns out, by a 
national tragedy—John F. Kennedy’s assassination. Pete and Denise Beck-
erle were in their kitchen on November 22, 1963, doing the payroll just as 
they did each Friday, when they heard that President Kennedy had been 
shot in Dallas. They were so shaken by the traumatic event that they had 
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difficulty completing the task by day’s end, doing so despite the anguish 
felt from the devastating news. The banks closed at 3 p.m. and payment 
was in cash—Pete and Denise barely made the deadline. From that time 
forward, the one-week pay delay became company policy. Employees now 
receive their pay on Friday for the previous week’s work.  

The second half of the 1960s brought further grief to Beckerle Lumber. 
Company founder Laurence Beckerle Sr. died on June 13, 1966, at age 78, 
after a prolonged bout with prostate cancer. Then, on a cold, windswept 
evening in mid-December of 1968, a fire lit into a 100-foot-long Beckerle 
shed housing cedar shingles and running along the railroad tracks. Fortu-
nately, a neighbor on Myrtle Avenue spotted and reported the fire, helping 
to limit the damage to four piles of lumber confined within that one build-
ing. Just a few hours later on the same night, December 12, another fire 
broke out, at Singer’s Hotel in Spring Valley. The strange confluence of two 
major fires erupting in such close proximity on the same night led some to 
believe that both had been intentionally set.  

Regardless of the fire’s genesis (an arsonist was likely to blame), Beck-
erle Lumber had to rebound from a third blaze in less than 10 years. A new 
shed was rebuilt to about half the size of the one that had burned. Beckerle 

Company founder Laurence Beckerle Sr. 
died on June 13, 1966, after a prolonged 
bout with prostate cancer. 
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had previously purchased nearby properties owned by Manlo Bag & Paper 
Co. and the Heitman and Epstein families, providing space for the construc-
tion of the storage shed. The store also expanded its product line, respond-
ing to the rise in “do-it-yourselfers” (DIY)—customers who wanted to make 
their own home improvements rather than rely solely on hired profession-
als. Instead of referring customers to local hardware stores as had been past 
practice, Beckerle introduced its own line of hardware products to offer 
more convenience and “one-stop shopping” to homeowners who needed, 
say, a hinge or a can of paint along with the lumber to finish a job.  

The recession of the 1970s helped contribute to the rise in “do-it-your-
selfers” as unemployment was high and many people did not have the re-
sources to spend on hiring contractors to perform home improvements. 
Homeowners from that generation had the time and the desire to keep their 
home and property maintained, and had acquired knowledge about how 
to fix things from their fathers of the World War II generation, who learned 
by necessity. 

Lumber trade shows during the 1980s warned companies like Beckerle 
to abandon the retail component and forget about selling hardware, and in-
stead concentrate on doing business with contractors. But Pete Beckerle had 
introduced the DIY concept to his family’s business in the 1960s, when 
World War II vets who had bought their homes in the 1950s were ready to 
make improvements and had the skills to help themselves. He believed 
strongly in the idea of serving both the trades professionals and homeown-
ers, despite advice from many in the industry to forgo retail. His judgment 
proved sound, as Beckerle’s success shows, while many independent lum-
beryards in Rockland and Orange counties that focused exclusively on con-
tractor sales succumbed when hit by economic downturns and the 
competition from big-box retail stores.
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Planting a New Seed  
in Congers 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Beckerle Lumber’s identity had been steeped in Spring Valley, its 
only home for the first 34 years of its existence. Pete Beckerle and his 
staff had talked about opening a second location to prevent having 

to start again from scratch in the event of another serious business disrup-
tion. Mergers and consolidations had been reshuffling the banking industry, 
education sector and other areas, and Beckerle Lumber did not want its 
identity co-opted. The company sought to expand its footprint in Rockland 
County and wanted to experiment with the intriguing “cash and carry” 
business model. 

The Beckerles arrived at a decision to establish a second location in Con-
gers, on Lake Road just west of Route 303 on the grounds of the former 
Rockland Coal & Lumber. Beckerle purchased the property from Lawrence 
and Florence Prato, who had sold coal and lumber from that location. The 
Pratos had “life rights” to live on the property, in a house adjacent to the 

The Beckerles arrived at a  
decision to establish a second  
location in Congers, on Lake 
Road just west of Route 303 
on the grounds of the former 
Rockland Coal & Lumber. 
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store. The deed also stipulated that the property had to be purchased in its 
entirety, including existing tenants—in this case one of the tenants was 
Down to Earth, which sold landscaping supplies.  

The deal between Beckerle and the Pratos was completed in March 1974 
and the store opened soon thereafter as Congers Cash & Carry, with an eye 
toward reducing some of the credit and delivery expenses typically incurred 
in the building supply field. The lumber-buying cooperative to which Beck-
erle belonged, Lumbermen’s Merchandising Corporation (LMC), had some 
cash & carry business models starting up at that time, and Pete Beckerle 
sought advice from friendly competitors in Orange County, N.Y., New Eng-
land, and other dealers they knew of who had experience with this type of 
operation. 

The basic cash & carry model catered to cash trade, with no credit trans-
actions and no truck delivery, to reduce fleet expenses. Inventory was lim-
ited, with deliveries shipped from the main Spring Valley location if needed. 
Some prices were lower than those at the main branch due to different 
grades offered and reduced overhead. Congers’ stock of lumber also in-
cluded yellow pine, hemlock and spruce, while Spring Valley’s perennial 
top seller of framing lumber was Douglas fir. 

When Beckerle took over the building, it was not much more than a 
large barn with a dirt floor covered mostly by wood and partly by a concrete 
slab. “The walls were planks of wood that had shrunken so you could see 
the outside light beaming in through the boards,” says Paul Quinn, who 

got his start as a 16-year-old 
at the Congers store and has 
managed the Congers loca-
tion since 1987. “Some pho-
tographers wanted to take 
pictures of the light stream-
ing through the boards.” The 
nearest bathroom was in the 
house next door where the 
Pratos lived. The parking lot 
was unpaved and created a 
layer of dust that sometimes 

drifted into the store. During rainstorms the yard would flood from the ris-
ing Congers Lake, which sits just behind the lumberyard. “You could pad-
dle a boat around and we would 
sometimes find fish in the parking lot,” 
said Gus Ruppert, who worked at Congers 
and Spring Valley over a 30-year career at 
Beckerle. “Working in Congers was almost 
like the Wild West.”  

Jerry Quinn, Paul’s father and Pete 
Beckerle’s brother-in-law, became the first 
store manager in Congers, assisted by 
Ricky Stokes. Jerry's 30-year tenure with the 
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Paul Quinn has managed the 
Congers location since 1987. 
He got his start as a 16-year-
old at the Congers store and 
also worked out of Spring 
Valley.

Jerry Quinn, Paul's father and 
Pete Beckerle's brother-in-
law, became the first store 
manager in Congers. His 30-
year tenure with the company 
spanned from the early 1950s 
to 1982, primarily in Spring 
Valley.



company spanned from the early 1950s to 1982, predominantly in Spring Val-
ley. Bob Luscher, who had come to Beckerle from Luscher Lumber & Supply 
Co. in 1971, took over the manager’s role in Spring Valley when Quinn trans-
ferred to Congers. In the 1960s Luscher had been directing daily operations 
at Faist & Westervelt, a longstanding lumberyard located on Maple Avenue 
in Spring Valley. When Charlie Westervelt and Bob Faist decided to close the 
business in 1964, Luscher took it over and changed its name to Luscher Lum-
ber. Then, when Luscher Lumber closed its doors, Bob Luscher came to work 
at Beckerle in February 1971, followed four months later by his wife, Lena, 
who had been office manager at both Faist & Westervelt and Luscher Lumber 
and performed the same role for Beckerle. Bob Luscher later worked at the 
Congers store as well. 

Pete’s two oldest sons, Larry and Stephen Beckerle, worked in Congers 
in the summer of 1974 after getting their start the previous summer at the 
Spring Valley yard, at first unloading a boxcar full of redwood from the 
Northwest in extreme heat. “We did in three or four days what hired steve-
dores could do in one day,” quips Larry, who had just graduated from Al-
bertus Magnus High School when he got his start with the company. 
Stephen had just finished his junior year at Albertus in that summer of ’73.  

The cash & carry operation continued at the Congers location for 10 years. 
To meet rising customer service needs and to standardize the Beckerle brand, 
the store evolved into a full-service lumberyard, and remains so today. 

West Nyack Era: 1974–1996 

Simultaneous to the opening of Congers Cash & Carry in 1974, Pete Beck-
erle was making plans for further growth of the company. Benny Wellens, 
owner of Wellens Lumber on Virginia Avenue in West Nyack, had died in 
April 1974. His widow, Lucille, attempted to run the operation but found it 
too difficult to administer properly.ΩAfter a few months she decided to sell 
the inventory, and Beckerle was a willing buyer. Since the property was 

Pete Beckerle’s two oldest 
sons, Larry (right) and Stephen 
(second from right), began 
with the company as summer 
help in 1973, after Larry had 
just graduated from Albertus 
Magnus High School and 
Stephen had completed his 
junior year there. They are 
shown here with younger 
brothers Matt (left) and 
Michael (second from left).
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owned by local businessman Ned Besso and leased by the Wellens family, 
Beckerle had to negotiate a new lease. The original terms were month to 
month but Pete and Ned Besso, after years of discussion regarding sale or 
lease, ended up signing a five-year lease in 1982, with five-year options to 
renew for 50 years. Beckerle bought Wellens’ inventory and a tent sale was 
held in late August 1974 to part with stacks of hemlock lumber and other 
materials not normally stocked by Beckerle. Beckerle kept a large inventory 
of Douglas fir, which custom builders preferred; hemlock, on the other 
hand, was a major seller to tract builders. 

Richard “Dick” Post, who had been 
Wellens’ store manager, and Jan Branch, 
the office manager, were committed to 
keeping the operation going and joined 
Beckerle Lumber’s new branch in West 
Nyack, bringing with them their knowl-
edge of the business and local customers 
to help establish Beckerle as a fixture in 
its new location. Post and Branch wound 
up with 40 years of service at that loca-
tion – 20 years for each at Wellens and at 
Beckerle. 

Pete’s cousin Ron Beckerle joined the 
company in 1983, and with his reputa-
tion and knowledge in the construction 

business became a mainstay at the West Nyack location during a 19-year as-
sociation with the company. Among his multiple 
roles, he assisted Pete in negotiations with Ned Besso.   

The West Nyack branch, conveniently located off 
Route 59, was performing well and thought to be a 
prime location for expansion by the Beckerles. Those 
plans had to be scrapped, however, when the Pyra-
mid Companies of Syracuse targeted that area of 
West Nyack—a swampy floodplain of the Hacken-
sack River—for the sprawling Palisades Center Mall. 
The Palisades Mall presented a much more direct 

Dick Post and Jan Branch 
worked for Wellen Lumber 
for 20 years before joining 
Beckerle in 1974 and  
spending another 20 years in 
service to the company’s 
West Nyack location. 
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Ron Beckerle joined the  
company in 1983. His 
knowledge of the construc-
tion business was a vital asset 
to Beckerle Lumber during 
his 19-year association with 
the company.

The Palisades Center Mall, 
completed in 1998 but  
more than 10 years in  
development, swallowed up 
a large swath of land on the 
north side of Route 59 in 
West Nyack, including the 
site of Beckerle’s West Nyack  
operation (outlined in red). 



challenge to Beckerle Lumber than the Nanuet Mall, which lured customers 
from downtown Spring Valley retail shops but negligibly impacted Beckerle. 
It also was a much greater threat than home centers with largely non-lumber 
niches such as Channel in Nanuet, Pergament in Spring Valley and Rickel 
in Monsey.  

Pyramid arrived in 1985 to pitch its plans to the Town of Clarkstown. 
Initially rebuffed by the Town Board and facing stiff public resistance, Pyra-
mid representative Tom Valenti persisted through an acrimonious period 
of debate. He ultimately obtained the zone change he sought from the 
Clarkstown Town Board in 1988 to permit construction of the megamall. It 
was finally completed in March 1998, to the chagrin of business owners like 
the Beckerles who did not want to be forced out on terms that severely dis-
rupted their operation.  

Pyramid negotiated deals with all of the businesses within the radius 
of its acquired property, including Beckerle Lumber. The developers had 
been pressuring Beckerle to move out of the location on their time schedule, 
even as the store tried to continue conducting business as normally as pos-
sible. Workers at Beckerle and nearby businesses were subjected to the con-
stant pounding of 60-foot steel piles being driven in with the intention of 
stabilizing the marshy, sinking ground. When the time came, in 1996, for 
Pyramid to expand its work site onto Beckerle’s existing lumberyard, a few 
Beckerle workers took the drastic step of stationing themselves in front of 
Pyramid’s front-end loaders to prevent destruction of lumber piles in the 
yard. “[Pyramid’s] job was to remove the inventory and it didn’t matter if 
a person was in the way or not,” says Stephen Beckerle. “They didn’t care. 
We witnessed firsthand dealing with a force bigger than we could control.” 

Home Depot’s original plans were to open a free-standing location in 
West Nyack around 1986. However, the stagnant economy coupled with 
Beckerle foot-dragging negotiations delayed its opening for more than a 
decade, until 1998. Home Depot had to settle for being located at the west 
end of the Palisades Mall and did not achieve its goal of a stand-alone store. 

Beckerle’s Orangeburg  
location opened in September 
1996, on the site of the former 
Orangeburg Lumber. 
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Expanding South and North: Orangeburg and Haverstraw 

The demise of the West Nyack branch was parlayed by the Beckerles into 
the opening of a pair of new branches within a year of each other. A new 
Orangeburg location on Route 303 opened in September 1996, on the site 
of the former Orangeburg Lumber. Beckerle employees Paul Maloney and 
Angel Gonzalez headed up the effort to move the inventory out of West 
Nyack over a single weekend, a day before Pyramid was to extend its work 
site into the lumberyard. Maloney and Gonzalez, together with Stephen 
Beckerle and Ron Beckerle, were also central figures in the setup of the Or-
angeburg branch, along with Steve Melnick, Tom Holstein, Scott Lanza, 
and many others. The move to Orangeburg was completed September 23, 
1996, while a tent sale at the closing West Nyack branch was completed in 
November of that year. Just days after the closing, the West Nyack Fire De-
partment did a controlled, full burning of Beckerle’s West Nyack building 
as a fire training exercise, extinguishing the company’s last tangible link 
to the site. 

Rudy Zodda Jr. became the first branch manager at Beckerle’s Orange-
burg location. A Spring Valley native and the son-in-law of Bob and Lena 
Luscher, Zodda had come to Beckerle in 1974 from Luscher Lumber, where 
he had worked for three years. He eventually succeeded Frank Buono as 

store manager at Beckerle’s Spring Valley loca-
tion and spent more than 20 years there before 
taking on the manager’s role in Orangeburg, a 
position he maintained until 2013. His role 
then shifted to purchasing and print advertis-
ing for Beckerle, working out of Orangeburg. 
(Orangeburg store manager Scott Lanza assists 
with the latter role.) Underscoring how family 
ties take root at Beckerle, Zodda’s son, Rudy 
III, met his future wife, Patti Zoda (with one 
‘d’), when they worked as summer employees 
at the Spring Valley store. Many summer-help 

Just days after the closing of 
the West Nyack branch, the 
West Nyack Fire Department 
did a controlled, full burning 
of Beckerle’s West Nyack 
building as a fire training  
exercise.

Rudy Zodda Jr. became  
the first branch manager at 
Beckerle’s Orangeburg  
operation. He has spent  
more than 40 years with the 
company. 
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employees at Beckerle developed work habits and life skills that would help 
pave the way for careers in a range of professions including business, edu-
cation, law, medicine, the military and other disciplines.   

Another longtime Beckerle employee is 
George Frost, who has worked at Beckerle’s 
Spring Valley branch since 1996 after having 
been a partner at Orangeburg Lumber.  

Many years earlier, Frost had been working 
for Kodak in Rochester, N.Y., when he was 
asked by his father-in-law, Bill Holstein, to 
come to work for his business, Haverstraw 
Lumber & Supply. Frost and his wife traveled 
downstate to join Holstein’s company in 1957 
and begin a career in the lumber trade that has 
spanned six decades. Holstein, who had been 
the original manager at Beckerle and a good friend of Larry Beckerle Sr. 
since their days at Comfort Coal & Lumber, departed in 1948 to establish 
Haverstraw Lumber. Holstein later founded Orangeburg Lumber on the 
site of T. H. Thompson’s former carpentry shop on Route 303.  

Northern Rockland had long been eyed by Beckerle Lumber as a prom-
ising area to broaden its reach and gain a greater foothold in the townships 
of Haverstraw and Stony Point. A day short of one year after the Orangeburg 
opening—September 22, 1997—Beckerle Lumber held a weeklong grand 
opening for its Haverstraw branch off Route 9W, at Westside Avenue. The lo-
cation had functioned as a lumberyard from 1923 until 1979 as Allison Ver-
Valen Lumber. Allison VerValen then sold the operation to General Lumber, 
which continued until it went bankrupt in April 1992. The buildings had been 
closed for more than five years when Beckerle purchased them, requiring a 
complete makeover to render the site serviceable for business. The structures 
were gutted, re-racked and enlarged, and former kitchen space was converted 
into store space. A small kitchen showroom that included millwork was also 
installed. 

Stephen Beckerle assumed the role of branch manager, a position he 
continues to hold. David Downs, who was the yard foreman at Geiger Lum-
ber, was hired for a similar role at Beckerle’s Haverstraw yard immediately 
after Geiger went out of business in December 1996. [Geiger had operated 

George Frost has worked at 
Beckerle’s Spring Valley 
branch since 1996 after having 
been a partner at Orangeburg 
Lumber. His career in the  
lumber business spans more 
than six decades.
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Beckerle’s Haverstraw branch, 
off Route 9W at Westside  
Avenue, opened in September 
1997. The buildings had been 
closed for more than five years 
and required a full renovation 
to make the site serviceable for 
business. 



a location in Tallman, N.Y., since 1940, the same 
year Beckerle Lumber got its start.] Other key 
personnel included the father-son team of Richie 
and Sal Pisano, contractors and longtime Beck-
erle customers; Steve Melnick, who came over 
from the Spring Valley store, where he had been 
yard foreman; Jan Branch, a pillar from the for-
mer West Nyack branch; Brian Luscher and 
Michael Stauff, who were instrumental in setting 

up the store. The Haverstraw location later built a stand-alone Kitchen & 
Remodeling Showroom in 2011, run by Essam Bideiwy and renovated by 
Bob Terry. The showroom stands on the site of the former Troup Monu-
ments building, which Beckerle purchased in 2005. Moving the showroom 
out of the store allowed for the expansion of Haverstraw’s Benjamin Moore 
paint department, which was helmed by Pedro Vega, among others. 

With the addition of the Orangeburg and Haverstraw operations, Beck-
erle Lumber raised its profile in the local lumber/building supply business, 
offering more convenience to customers throughout Rockland County and 
vicinity. The staff roster at Beckerle’s four locations represented a consolida-
tion of talented employees, both “homegrown” within the company’s system 
and hired from shuttered Rockland County building supply companies. The 
latter category includes such contributors as Rich Geiger and David Downs 
from Geiger Lumber; George Frost and his son Tim, Tom Holstein and cur-
rent manager Scott Lanza from Orangeburg Lumber; the Luschers – Bob, 
Lena, sons Brian and John, and daughter-in-law Alison Meisner Luscher; 
Tom Heuffel from Vanderbilt Lumber in New City; and Phil Ellman, former 
owner of Ellmur Paint Supply Co. in Spring Valley. 

Stephen Beckerle has served 
as branch manager of the 
Haverstraw location since its 
inception. 
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A stand-alone Kitchen & Remodeling Showroom 
was completed at Beckerle’s Haverstraw site in 
2011. 

Moving the showroom out of the 
store freed up space for the  
expansion of Haverstraw’s  
Benjamin Moore paint  
department. 



Adapting to Competition,  
Industry Trends 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The growth of big-box retailers such as Home Depot and Lowe’s has 
pushed Beckerle Lumber and other smaller building supply companies 
to respond nimbly to a more competitive marketplace. Beckerle’s at-

tentive customer service and knowledgeable staff, long differentiators in their 
business, became even more important when new customers began gravitat-
ing to their stores after receiving inadequate service from one of the national 
chain stores. Beckerle’s Orangeburg branch has benefited in this fashion since 
Lowe’s opened an outlet across Route 303 from Beckerle in 2003. Similar frus-
trations have been voiced by shoppers at Home Depot, which opened 
branches at the Palisades Mall in West Nyack in 1998 and in Nanuet in 1999. 
Beckerle also responded by in. troducing the installation of doors and win-
dows to its offering of services. 

Another point of distinction for Beckerle is the quality of its lumber. As 
one would expect, the cost of forest products has a large impact on small in-
dependent retailers like Beckerle, which buys its lumber primarily from mills 

A Lowe’s home improvement 
store opened across Route 303 
from Beckerle’s Orangeburg 
branch in 2003. Undeterred 
by the competition, Beckerle 
uses Lowe’s as a landmark 
when giving directions to 
Beckerle’s Orangeburg  
location. 
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in the Pacific Northwest and Canada. In 1992, for example, the total sale of 
lumber from national forests in the Northwest and Canada plummeted by 
more than 90 percent from its level in 1990. As a result, hundreds of saw mills 
were forced to shut down. The cost of lumber and plywood soared by as 
much as 50 percent, and increased demand magnified the lack of supply. To 
remain competitive in an era of lumber-mill consolidation, Beckerle purchases 
more than 70 percent of its forest products and building supplies through 
Lumbermen's Merchandising Corporation (LMC). LMC is a nationwide lum-
ber-buying cooperative comprising some 350 members – independent retail-
ers like Beckerle that are local and family-owned. LMC membership has 
helped Beckerle withstand fluctuations in market conditions and also ensures 
access to major mills and building manufacturers. By buying its lumber di-
rectly from the mills, LMC members can avoid the middleman and combine 
their purchasing power. Beckerle purchases high-grade lumber in bulk and 
provides customers with the finest Douglas fir and other types of wood. No 
skimping on quality with inferior lumber.  

The People of Beckerle Lumber 

The story of Beckerle Lumber is really the story of its people—hard-
working folks who appreciate and relish having a stake in the company’s 
success because the Beckerles treat them like family. Beckerle Lumber is 
people like driver Joe Smith, who had worked with Larry Sr. at Comfort 
Coal before embarking in 1947 on a 20-year career at Beckerle Lumber. 
Smith's adopted daughter, Cathy Boccardi, who has worked at Beckerle 
since 2003, remembers her father visiting Larry Sr. in his waning days in 
1966, when Smith was still driving for Beckerle. 

Beckerle Lumber is also people like Al Munderville, who was the longest-
tenured employee at 49 years before succumbing to cancer in April 2020. 
Munderville, a Vietnam War veteran, started out in the lumberyard as a 
driver and later worked with contractor sales and special orders. He initiated 
a model kitchen in the Spring Valley business office and has seen that aspect 
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Al Munderville was the longest-tenured 
employee at Beckerle Lumber, having 
started out in 1971 as a driver and  
yard-hand and later working with  
contractor sales and special orders.  

Al Munderville met his wife, Robin Reiger 
Munderville, at Beckerle after Robin 
joined the company in November 1984. 



of the business grow exponentially. Spring Valley’s stand-alone Kitchen & 
Remodeling Showroom opened in 1989 on the site of the former Temple Beth 
El, and later the Masonic Lodge, at the corner of West Furman Street and 
Chestnut Street. Since the Spring Valley showroom’s opening, Beckerle has 
added attractive kitchen showrooms in Haverstraw and Orangeburg. Al 
Munderville met his wife, Robin Reiger Munderville, at Beckerle after Robin 
joined the company in November 1984. Al served as a showroom manager 
in Congers until the time of his health-related departure early in 2020, while 
Robin continues to serve as Spring Val-
ley office manager. 

The people of Beckerle Lumber also 
include folks like Loretta Vessey and 
Harry Hernandez. Loretta was hired by 
Spring Valley store manager Rudy 
Zodda Jr. in 1981 and bridged the eras 
from manual record-keeping to com-
puterization during a 31-year career as 
office and credit manager. “I came from 
keypunch and they allowed me to 
grow,” said Vessey, who died in Febru-
ary 2019 at age 73. “The Beckerles are good people.” 

When all calculations were done by hand, Marcey Mascola would drive 
the monthly records to a computer print company in White Plains, N.Y., to 
produce printed statements. After a one-day turnaround and receipt of the 
records, Harry Hernandez sprung into action. A former salesman for the J.C. 
Turner wholesale lumber company in Irvington, N.Y., Hernandez was hired 
by Beckerle in 1974 at age 79 and was still at it nearly a decade later. Hernan-
dez would compare the printed statements to the hand-written records in the 
office, and was backed up by office personnel at the end of each month. Her-
nandez performed calculations by hand on hundreds of sheets of paper, pric-

ing transaction tickets, toting up 
inventory and carrying out other func-
tions that would later be computer-
ized. 

Beckerle Lumber entered the com-
puter era in 1985. The company Beck-
erle was using for data processing 
equipment, FinServ, was selling off the 

Loretta Vessey was hired by 
Spring Valley store manager 
Rudy Zodda Jr. in 1981 and 
went on to a 32-year career as 
office and credit manager.
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Harry Hernandez was hired by Beckerle 
in 1974 at age 79 and was still at it nearly 
a decade later. He performed manual  
calculations that would later be  
computerized. Also pictured are John  
Giarratano, top left, and Al Munderville, 
top right. 



building materials portion of its busi-
ness, so Beckerle joined 18 other lum-
ber companies throughout the 
Northeast in forming an ownership 
group to develop building materials 
software specifically for their business. 
The new information management 
system, aptly named “Spruce,” en-
abled Beckerle to keep a computerized 
record of invoicing and inventory at 
the point of sale, and was state-of-the-
art for the building supply industry. At 
the outset, the store’s entire inventory 
was entered into the new system by 
Michael Beckerle [who majored in 
computer science at Worcester Poly-
technic Institute] along with Vessey 

and employee Keith Carduck. Beckerle Lumber began using Spruce for point-
of-sale purchases in February 1986 and continues to use it more than three 
decades later. Beckerle had been a stockholder in the system from Spruce’s 
founding until January 2015, when Spruce was bought by ECi Software So-
lutions. ECi/Spruce continues to be the software of choice for the building ma-
terials industry. 

The Beckerles, of course, have employed numerous family members in 
their business over the years. Larry III, president; Stephen, branch manager; 
Michael, chief financial officer; and Matthew, formerly the installed sales 
manager, are the third generation of Beckerles to proudly carry on the legacy. 
Denise Beckerle’s connection to the company stems to 1956. In addition to 
assisting her husband with the preparation of payroll, Denise has served as 
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Matt Beckerle fulfilled the role of in-
stalled sales manager, operating out of 
the Congers branch.  

Denise Beckerle's connection to 
the company dates to 1956. She 
assisted husband Pete with payroll 
preparation.

Michael Beckerle serves as 
the company’s chief financial 
officer. He joined the  
company full-time in 1983 
after graduating from  
Worcester Polytechnic  
Institute, where he majored in 
computer science. 
 



an anchor of stability and strength for the 
Beckerle family, much like Nell Beckerle's 
steadying influence in the previous gen-
eration. Truly an unsung hero, Denise has 
been a talented actor, director, composer 
and 60-year life member of Elmwood 
Community Theater in Nyack, N.Y. She 
has elicited universal admiration for her 
ability to devote herself fully to family 
while contributing greatly to the family 
business and thriving in her theatrical av-
ocation. 

Marcey Mascola has also played a 
large role at Beckerle Lumber, acting as 
the de facto social director, organizing the company’s popular 
Christmas/Holiday parties and summer picnics. She worked on the billing 
as well and on occasion helped Pete prepare bids during her 20 years (1980-
2000) with the company. Paul Quinn, Pete’s nephew, started out as a teenage 
summer helper in Congers in 1974 and worked in Spring Valley from 1983 
until 1987, when he took over as Congers branch manager, a position he still 
holds. Another branch of the family tree also counts three generations of serv-
ice at Beckerle Lumber: Pete’s cousin Ron Beckerle, who worked for many 
years in West Nyack and later in Orangeburg, followed by his sons, Paul and 
Joe, and grandson, John. 

The family theme resonates not just with the Beckerle clan but with other 
large groups of employed kin. Fran Ruppert celebrated her 36th year with 
Beckerle in April 2018 and proudly cited her family’s four generations of em-
ployment at Beckerle, including her grandfather, Jim Christopher; father, 
Steve Melnick, who devoted 40 years of service as yard foreman and opera-
tions manager before his passing in November 2014; husband Gus, a 30-year 
employee who died in November 2017; brothers Steven and Paul; and son 
Ryan. Fran spent her first four years in Spring Valley and worked in the Con-
gers store from 1986 until her retirement to North Carolina in August 2018. 

No discussion of Beckerle Lumber is complete without mention of the 
Stauff family – John and sons Michael and Malcolm – integral members of 
the Beckerle team. Pete Beckerle met John Stauff through basketball. Pete 

Fran Ruppert celebrated her 
36th year with Beckerle in 
April 2018 and is proud of her 
family’s four generations of 
employment at Beckerle. 
 
Steve Melnick, Fran Ruppert’s 
father, devoted 40 years of 
service to Beckerle Lumber  
before his passing in Novem-
ber 2014.
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Marcey Beckerle Mascola  
relished her unofficial role as 
social director during a  
20-year tenure with Beckerle 
Lumber, organizing the  
company's popular  
Christmas/Holiday parties  
and summer picnics.



played ball with a regular crew every Tuesday night at the Nanuet Middle 
School. John, a talented 6-foot-5 player, was looking for more games and in 
1982 joined the Tuesday night group, kindling a friendship with Pete. The 
following year, to earn some extra cash, he joined Beckerle part time, working 
only Saturdays. He eventually joined full time and wound up managing the 
busy Spring Valley store. His sons soon followed suit and have also become 
Beckerle mainstays, Michael having joined in 1986 and Malcolm in 1989.   

Stability in the workforce is a hallmark of Beckerle Lumber. The average 
length of employee tenure is 15 years, with 11 of its nearly 90-member staff 
having logged 30 or more years with the company and four having 40 or 
more years as of May 2020. The 40-plus club includes Larry Beckerle, Paul 
Quinn, Rudy Zodda and Spring Valley operations manager/foreman Bob 
Reiger, while the 30-plus club also includes Michael Beckerle, John Stauff, 
Jaime Valentine, Michael Stauff, Ghislaine Belfort, Charles Coffman and Mal-
colm Stauff. John Downs served Beckerle with distinction for more than four 
decades before retiring at the close of 2018. 
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John Downs worked in Spring 
Valley and Haverstraw. He had 
more than four decades of 
Beckerle service to his credit. 

Bob Reiger is another member 
of the 40-year-plus club, serv-
ing as Spring Valley operations 
manager/yard foreman.

Several Beckerle employees have rendered more than 30 years of service to the 
company. Among them are, at left, Charles Coffman, Haverstraw; and below, left to 
right: Jaime Valentine, Congers; Ghislaine Belfort, Spring Valley; John Stauff, Spring 
Valley store manager; Michael Stauff, Spring Valley 



Generations of Customers 

Just as Beckerle’s workforce spans multiple generations, so too does a 
share of its customer base. Second-generation contractors and do-it-yourself 
homeowners seek the same expert advice, friendly service and quality prod-
ucts from Beckerle as did their fathers and, in some cases, their grandfathers. 
Holt Construction of Pearl River has been a Beckerle customer since the outset 
in 1940, first with founder Fred Holt Sr. and later with his sons Fred Jr. and 
John and grandson Jack. 

Anthony Linguanti & Sons contractors and their successor company, Cor-
Lin Co., are another third-generation business that has worked with Beckerle 
since year one. Carpenter contractors Ernie Wiedmiller and his son George 
were also loyal Beckerle customers from the beginning. Paul Christian is an-
other one of those multigenerational customers who has relied on Beckerle 
for its products and services in his general contracting business, CPC Con-
tracting of Valley Cottage, N.Y., which handles primarily kitchen and bath-
room remodeling. Christian started out as a teenager helping his father, 
Charles Christian, in his ceramic tile contracting business. The Christians 
dealt with Wellens Lumber in West Nyack and switched to Beckerle when 
Wellens was acquired by Beckerle Lumber in 1974. Ron Beckerle, Dick Post, 
Jan Branch and Garfield Allen were among the key staff members serving in 
the West Nyack branch, Paul Christian recalls. 

When Charles Christian retired in the 
early 1980s, his son launched his own 
general contracting business in 1985 and 
has sworn by Beckerle products ever 
since, doing business at the Congers store 
after the West Nyack operation closed in 
1996. Congers branch manager Paul 
Quinn and his crew have developed long-
term relationships with scores of cus-
tomers such as the Christians. 

“I buy almost everything I need from 
Beckerle,” says Christian. “Everybody 
there is easy to deal with and very pleas-
ant to talk to. Their billing is the best of 
any of my suppliers. 

The bills are always accurate and easy to understand, 100 percent on the 
money. That’s not always true with other suppliers. I also send all my cus-
tomers there, and everybody is always real satisfied. It’s a good relationship.” 

Beckerle Lumber has historically helped fledgling entrepreneurs find 
their way in developing their businesses, including many who immigrated 
to this country to advance their lives and careers. “There are many contractors 
over the years that will come back and tell us, ‘Thanks to your dad or your 
grandfather because he gave me credit when noone else would and helped 
me get started,’” says Larry Beckerle. “In our business, we deal with a lot of 
people who immigrated here from somewhere else for opportunity. 

Even without a lot of education, you can work hard and be successful 

Paul Christian has followed his 
father, Charles, as a loyal 
Beckerle customer.
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and live the American dream if you 
get into the trades [such as] ma-
sonry, contracting, drywall and 
painting.” 

Carpenters from the Scandina-
vian countries, especially Norway, 
sought opportunity in places like 
Rockland County and eventually 
became successful home builders. 
Their ranks include such recogniz-
able Rockland names as Torsoe, 
Bergstol and Knudsen. The Torsoe 
brothers, Ken and Harald, were 
among Beckerle’s best customers 

for decades. Their father had emigrated from Kristiansand, Norway in 1926 
and eventually settled in Brooklyn, N.Y., where Ken and Harald were born. 
With no formal education and limited English skills, they learned the carpen-
try trade on Long Island and in Newburgh, N.Y., and parlayed their construc-
tion skills into a highly successful home-building business, Torsoe Brothers 
Construction Corp. based in Suffern, N.Y. Ken Torsoe worked framing houses 
for Rockland-based builder Leif Bergstol before being drafted into the U.S. 
Army for a two-year hitch, when he met his future wife, Brigitte, during a 
tour in Germany and married her before returning stateside. Upon discharge 
from the Army, Ken founded his construction company in May 1960 and was 
joined as a business partner by Harald after his own two-year Army stint. 
[Harald died in March 2011 at age 73.] 

The Torsoe brothers went on to establish themselves as major builders in 
Rockland, having built more than 2,000 homes in the area as well as the 537-
unit Normandy Village apartment complex in Nanuet in stages from 1964 
through the early 2000s. Much of the lumber used in the construction of Nor-
mandy Village was supplied by Beckerle, says Ken Torsoe, who is managing 
partner of Normandy Village Co. 

“I have been doing business with them all this time, since I started out, 
and have nothing but good to say about all the Beckerles,” says Torsoe, who 
like the Beckerles survived economic downturns including the early 1970s 
stagnancy that drastically shrank the competitive landscape in building-re-
lated businesses. “They are straight, honest people, and they give very good 
service. You call up in the morning for an order, and three hours later you 
have it on the job. And they buy better lumber than most of the others. I never 
had to count the pieces with Beckerle. Some of the other lumberyards, you 
had to count the beams and studs to make sure you were not short. But the 
Beckerles are honest and straight in dealing with you. It’s people like Pete 
Beckerle that make America great.” 

Ken Torsoe later branched out into banking and real estate development, 
revitalizing Union State Bank during a 27-year co-ownership, and building 
Greater Hudson Bank into a cornerstone enterprise in the region.
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CHAPTER 

1
Community Involvement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Beckerle family has held firm to its conviction of contributing 
to the betterment of the community via civic involvement and char-
itable giving. Taking a cue from his father, Philip, Laurence Beckerle 

Sr. immersed himself in the civic life of his community. He served as a char-
ter member of the Spring Valley Lions Club, board director and treasurer 
of the Spring Valley Savings & Loan, and board director of the First National 
Bank of Spring Valley. He was also a member of the Knights of Columbus 
Pearl River chapter and Haverstraw Elks Lodge, and regional trade groups.  

Pete Beckerle’s influence in the local business community loomed so 
large that civic engagement was a natural outgrowth. He has served as a 
board member of the Rockland Business Association (RBA), St. Thomas 
Aquinas College, Good Samaritan Hospital, United Way, Spring Valley Sav-
ings & Loan Association, Keep Rockland Beautiful, Rockland Economic De-
velopment Corp., St. Agatha Home, Seton Village, the New York Foundling 
Hospital, and Crossland Savings Bank. He also served on the boards of the 
Northeastern Retail Lumber Association and Northern Jersey Reserve Sup-
ply, and as president of the Four County Lumber Association. 

Pete is also deeply committed to the Rotary cause, having maintained a 
perfect meeting-attendance record for more than 50 years in the Nanuet (now 
Nanuet-West Nyack) Rotary Club and having served as its president. Rotary’s 
mission to eradicate polio through childhood immunization holds special 
resonance for Pete, whose sister Joan contracted the virus at a young age. An-
other affiliation that remains close to Pete’s heart is his connection with the 
Boy Scouts of America, for which he served as committee chairman for Troop 
33 in Nanuet. In June 1941, Pete was one of the 127 Boy Scouts who formed 
an honor guard and assisted with traffic control at the funeral procession of 
Daniel Carter Beard, a founder of the Boy Scouts of America. [Beard died at 
his estate in Suffern, Brooklands,  shortly after his 91st birthday and was 
buried at Brick Church Cemetery in Ramapo.]  

CHAPTER

Daniel Carter Beard, a founder 
of the Boy Scouts of America, 
died in June 1941 at his estate 
in Suffern, Brooklands, and 
was buried at Brick Church 
Cemetery in Ramapo. Pete 
Beckerle was among the Boy 
Scouts who formed an honor 
guard at Beard’s funeral  
procession. 
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Pete Beckerle has been recog-
nized with a multitude of honors for 
his contributions to the community 
and lumber industry, including cita-
tions as ΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩΩ Business 
Leader of the Year (2000), St. Thomas 
Aquinas College Spartan Award and 
Hall of Fame recipient (2002), and 
Northeastern Retail Lumber Associ-
ation/Mid-Hudson Lumber Dealers 
Association (NRLA/MHLDA) Lum-
ber Person of the Year (1994). 

Pete’s sons have also embodied 
the family’s legacy of committed 

community involvement. Like his dad, Michael Beckerle is a dedicated 
Nanuet-West Nyack Rotary Club member—and twice club president—who 
delivers meals to homebound Rockland residents for Meals on Wheels, as 
part of the Rotarian mission. He also serves as an RBA board member, as 
Pete did. Stephen Beckerle, who earned bachelor’s degrees in computer sci-
ence and economics from SUNY Brockport, has lent his expertise and mus-
cle to the Rockland chapter of Habitat for Humanity, taken the Hudson 
River plunge with the Stony Point Seals to raise funds for Rockland resi-
dents with life-threatening illnesses, aided the town of Stony Point recovery 
efforts after Hurricane Sandy through the Community Recovery 
Zone/New York Rising program, and supported other local nonprofit 
causes. (Stephen and Michael both obtained master’s degrees in computer-
related fields from Stevens Institute of Technology.) Matthew Beckerle has 
a particular interest in environmental issues, having received a bachelor’s 
degree in environmental science and forestry from Syracuse University. He 
has been a board member of Cornell Cooperative Extension’s Rockland 
chapter, led popular nature walks/tree observation hikes for adult educa-
tion programs, joined brother Larry in dis-
tributing free tree seedlings on Arbor Day 
to schoolchildren in the East Ramapo 
Schools, held membership in the Audubon 
Society, and has taken an active role in the 
Boy Scouts through his children. 

Since 1999, Larry Beckerle, a Holy Cross 
graduate like his father, has served on the 
business advisory board for the Salvation 
Army of Rockland County, which honored 
him for his valued contributions to the or-
ganization’s September 11, 2001 relief ef-
forts. When asked by Salvation Army Capt. 
Cathy Himes if he could spare a Beckerle 
truck for transporting donated food and 
bottled water, Larry did not hesitate. So 
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service mirrors the civic  
involvement of his father, 
Laurence Sr. 

Larry Beckerle serves as  
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following in the footsteps of 
his father and grandfather.  
He too is deeply engaged in 
community endeavors. 



much food and water had been donated in the New York City 9/11 relief ef-
fort that much of it had to be diverted from the city to other destinations, in-
cluding the Spring Valley Salvation Army Corps building. Stationed at 34th 
Street, the Beckerle truck—manned by Larry and Orville McLaughlin, man-
ager of the Spring Valley Union State Bank—was filled by eager volunteers 
within a half-hour and would have been too heavy for the tires to bear if Larry 
hadn’t established a weight-restricting cutoff point. A Ryder box truck that 
arrived on the scene earlier, for a similar purpose, did not fare as well. “We 
found out later that the Ryder truck broke down in the Bronx and had to be 
towed home,” Larry says. “The truck needed a new transmission because 
there was so much weight in there. So I am glad that I had limited filling our 
truck.” Larry’s immediate response to help out in a crisis harked back 60 
years, all the way back to his grandfather’s volunteer spirit in donating use 
of a Beckerle truck for the salvage drive during the war effort in the early 
1940s.  

As with all the Beckerles, Larry understands the importance of giving 
back to the community. Like his mother, Larry has cultivated a love for the 
theater. He has served Elmwood Playhouse as a performer, stage manager 
and board member, and quarterbacked a major renovation of the playhouse 
during his seven-year term as president. He has maintained strong links 
with other community organizations and institutions, including the Spring 
Valley Rotary (two-time past president), Rockland County Association for 
the Visually Impaired, Boy Scouts of America, and Nanuet High School. He 
has served as a head track and cross country coach at Nanuet High School 
for more than 30 years. Among his many honors, Larry earned the 
NRLA/MHLDA Lumber Person of the Year award in 2006, a dozen years 
after his dad won it; garnered Rotarian of the Year honors from the Spring 
Valley Rotary in 2011; was inducted into the Nanuet High School Sports 
Hall of Fame in 2014 [his 1990 girls' cross country team won a New York 
State title]; and was conferred with life member status by Elmwood Play-
house in 2018. Beckerle Lumber also was the recipient of the 2006 Pinnacle 
Award for Overall Business Excellence bestowed by the Rockland Business 
Association, and the Beckerle family received a Lifetime Service Award 
from the Historical Society of Rockland County (HSRC) in 2011. 

The Beckerles are also staunch supporters of the local hospitals in Rock-
land and contribute not only their time but also monetary donations and 
building materials to numerous charitable causes, such as Eagle Scout proj-
ects, Habitat for Humanity homes, HSRC historical house tours, and proj-
ects and initiatives by other nonprofit organizations.  

Business Philosophy: In It for the Long Haul 

Beckerle’s even-keeled approach has served the company well in maintain-
ing a sound financial footing. Recognizing that good years do not last in-
definitely, the company has been selective with volume contractors and not 
overly aggressive during boom years, which has helped it survive the bust 
years and sustain a fairly steady flow of business.  
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Rather than wring every last dollar of profit, they have adhered to a 
proven strategy of investing resources back into the business to enhance 
the operation. “We believe in reinvesting in our company for the long term,” 
says Larry Beckerle. “During the great boom in the late 1980s and then again 
in the 2000s, when people were making a fortune on the stock market and 
we were only making a return of 1 percent, we could have sold our business 
and made a lot more money off the real estate and invest it in the stock mar-
ket. But, over the long haul, slow growth has been our philosophy.” 

Driven by agreements with the Benjamin Moore paint company, Beck-
erle has undergone extensive renovations to all four of its stores to showcase 
newly designed paint sections, including a major remodeling in Orange-
burg. Boosted by these long-planned upgrades, Beckerle is now the largest 
Benjamin Moore dealer in Rockland County. 

Beckerle Lumber has under-
gone extensive renovations to 
all four of its stores to show-
case newly designed paint 
sections, including a major 
remodeling in Orangeburg, 
shown here. 
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Value Proposition 

Like any commercial enterprise, Beckerle Lumber pays its share of sales, 
town, county and school/property taxes, but the company also benefits the 
community by generating other taxes, both directly as a business and indi-
rectly through its employees as residents of the community. To the Becker-
les, the value proposition is clear: Consumers will be making an investment 
in their community by spending money in support of a locally owned, fair 
business—dollars that will stay in the community and provide some relief 
with their taxes. “Local businesses like Beckerle Lumber are integral to the 
ongoing survival of the community,” says Larry Beckerle. 

The annual Beckerle Lumber 
picnic is one of the highlights 
of the summer for company 
employees. 

Beckerle’s prominent display 
space at the annual Suburban 
Home Show at Rockland Com-
munity College showcases the 
company’s products and indus-
try experience. 



The same words could have been spoken by Laurence Beckerle Sr. 70 
years ago or by Pete Beckerle 30 years ago. Of all the catchy slogans the 
company has coined—We’re Lumber One; We’re Easy to Reach . . . And 
Easy to Deal With; Your Business is Our Business—the one that best cap-
tures the essence of this Rockland County institution is the lilting jingle in 
those cable TV ads and radio spots: “Beckerle Lumber: It’s a Family Tradi-
tion.” A tradition reinforced each year at the company’s festive Christmas 
Holiday parties and fun summer picnics. A tradition on display at Beck-
erle’s trade booth at the annual Suburban Home Show at Rockland Com-
munity College. And a tradition proudly promulgated on the company’s 
website since 1997. 

At heart, Beckerle Lumber is more than the sum of its products and 
services. More than the two hundred thousand types of inventory items the 
company stocks. More than the buildings, trucks and equipment in its pos-
session. Above all, family is the linchpin defining the history of this endur-
ing local business, the axis around which everything revolves. It’s all about 
the people who have built, and continue to uphold, the Beckerle Lumber 
tradition. And it always will be.
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