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When Jonathan Graham was growing up in the Tampa-St. Petersburg area, he would ride down the street and see 

big construction jobs setting up around town, bustling with workers run by large construction outfits. He was working 

for his father’s construction business at the time, a small company called Graham’s Plastering Inc. that his father had 

owned since 1972. Young Jonathan had worked for him since he was twelve; he had learned plastering, stucco, and 

masonry. Now he was nearing twenty. 

 

“I would ride down the street and see people do these big jobs, and think, that’s what I want to do,” said Graham. 

His father, though, didn’t want to go along. Going big meant greater potential for loss, more risk, not knowing your 

clients as well. “He said, if you want to buy me out you can get big, but I want to stay small.”  At the time, African-

Americans in construction, as in other businesses, kept their dreams within the boundaries of the world they knew, 

Graham said—and his father was among them.  

 

"African-Americans, their dreams were not big because they were not exposed to a lot and often we did not have the 

skill set to grow a business … so the assumption is that we are not going to get the big job,” said Graham. “That [the 

dream of getting the big job] comes from having the opportunity and being in the right group of people, and African-

Americans are not usually brought to the table with the right group of people to do big jobs.” 

That didn’t hold back Graham. 

 

“I love it! I love what I do,” he said. “You get to see beauty, a piece of dirt change into something spectacular that 

will be around for fifty, sixty, seventy years. And you get to deal with so many different issues, problems, people, 

circumstances. It is not boring at all. When you finish a project you move to another one, and the next one has its 

challenges, issues, and all sorts of things. And that circle enhances my life.” 

Graham thanks his parents for giving him the fundamental humility and work ethic that pushed him to strive to be 

different from the crowd and, ultimately, allowed him to succeed. 

 

“My father, even though he didn’t want to get big, it doesn’t mean he didn’t understand what was involved or didn’t 

equip us with what was needed—working hard, knowing how to speak, to think through things,” said Graham. “It 

was the determination that they instilled in me—having the courage to fail and not be overly distraught over it, or not 

to get frustrated if there was injustice, to learn how to deal with it and move through it.” 

 

At the Gaillard, Horus Construction will be responsible for the interior and exterior walls and ceilings and the 

decorative plasterwork of the performance hall and the main lobbies of the building. That includes columns, pilasters, 

and parapets. In the performance hall, the wet plasterwork on the ceiling, four inches deep and in sweeping 

curvilinear motifs, has not only esthetic importance but essential acoustic significance—like most other architectural 

elements there. Except for important civic projects, that kind of plasterwork is rarely called for anymore, and for that 

reason it is becoming a rarely practiced art. 

 

“It is really heartening to see craftsmen ratchet up their skill by several notches on this kind of project,” said architect 

Craig Williams, principal of David M. Schwarz Architects. “Their work is a very important part given the complex 
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curvilinear nature of the design on the ceiling and elsewhere in the building. It is going to require a very high level of 

craftsmanship to pull it off and look good.” 

 

Graham said he will be employing 150 to 200 people at the height of the job. He is trying to form partnerships with 

small local companies to hire locally as much as possible, particularly for the drywall and masonry work. 

What is he looking forward to the most? The interior plasterwork, he said.  “The interior plaster, it is something that 

is not done often,” said Graham. His smile warmed the phone line. “It’s going to be good!” 

 


