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Statement of Significance 

The canning industry was one of Baltimore's most important 

industries from the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century. 

The Gibbs Packing Company was one of the most active of Baltimore's 

canneries; and its 75 year history is representative of many of the 

city's packing establishments. This f ine brick factory building 

was built by the company in 1883 and occupied by it until its clo-

sure in 1960s. It is significant as one of the few remaining cannery 

buildings in the Canton/Fells Point area, once the center of Balti-

more's canning trade. 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT ANO ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The oldest portion of this complex is the two-
story central section of seven bys width . It is only 
about 20 feet deep and the floors are supported at 
midspan by a longitudinal heavy timeber beams on wooden 
posts. Connected to it on the west is a building of 
later but similar construction. This structure is three 
stories in height but its axis is perpendicular to the 
former . The floors of this building are supported by two 
longitudinal beams on wooden posts and housed the canning 
eqipment itself: vats, cookers, canners , labeling ma­
chines, etc. 

The largest and most recent structure remaining is 
the four-story eastern portion whose rear addition con­
tained the storage facilities of the cannery . This part 
has a brick facade and an interior of reinforced con­
crete. 

The cleaning and pealing of tomatoes, vegetable and 
oysters was done in sheds which went out over the pier 
behind the main buildings . These were timber-framed 
buildings with wooden trusses, covered with correga t e d me­
tal or board-and -batten siding . These have now been 
demolished. 
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The canning industry was one of Baltimore's most important 
industries from the nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth cen­
tury. The Gibbs Packing Company was one of the most active of 
Baltimore ' s canneries, and its 75 year history is representative 
of many of the city ' s packing establishments . This fine brick 
factory building was built by the company in 1883 and occupied by 
it until its closure in 1960s. It is significant as one of the 
few remaining cannery buildings in the Canton/Fells Point area, 
once the center of Ba l timore ' s canning trade . 

Historical Significance 

Baltimore became a major canning center in the 19th century 
due to its proximity to fruit and vegetable sources as well as 
Chesapeake Bay seafood, its excellent harbor and transportation 
systems, and a ready supply of labor . 

The Gibbs Preserving Company building was built in 1883 by 
Major John Sears Gibbs--a native of Maine . Gibbs was already a 
major figure in the canning industry before he came to Baltimore . 
He had been a canned goods broker with offices in St. Louis and 
New Orleans before moving from St . Louis to Baltimore in order to 
set up his own cannery . Originally limited to the production of 
canned fruits , vegetables and oysters, in 1901 the company diversi­
fied its lines to include "La Belle" table syrup , a full l ine of 
jellies, jams and preserves, catsup, apple butter and peanut butter. 
The company also manufactured tin cans for its own use from around 
1886 to 1901--after which they purchased cans from National Amer­
ican and other local can manufacturers . In 1901 the Gibbs Company 
also set up the Gibbs Candy Company which produced a high grade of 
chocolate candies. 

John Sears Gibbs was succeeded as president of the company 
in 1901 by his son, Rufus . M. Gibbs . Later his second son, J . S. 

Cont ' d.-­
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Gibbs, Jr . became president, succeeded in 1949 by his son , William T. 
Dixon Gibbs, who held the post until the company was dissolved in 

One of the most active of the Canton/Fells Po i nt canneries, Gibbs 
Preserving absorbed the Booth Packing Company (1905) and the Webster­
Butterfield Company (1925) . From its earliest period to its demise 
Gibbs Preserving canned peaches, tomatoes and Chesapeake Bay Oysters 
and marketed them under the "Bull Head" brand (this brand was bought 
several years ago by a cannery in Biloxi, Mississippi which still uses 
the name and the design today). The company also canned pineapple - ­
brought from the Bahamas on sailing vessels--until canned pineapples 
from Hawaii proved too competitive . 

Gibbs Preserving provided canned goods to the governments of the 
United States , Canada, France and Britain during World War I and World 
War I I . During the latter, Army and Navy volunteer personnel--and later 
German prisoners of war from nearby camps--were used to bolster the 
workforce . "Due to high turnover and absenteeism, the company frequent­
ly was compelled to carry as many as 4,000-5 , 000 employees on the payroll 
in order to maintain a force of 1 ,500 during peak summer operations." 
With its specially designed dehydrating equipment , Gibbs and Company 
supplied over one million pounds of dehydrated potatoes during the war . 
Many of these war provisions went out in camouflaged cans , painted by 
the company . 

Gibbs and Company also cooperated with the federal government du­
ring the Depression , i nstalling a special meat canning department for 
processing government-purchased surplus livestock into public assistance 
provisions. 

In 1954 Gibbs Preserving Company was acquired by the Consolidated 
Foods Corporation. At that time the company was packing over 1,500 , 000 
cases of canned foods annually, with a large proportion of the raw foods 
which went into the 35 varieties they produced being raised under com­
pany supervision on farms around the country. 

In Consolidated decided to move its packing operation in 
Baltimore to the Eastern Shore--a fate which befell many of Baltimore's 
other canning houses. The building was emptied of its equipment and 
sold in to the Volunteers of America, which continues to use it 
today as a warehouse for thrift shop goods and a shelter for homeless 
itinerant men. 
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The canning industry was one of Baltimore ' s most important industries from the nineteenth to the mid- twentieth 
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