The Whatmans – one of Kent’s finest entrepreneurs

The Whatman family from Maidstone in Kent were typical entrepreneurs of the period. They were imaginative and prepared to take risks with their own money to make their ideas a reality. They saw opportunities for developing businesses where others had failed to see any. Finally, the product they created was of the very highest standard. 

James Whatman was born in Loose, near Maidstone in Kent in 1702. His first job was as a tanner, a particular unpleasant occupation as it involved working with foul smelling chemicals in order to turn animal skins into workable leather. The job taught him the value of hard work and how to run a successful business. He caught the eye of the wealthy widow, Ann Harris and in 1740 they got married at All Saints Church, Maidstone. Ann had inherited a paper mill in the town called Turkey Mill on the death of her husband, and James decided to use his skills as a craftsman to develop it into a highly profitable business. James recruited a new workforce with had all the necessary expertise for every stage of the paper-making process, right down to the painstaking but crucial task of selecting the rags to be used to make the paper. Whatman’s ‘laid’ paper, which was produced by drawing a fine wire mesh through the paper pulp to leave a thin sheet of paper, quickly developed an excellent reputation for its superior quality and strength. James Whatman was able to improve the his paper even further by developing ‘wove’ paper, using a mesh frame woven in a particular pattern to create even finer, smoother paper. By the time of his death, Turkey Mill had become the largest paper mill in the country and Whatman’s paper was used by painters, writers and printers the world over. His son, James Whatman II took over the mill and developed new techniques for making even better paper. His most important innovation was to use a particular mineral called blue stone which actually made paper even whiter than ever before. By 1773, business was thriving, and Whatman was now running 3 mills. In 1794, he decided to finally retire from paper-making and sold his business for £20,000 – a small fortune in those days. Although the business was no longer run by the Whatman family it continued to be one of the world’s most important producers of paper. World leaders regularly used it paper: Napoleon wrote his will on it, Queen Victoria used it for her personal correspondence and to this day Acts of Parliament are all printed on Whatman’s paper. The business has continued to grow well into the modern era. Today it employs over 700 people working not just in Kent, but in the US, Canada, Belgium, Germany, Japan and Singapore.
Whatman’s success can be explained by a number of reasons. They had high expectations for their company. They expected the quality of their paper to be the very best there was. Both the Whatmans felt that training and education was very important for their workforce, and made sure that workers underwent a proper apprenticeship and were always properly skilled for the work they undertook. They looked after their workers very well compared with many employers of the time. Those who worked hard would be rewarded financially, and all employees received a Christmas bonus of 4 guineas every year, Like all great entrepreneurs, James Whatman senior saw an opportunity for a successful business idea where no one else had done previously: the market for paper was dominated by the French and Dutch, and there were very few paper producers from England.  Coupled with this the Whatmans used their expertise to develop new techniques of paper making which made their product stand out above their competitors in terms of quality.

( Your task
Answer these questions about the Whatman family.

1. Define what we mean by ‘entrepreneur’.
2. What personal characteristics did Whatman have that made him a successful entrepreneur?

3. List the reasons for the success of Turkey Mill

4. What evidence is there that Whatman’s paper mills were successful?

( Extension task
Conduct some Research and make a presentation on another entrepreneur of this period.
 
