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Back in the 1970s and 1980s, D.C. Coleman and A.R. Bridbury memorably dismissed early entrepreneurs in the English cloth industry as ‘boom-time freaks’ and ‘men intoxicated by a sort of folie de grandeur’. Both downplayed what they saw as the idiosyncratic business achievement of the renowned Tudor clothier, John Winchcombe of  Newbury, arguing that the technological condition of the cloth industry in the early modern period did not justify extensive organisational innovation and that early industrial capitalists failed to attract imitators.
 The family business has at times suffered a similarly negative press. Although undisputedly the dominant form of industrial organisation from the medieval period to the present day and a vital contributor to the acceleration of industrialisation during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the efficiency of the family business in promoting and supporting entrepreneurial activity and economic growth remains controversial.
 My paper today takes a fresh look at both debates from a local perspective. I plan to explore:

· the scale and significance of entrepreneurship in Reading and Newbury

· the predominance of industrial rather than mercantile capitalism 

· the effectiveness of the family business in supporting entrepreneurial activity 

· the causes of the comparatively short life-cycle of many clothmaking businesses. 

The evidence of economic growth and prosperity in Reading and Newbury in the early 16th century is reasonably clear cut. Both towns perform strongly in Alan Dyer’s hierarchy of urban size and wealth derived from the subsidy records of 1523-7. Reading emerged from relative economic obscurity in the late medieval period to take 10th place in terms of wealth and 17th in terms of size. Newbury maintained its medieval prosperity and grew rapidly from the late 15th  century to achieve 29th ranking in terms of size in the 1520s.
  Newbury’s economic vitality appears to have peaked in the mid-16th  century and Reading’s in the late 16th and early 17th  centuries. By the outbreak of civil war, both towns were struggling economically and neither features in Dyer’s 1662 list of the largest provincial towns compiled from hearth tax returns.
 Although both towns developed diversified economies, and Reading emerged as the administrative capital of Berkshire, there can be no doubt that the economic strength of the two towns from  the late 15th  to the early 17th century lay in the rapid growth of clothmaking. Occupational analyses based upon probate sources reveal a particularly high level of industrial specialization. Over 50% of the small occupational sample available for early 16th   century Newbury was employed in cloth manufacture and over 40% in the late 16th   century. In Reading just under 30% of the occupational sample for the 16th  century belonged to clothmaking trades and over 30% in the early 17th century.
 Occupational analyses based on Reading’s Guild and Freemen’s Records show slightly higher levels of industrial specialization in the 17th century.
 Corporation records reveal that the number of clothiers operating in Reading increased from 27 in 1570 to 42 in 1623.
 The exceptional prosperity of clothmaking within the urban economy is demonstrated not only by the ability of leading members of the towns’ cloth industries to adopt gentlemanly life-styles and invest heavily in plate, land and property but by their substantial tax contributions, for example John Winchcombe the Elder contributed 23% of the subsidy paid by Newbury in 1525.
 

Credit for the expansion of clothmaking in Reading and Newbury from the late 15th century onwards is thus directly attributable, I would argue, to the entrepreneurial activities of a small number of ambitious, astute and able townsmen who responded rapidly and effectively to the growth in demand for English cloth in overseas markets and were able to resist, for at least a century,  the advance of rural competition and the development of new drapery products in other clothing regions. Their success was facilitated by the considerable locational advantages they derived from Reading’s and Newbury’s geographical situation but owed much to the fact that they produced high-quality, fully-manufactured – that is dyed and dressed - woollens.
 The lagged impact of European inflation and low export duties also initially operated in their favour. Newbury kersies competed successfully with continental woollens in the Mediterranean, Levant and Eastern Europe until the early 1550s but thereafter struggled to maintain their market share due to the severe trade crises of the 1550s and 1560s, the long-term disruption of trade in the Mediterranean basin and the growing demand for new drapery products.
  Reading’s long broadcloths benefited both from the general buoyancy of demand in the early 16th    century and from the growth of product-specific demand in northern and central Europe in the late 16th century, but by the 1620s were losing ground rapidly to traditional woollens and new draperies from other regions.
 

Although the term ‘entrepreneur’ did not enter the English language until the eighteenth century, this does not preclude the existence and impact of entrepreneurial skills and aspirations in the Reading and Newbury cloth industries from the late 15th century onwards. Indeed Mark Casson argues that entrepreneurs are essential for the survival and growth of business in a volatile commercial environment. There was certainly no shortage of volatility in the early modern cloth market. 
 The English cloth industry spawned two types of entrepreneur: mercantile capitalists and industrial capitalists. Both invested time, money and effort in the expansion of cloth production based upon their knowledge of markets and manufacture and their perception of the risks incurred in the pursuit of profit maximization. The term clothier was used to describe both, regardless of the scale of their enterprise. Whereas mercantile capitalists merely provided circulating capital and restricted their involvement in manufacture to the procurement and supply of materials and co-ordination of the putting-out system, industrial capitalists provided fixed capital investment in plant and buildings for manufacture, as well as circulating capital, and were directly involved in at least one of the major production processes (usually weaving or clothfinishing). Both operated in Reading and Newbury, but as the period progressed mercantile capitalists were almost completely eclipsed by industrial capitalists because of the need to closely control the production of high-quality, fully-manufactured cloths. Although early experimentation with the centralization of production has been criticized, it actually offered considerable benefits, including increased productivity, improved labour discipline, higher velocity of circulating capital and superior quality standards. Furthermore, as clothmaking businesses expanded, the investment in working capital was much more significant than that in fixed capital and represented the greater financial risk.



The size and structure of the clothmaking businesses of the two towns varied considerably. Towards the lower end of the spectrum was the weaver-clothier or clothworker-clothier who sorted and carded wool on-site, ran a substantial weaving or clothworking craftshop and used outworkers or sub-contractors for the remaining manufacturing processes. At the top was the clothier who, with the probable exception of spinning, sought to centralize production in a proto-factory and leased or purchased his own fulling mill. Businesses changed their position on the spectrum as they expanded and contracted in response to new opportunities and changing operating conditions. Use of the term entrepreneur clearly presupposes the achievement of significant business expansion and success. In this paper, the term is restricted to clothiers who seized opportunities for expansion and invested in both horizontal and vertical integration. Such men were typically responsible - either directly or through subordinates - for undertaking business planning; purchasing, leasing and maintaining plant and property; procuring materials; hiring, firing and supervising workers and sub-contractors; directing and overseeing the manufacturing process; instituting quality standards and controls; pricing, marketing and merchandising cloth; and maintaining and auditing business accounts. They usually purchased wool direct from the farm or specialist wool markets and dyestuffs direct from the suppliers. They sold most of the cloths they produced in the London export market and created additional product demand by building up a brand reputation for quality and reliability. Although paternalism remained a useful management tool, they demanded high standards of workmanship, negotiated advantageous contracts with raw material suppliers and cloth merchants and laid off workers during trade stoppages. As wealthy employers of large work forces they enjoyed considerable influence in their local communities and were able to exert pressure upon both local and national government to protect or further their economic interests. 

I plan to use examples from a range of  entrepreneurial clothmaking families in the paper but have selected four prominent clothmaking dynasties– the Winchcombes, Dolmans, Aldworths and Kendricks for detailed study. In reputation, the Winchcombe family towers above the other families. Their Newbury kersey business flourished under John Smallwood alias Winchcombe in the early 16th century but reached the height of its success under his son, John Winchcombe the Elder in the 1530s and 1540s. Evidence of the scale and reputation of the Winchcombe business can be gleaned from several sources including the account book of the merchant adventurer, Thomas Gresham, who during the period November 1546 to November 1549 purchased nearly 4,000 kersies from Winchcombe and paid top prices for them.
 A tentative estimate based on the timing and scale of the Gresham purchases suggests that Winchcombe’s total production output may have exceeded 3000 kersies per annum. Thomas Deloney’s much quoted verse description of Winchcombe’s centralized workshops, dyehouse and fulling mill is clearly far from reliable but even allowing for literary licence, points to a local tradition of exceptional vertical and horizontal integration. Furthermore, Deloney’s claim that Winchcombe  ‘set continually five hundred poore people at worke’ is not unreasonable for a substantial clothier of the period.
 More concrete evidence of the scale and organisation of Winchcombe’s business can only be assembled piecemeal from his will, damaged inventory and other documentary and archaeological evidence – the lease of his dyehouse valued at £60, his large purchases of dyestuffs, the extent of his property holdings within Newbury, his connections with local fulling mills and his pragmatic vertical investment in sheep farming.
 Winchcombe’s vast profits enabled him to purchase the manors of Bucklebury and Thatcham in 1540, and further land and leases thereafter. 
 His probate inventory was assessed at £1,878 14s 0d, the highest figure recorded for Newbury during the 16th century.
 When he died in 1558, the clothing business passed to his second son, Henry Winchcombe, whose business career was cut short by his early death in 1562. The scale and structure of Henry Winchcombe’s business operation was clearly smaller than that run by his father. The down-sizing may reflect the problems of  the cloth trade in the 1550s and Newbury’s demographic difficulties c.1545-58, but was perhaps also due to personal inclination.
 His probate inventory paints the picture of a gentleman clothier with sword and dagger for his belt and books in his study.  It records a stock of only 30 kersies with 48 tods of dyed and white wool and workrooms for picking, sorting, carding and weighing wool and storage lofts for wool and dyestuffs, but no accommodation for spinners, weavers or clothfinishers. 
 The total valuation of his inventory was  £254 8s 1d.
 At the time of his death, his children were minors, but at least one of his sons, Thomas Winchcombe, trained and worked as a clothier.

Another Newbury clothier, Thomas Dolman similarly produced kersies on a large scale and again numbered among Thomas Gresham’s major suppliers, supplying nearly 4,000 kersies to the merchant adventurer between March 1548 and  July 1550.
 It seems likely that he grew up in a clothmaking family since a number of Dolmans worked in the cloth-finishing trades in early 16th   century Newbury. An indication of the scale and structure of Thomas Dolman’s clothing business can be gleaned from his will of 1571 (modified 1575) in which he bequeathed to his second son, also called Thomas, a dyehouse containing 6 woad vats, 2 float vats, 2 furnaces and other implements, together with two fulling mills at Greenham.
 Like Winchcombe, Dolman’s entrepreneurial success enabled him to accumulate a considerable fortune. He purchased the manors of Shaw and Colthrop, 1554-5 and other manors in Berkshire and Gloucestershire thereafter. In.the subsidy of 1543-5 he ranked amongst the highest taxpayers in Newbury.
 Thomas Dolman the Younger’s commitment to the family clothmaking business proved short-lived. He built a fashionable gentry house at Shaw c.1578-81 and retired from manufacture. He married a gentlewoman and fathered two sons who attended university and pursued careers in the law and army.



Reading’s clothmaking entrepreneurs appear to have invested in vertical and horizontal integration slightly later than their Newbury neighbours. Much of the capital for expansion was initially provided by wealthy drapers such as Richard Cleche and William Wattes who used the putting-out sytem. Substantial industrial capitalists become increasingly visible in probate and corporation records around mid-century.
 Foremost amongst them was Thomas Aldworth, a migrant from Wantage. Evidence from his will, dated 1576, and from Reading’s Gild Rules, c.1570, reveals that he ran a dye-house with furnace, vats and cisterns and weaving workshop with four broad looms (the Gild Rules restricted all other clothiers to two looms), and that he held an ‘interest’ in a fulling mill and burling workshop in Caversham.
 The profitability of his business is demonstrated in his will, which lists a property portfolio of fourteen houses and tenements in Reading. London, Wantage, and Tilehurst. At least two of his sons trained and worked as clothiers but despite successively inheriting the family business, both abandoned clothmaking.
 

Thomas Kendrick, less typically, was a former mercer. Few details survive of the scale and scope of his Reading clothmaking business, but it was sufficiently extensive and profitable for him to acquire a substantial house and business premises and to invest in land in Reading, Sindlesham, and Shinfield.
 His house, workshops and warehouses passed to his younger son, William, who appears to have enjoyed considerable manufacturing success during the first two decades of the 17th century.
  A 1627 inventory provided details of his extensive centralized operation.
 With the exception of spinning and fulling, all of the major clothmaking processes were undertaken on-site in a dye-house with three furnaces and 2 woad vats; a meddling loft with beating hurdles; a stockarding house with 8 stockarding frames; several weavers’ shops containing six broad looms and two kersey looms and a clothworkers' house with 46 pairs of shears, 114 course of handles, 7 shearboards, 5 racks and 2 presses. Archdeaconry Court and Assize records reveal that his cloths were fulled at Burghfield Mills, which he owned or leased in partnership with first Robert, and later James, Winch.
 The presence of 8 looms suggests that Kendrick produced some 400 cloths a year (representing c.8% of the town’s output in the early 1620s,) but  the number of looms seems low for the scale of his clothmaking operation and it seems probable that, like his father, he owned or leased one or more weaving workshops in the town, enabling him to produce up to 1,200 cloths a year.
 He was one of seven Reading clothiers praised by the Company of Merchant Adventurers for making ‘trewe cloth’.
 He purchased the manor of Whitley Park and sold his family house and business premises to the mayor and burgesses of Reading for use as a workhouse in 1626 but does not appear to have retired completely from clothmaking. He trained his only son as an apprentice 1619-28.
 Thomas Kendrick worked as a clothier in the difficult trading conditions of  the1630s and later suffered financially during the Civil War due to his enthusiastic support for the royalist cause.
 
In developing new industrial structures to increase turnover, control and profitablity, the clothiers of Reading and Newbury effected a relatively smooth transfer from the family-run craft workshops of  the medieval guild system to the vertically or horizontally extended  family businesses of the early modern period. Even with the rapid expansion of demand for cloth in the 16th century, the family business proved sufficiently adaptable to raise the additional capital resources required, assimilate and exploit a wider range of craft skills, control and supervise an expanded workforce and respond to changes in export-led markets. The pioneer industrial entrepreneurs of Newbury and Reading were mainly, though not exclusively, former apprentice-trained master weavers or clothfinishers with exceptional personal skills and ambition. The start-up capital for their businesses was provided by their father or employer as a life-time gift or death-bed bequest, or obtained through marriage to a young clothing heiress or wealthy clothier’s widow. Thomas Aldworth inherited his weaving workshop and dye-house from his wife’s father, the clothier, John Barfoot.
 The clothier, Roger Weston, received a bequest of  £20 or the lease of two houses from his master, Philip Kistill, who doubtless himself received similar support from his own employer, John Winchcombe the Elder.
 Unless further gifts or inheritances were procured, the capital for expansion was obtained through ploughing profits back into the business and exploiting credit relationships by purchasing raw materials and labour on credit and requiring rapid payment for cloths produced. The cost of expansion was normally spread over a period of years through gradual vertical and horizontal integration and undertaken in response to market conditions. 

The family clothmaking businesses of Reading and Newbury were, without exception, patriarchal in structure. Fathers trained one or more sons to succeed them, normally within their own businesses, although sons may occasionally have been apprenticed to other clothiers. It is not clear whether sons who had achieved freeman status continued to work alongside their fathers or were usually set up in their own businesses, but Henry Winchcombe and Thomas Kendrick the Younger appear to have run at least semi-independent businesses. The arrangements may have varied from family to family depending upon the age, health and personality of the father and the marital status and aspirations of the son. There is no evidence that clothmaking businesses were bequeathed jointly to siblings. Whilst the training and deployment of sons was crucial to the longterm success and survival of the family business, clothiers also entrusted considerable responsibility to former apprentices as their businesses expanded and their outside interests grew. Thomas Gresham’s accounts reveal John Winchcombe the Elder’s reliance upon Philip Kistill and Thomas Dolman’s upon Brian Chamberlain.
 Both men later established substantial clothmaking businesses of their own. Wives and daughters not only played an important part in conveying business capital, premises and skills between clothing families but also contributed directly to the running and preservation of some businesses. Thomas Kendrick was given dispensation by the Privy Council to work as a clothier, despite not being apprenticed to the trade because his wife Alice had ‘…been brought up all her life to clothmaking whereby Thomas makes very good cloth and so provides employment for divers of the Queen’s subjects…’. 
 Alice doubtless also ran the family business and trained her sons in clothmaking following Kendrick’s  premature death c.1588. The working involvement of wives and daughters is noticeably more common amongst first than second generation clothiers. Second generation clothiers frequently married gentry wives with rather different expertise, connections and expectations.

Family businesses clearly benefited from their membership of kinship networks and from the development of personal connections with customers, suppliers and employees. Both created ties of mutual trust that helped offset the uncertainties and risks encountered in the commercial environment of the period.
 There was a high level of inter-marriage between clothmaking families, for example the Kendricks were closely related to at least the Byes, Winches, Stampes and Newmans. The apprenticeship of sons in London livery companies procured not only upwardly mobile career opportunities but also London connections for the family business. John Kendrick, the elder son of Thomas Kendrick, served an apprenticeship to a London draper and developed a highly profitable trade as a Merchant Adventurer in the 1610s, exporting dyed and dressed broadcloths and kersies.
 He maintained a close and clearly mutually beneficial trading relationship with his brother and other Berkshire clothiers. After his death, his brother established such friendly relations with the merchant adventurer Laurence Halstead that he appointed  him as executor of his will.
 John Winchcombe the Elder similarly cultivated a social relationship with Thomas Gresham.
 The paternal relationship fostered between employer and employee can be seen in Winchcombe’s generous testamentary dispositions, Dolman’s willingness to act as godfather to his employer’s children and Richard Aldworth’s decision, having outlived all but one of his children, to leave his shop stuff to his four servants.

The effectiveness of the family business has been challenged on two main grounds: the propensity of family businesses to divert an excessive percentage of profits to finance life-style and provide a diversified investment portfolio and the failure of succession due to infertility, incapacity or indifference. Both need to be examined within the economic and social context of the period. In an age when social status and reputation depended heavily upon conspicuous consumption and generous hospitality, it is not surprising that wealthy clothiers strove to emulate the life-styles of the gentry. Deloney’s glowing account of John Winchcombe the Elder’s Northbrook Street house and hospitality is largely confirmed by documentary, architectural and archaeological evidence.
 Details of the spacious and richly furnished house occupied by Thomas Aldworth can be gleaned from his widow’s probate inventory.
 An affluent and civilized life-style was not without economic benefit. It enhanced commercial reputation to some degree and smoothed the way for political advancement and economic influence. Whether Reading and Newbury’s leading clothiers lived beyond their means is difficult to assess. It is in any case questionable how many drew a clear distinction between personal and business expenditure. Some certainly struggled to maintain an adequate cash flow to provide a buffer during trade stoppages, for example the Reading clothiers Walter Bye and Walter Bateman died owing significant sums of money to suppliers, employees and fellow clothiers during the severe depression of 1629-32.
 

Probate sources provide clear evidence of the universal desire amongst successful clothiers to safeguard their financial position and make generous provision for their children. Although clothmaking raked in high profits when demand was buoyant, the cloth export trade was notoriously volatile. All of the clothiers studied diverted a significant proportion of their surplus profits to secure low-risk investments. The Winchcombes and Dolmans invested fairly heavily in plate, individual items of which were passed on as family heirlooms.
 Land released by the dissolution of the monasteries provided an even  more attractive investment because it was less vulnerable to punitive rates of taxation. John Winchcombe purchased manors in west Berkshire in the 1540s and Thomas Dolman in west Berkshire and Gloucestershire in the 1550s. In the following decades, Thomas Aldworth, Thomas Kendrick and other clothiers invested more modestly in land in and around Reading and Newbury. 
 Most took a market view of land and engaged directly in agriculture.
 Many clothiers also purchased or leased tenements in Reading, Newbury, London and other towns, taking advantage of both the rising rental income and appreciating capital value.
 Diversification had the added advantage of enabling clothiers to provide for all of their children yet pass on their clothmaking business intact and unencumbered to their nominated successor. Several clothiers carved out a substantial landed inheritance for their eldest surviving son but also made substantial provision for younger sons and daughters. John Winchcombe settled his prime manors of Bucklebury and Thatcham upon his eldest son and smaller estates upon his middle son (who also inherited the clothmaking business)  and his younger son. His daughter received a cash dowry.
 Thomas Dolman settled a manor apiece upon his eldest and youngest sons, together with a substantial cash sum, but left the bulk of his Berkshire manors and his property in Newbury, including his clothmaking business, to his middle son. His daughter received a cash dowry.

Despite enjoying sustained periods of success and profitablity, most of the clothmaking businesses studied in Reading and Newbury were of relatively short duration and few survived above three generations or eighty years. Of the 27 clothmaking families identified in Reading’s Corporation’s guild lists c.1570 only four – the Byes, Kendricks, Turners and Watlingtons were still in business in 1623.
 The Thornes, Brackstons and Winches prospered over two generations in the early 1600s. Only the Byes can be reliably identified as active in clothmaking in Reading from the late 15th  century through to the early 17th century. Thomas Bye, a fuller, was a member of the Merchant Guild and served as Mayor 1516-17.
 Richard Bye, a clothier, died c.1537, seemingly  suddenly and at an early age.
  The next generation of Byes, the brothers Thomas and Walter appear to have thrived: Thomas as a London draper and Walter as a Reading clothier with a substantial centralized business.
 Walter Bye’s trade goods were valued together with his stocks of wool and cloths at £1,675 6s in his inventory of 1580. The total inventory was valued at £2,125.18s.2d. Walter Bye’s son succeeded him as a clothier but died heavily in debt in 1629, predeceased by his own son.
  The businesses studied appear to provide limited support for the Buddenbrooks effect, where entrepreneurial talent is exhausted in the first generation and family businesses slide downhill thereafter through mediocrity, incompetence or indifference (Thomas Aldworth provides a good example of this), but more for Edwards’ model in which the first generation entrepreneur demonstrates a founder mentality, characterized by talent and energy, but the full  potential of the business is only achieved by the second generation entrepreneur who develops superior organisational and social skills and fine-tunes the original business vision (as seen with John Winchcombe the Elder).
 Many clothmaking families appear to disappear within the space of a single generation and very few demonstrate significant entrepreneurial activity in the third or fourth generation. 

The relatively short duration of entrepreneurship and the family business in early modern Reading and Newbury cannot be attributed to a single cause. Social attitudes clearly had an impact in a status-conscious society where land, lineage and education determined rank and where covetousness was condemned and labour despised by theologians and philosophers. 
 The need to conquer unemployment and the rise of the Protestant work ethic produced only gradual and often temporary changes in such attitudes. 
 There was undoubtedly ambition amongst successful clothmaking families to establish gentry dynasties or to equip their offspring to make successful careers in trade, the law and church, but  this was not necessarily at the expense of the family business which frequently passed intact and well funded to a younger son. Similarly the lure of conspicuous consumption, new investment opportunities and public service did not necessarily dent the commitment to profit maximization and pursuit of occupational success per se and, indeed, such diversions of effort and resources often generated economic benefits of their own. Even Puritan concerns about the stewardship of wealth and temptations of possessive individualism appear to have made little impact upon the transfer of business assets from father to son or daughter. Much, in the end depended upon the health, fertility and competence of each generation and upon the buoyancy of the cloth trade during its management of the business. The best laid succession strategies could be thwarted by an untimely death or the failure to produce a male heir and it cannot be coincidence that many clothing families, including the Winchcombes, Dolmans and Kendricks, withdrew from manufacture or downsized their business operation during prolonged slumps in demand and/or  following government intervention to regulate manufacture. Successful entrepreneurs recognized and the seized the moment to disinvest. Bankruptcy occurred in a few of the families studied, for example in the case of Brian Chamberlain, of Newbury, but was not necessarily terminal, and most avoided it.
 Concern with the short duration of entrepreneurship and the family business is to some degree misplaced.  Failure or withdrawal was not problematic provided new entrepreneurs and family businesses continued to emerge to sustain or re-invigorate manufacture. This occurred in Berkshire until the trading conditions of the 17th  century rendered the opportunity costs of urban manufacture in the county unacceptable to aspirant entrepreneurial clothiers. A study of clothmaking in Reading and Newbury thus suggests that whilst John Winchcombe the Elder’s entrepreneurship was exceptional it was neither unique or inappropriate within the clothmaking environment in which he operated, and that the family business played a vital role in supporting the entrepreneurial activity that stimulated the expansion and ensured the survival of clothmaking in the two towns c.1500-1630.
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