
The reluctant businessman: John Coltman 
ofStNicholas Street, Leicester (1727-1808) 
by David L. Wykes 

Detailed accounts of eighteenth-century businessmen are uncommon and 
evidence relating to their personal motivation is even more unusual. John 
Coltman of St Nicholas Street was not only one of the leading manufacturers 
in the Leicester hosiery trade, but also active in scientific and antiquarian 
studies. He lacked, however, the drive and ambition usually associated with 
the successful businessman. The survival of a substantial collection of records 
and contemporary memoirs provides a rare opportunity to examine 
Coltman's business attitudes and behaviour. 

Although the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are no longer seen by 
historians as an unique turning point in the economic development of Britain, the 
social origins and personal characteristics of businessmen during this period have 
been a major area of research, particularly since Professor T. S . Ashton in his 
seminal study of the Industrial Revolution assigned to the entrepreneur a crucial 
role in promoting economic growth. 1 The major problem for historians is the 
absence of reliable information on businessmen for the period, and in the past 
generalisations have been made from an inadequate and generally untypical 
collection of narrowly focused studies of individual men. Historians have 
recently attempted to overcome this weakness by using a large sample to 
construct a collective biography of early businessmen. 2 This approach has led to a 
wider and more systematic analysis of the available evidence . Nevertheless, while 
it has provided important new insights into the social origins of the first 
generation of modern industrialists, the prosopographical techniques of collective 
biography can do little to uncover and explain the motivation and behaviour of 
such men . 

Evidence concerning provincial businessmen is rare, but an unusual amount of 
detail is available for one prominent Leicester manufacturer, John Coltman of 

T . S. Ashton, The Industrial Revolution, 1760-1830. Oxford: University Press, 1948 . The use of 
quantitative macroeconomic theory has resulted in lower estimates for economic growth in the late 
eighteenth century, and the rejection of the classic interpretation of the Industrial Revolution as a 
period of rapid industrialisation. Professor Crafts, in particular, has argued that the British economy 
far from experiencing rapid 'take-off in the late eighteenth century grew only slowly before 1830, 
except in a couple of major sectors, namely cotton and iron. He concluded that because economic 
change was far slower than previously estimated considerable growth must already have taken place in 
the century before 1750: see N . F. R. Crafts, British Economic Growth during the Industrial Revolution, 
pp.2, 7, 14-17, 116-21, 137-40. Oxford: University Press, 1985. Cf. The Economic History of Britain 
since 1700. I: 1700-1860, eds., R. Floud and D . McCioskey. Cambridge: University Press, 1981; C. H. 
Lee, The Bn'tish Economy since 1700: A Macroeconomic Perspective. Cambridge: University Press, 1986. 

2 F . Crouzet, The First Industrialists: the problems of origins. Cambridge: University Press, 1985; K. 
Honeyman, Origins of Enterprise: Business Leadership in the Industrial Revolution. Manchester: University 
Press, 1982. 
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St Nicholas Street. 3 Coltman was one of the leading manufacturers in the Leicester 
hosiery trade during the late eighteenth century, and his support of the inventor Joseph 
Brookhouse led to the establishment of the power-driven worsted-spinning industry in 
the Midlands. Coltman has been recognised by historians as a provincial figure of 
importance.4 He was not only an enterprising and active businessman, but was engaged 
in scientific and philosophical enquiry, antiquarian study and political reform; all areas 
of late eighteenth-century provincial life which have particularly interested historians in 
recent years. A substantial collection of family papers and correspondence survives, 
including a memoir written by Coltman's second son, Samuel. 5 There are also two 
stock-books belonging to the family firm of John Coltman & Sons, hosiers, covering the 
period 1792 to 1814, together with summary accounts for the earlier partnership 
between John Coltman and Thomas Gardiner for the period from 1782 to 1791. 
Business records relating to the eighteenth-century hosiery trade are very exceptional; 
there is only one other example of a ledger belonging to Leicester firm surviving from 
this period. 6 There are also a number of contemporary biographical accounts and 
descriptions of Coltman. William Gardiner's discursive memoirs Music and Friends are 
the main contemporary source for the history of the town and particularly of the hosiery 
trade for this period. As a young man, Gardiner was closely connected with the 
Coltman family because of his father's business partnership, and as a consequence there 
are important details in his memoirs concerning Coltman. 7 The Coltmans had an even 
longer and more intimate friendship with the family of William Hutton, the 
Birmingham historian, and especially Hutton's daughter, Catherine Hutton the author, 
who left several biographical accounts of Coltman and made him the hero of at least 
one of her novels. 8 

3 There were four John Coltmans active in the town in this period, all of whom were members of the Great 
Meeting vestry. Coltman has been most commonly confused with John Coltman of the Newark, another 
prominent hosier in late eighteenth-century Leicester, who has been the subject of an earlier study in 
Transactions, see F. E. Skillington, 'The Coltmans of the Newarke at Leicester', TLAS, 18 (1933-4), pp.1-
35. The other two John Coltmans were John Coltman, draper and John Coltman, slaterer. 

4 S. D. Chapman, 'The Pioneers of Worsted Spinning by Power', Business History, 7, (I 965), pp.97-116; S. 
D . Chapman, The Early Factory Masters: The Transition of the Factory System in the Midlands Textile 
Industry, pp.25-6, 103, 114-5. Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1967; A. E. Musson and E . Robinson, 
Science and Technology in the Industrial Revolution, pp.163-4. Manchester: University Press, 1969; A. T. 
Panerson, Radical Leicester: A History of Leicester, 1780-1850, Leicester: University Press, 1954. 

5 LRO, 15 D 57/448-50, 'Time's stepping stones; or some memorials of four generations of a family, by an 
octagenarian member of the same', 3 vols. [unpaginated], dictated by Samuel Coltman [c.1852] and 
arranged in 'literary form' by his wife; 15 D 57/1-461, Leners and papers of the Coltman family, 1761-1889. 

6 LRO, Salusbury & Co., solicitor's deposit, 7 D 65/LXXV/14-15, Two stock-books, John Coltman & 
Sons, hosiers, 1792-1802, 1803-1814, with summary accounts, Coltman & Gardiner, 1782-1791. For 
the survival of business records relating to Leicester, see D. L. Wykes, 'Sources for a Study of Leicester 
Trade and Industry, 1660-1835', Business Archives, 45 (1979), p.7 . 

7 William Gardiner, Music and Friends, or Pleasant Recollections of a Dilettante, 3 vols. vols. 1 and 2, 
London: Longman, Orme, Brown and Longman, 1838; vol. 3, London: Longman, Brown, Grant and 
Longman, 1853. Gardiner's Music and Friends, was used extensively by Gravenor Henson in his The 
Civil, Political, and Mechanical History of the Framework-Knitters in Europe and America. Nottingham: 
Richard Sutton, 1831, and by William Felkin in his A History of the Machine-Wrought Hosiery and Lace 
Manufactures. London: Longman, Green & Co., 1867. 

8 C . H . Beale, Catherine Hutton and Her Friends . Birmingham: Comish Brothers, 1895; [Catherine 
Hutton], 'A Sketch of a Family of Originals. By an Original, their Friend', Ainsworth's Magazine, 5 
(1844), p.59 . Edgar Adeling was her pseudonym for John Coltman, see 15 D 57/442, C. Hutton to 
Ann Coltman, 2 Nov. 1843. This article was based on earlier 'Hasty Sketch of the Coltman Family' 
(1802) prepared for Mrs Elizabeth Heyrick, Coltman's oldest daughter, 15 D 57/387. John Coltman's 
courtship with his future wife also provided the basis of a novel by Catherine Hutton, called Oakwood 
Hall, A Novel (London, 1819) 3 vols, but she admitted the plot was only loosely based, 15 D 57/410, 
Hutton to Mary Coltman, 26 Feb. 1819. 
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In view of the importance of Coltman's contribution to the development of worsted 
spinning in the Leicester hosiery trade during the late eighteenth century, a detailed 
account of his business activities is needed. A detailed study will also contribute to a 
better understanding of the attitudes and motivation of businessmen in this period. 
Coltman is considered to have been one of the most active and enterprising 
businessmen in Leicester during the late eighteenth century. Yet on closer examination 
he remains a paradox, possessing none of the drive and ambition usually associated with 
the successful businessman. He was said by Samuel Coltman to have been 'considered 
a spirited and energetic manufacturer - one, ever ready to foster and encourage new 
inventions', but his son also accused him of neglecting his affairs by his love of study, 
which 'all through his life absorbed him more than is compatible with a strict attention 
to business'. 9 Since Coltman was a member of the then Presbyterian (later Unitarian) 
Great Meeting, the leading nonconformist congregation in the town, his activities as a 
businessman also clearly give rise to the question of the relationship between religious 
dissent and economic success, one of the most persistent and controversial debates in 
modem history. 10 There is also a need to establish Coltman's identity more clearly. 

I 

John Coltman was born at Castle House in Leicester on 20 December 1727, the eldest 
son by his father's first marriage. His father, Joseph Coltman (1694-1774), a Leicester 
woolcomber, was born at Fleckney where the family had been yeomen since at least 
the early seventeenth century. Joseph Coltman was apprenticed to a Leicester baker, 
obtaining his freedom in 1720. By 1725, when he bound his first apprentice, he was 
already described as a woolcomber. 11 The early eighteenth century was a period of 
considerable expansion in the hosiery trade, providing opportunities for new 
individuals to enter the trade. 12 Although the fourth son of the family, Joseph Coltman 
came from a prosperous yeoman background which was presumably a source of his 
business capital. He appears to have been a successful businessman. In at least two 
separate partnerships, he belonged to one of the larger Leicester firms in the mid
eighteenth century. Between 1753 and 1760, Messrs Joseph Coltman & Co. borrowed 
£200 on bond at 4 per cent interest from John Simpson, the Receiver-General of the 
Land Tax and one of the earliest bankers in the town. In 1767 the partners subscribed 
three guineas for the new Infirmary, further evidence of the firm's standing. 13 

9 LRO, 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, ch.14. 
I O The most celebrated attempt to relate religious beliefs to economic success was made by the German 

sociologist Max Weber, who, in his essay 'The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism', laid the 
foundations for the modem debate. Weber's essay, originally published in two parts between 1904 and 
1905, was translated from the German by Talcott Parsons as The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism. London, George Allen and Unwin, 1930. Prof. Tawney, in a work almost as celebrated as 
Weber's original essay, developed further for England the link between economic success and religion, see 
R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism: A Historical Study. London: John Murray, 1926; 1929. 

11 LRO, DE 636/P!05/l, Fleckney Parish Register, s.v. 29 Dec. 1694; G. F . Farnham, Leicestershire 
Medieval Village Notes, 5, pp.194-6. 6 Vols. Privately printed by Thomley, 1931; LRO, Halford MSS, 
DG 24/488-491, Coltman marriage settlements, 1650; Will 1701/170, Robert Coltman, Fleckney, 
yeoman: Inv. £305 5s. 8d.; Register of Freemen of Leicester, 1196-1770. Including the Apprentices Sworn 
before Successive Mayors for Certain Periods, 1646-1770, ed., H . Hartopp, pp.223, 403. Leicester: Edgar 
Backus, 1927; Beale, Catherine Hutton, as n.8, pp.42-3. 

12 D. L. Wykes, 'The Origins and Development of the Leicestershire Hosiery Trade', Textile History, 23 
(1992), pp.34-36. 

13 LRO, 15 D 57/451, John Coltman's Common-place book, mid-eighteenth century [unpaginated]; 
Dawson collection, Launde Abbey records, 6 D 52/277/5-8, John Simpson, 'A rentall of my yearly 
income for Mony & Land', 1753-1760; J. Thompson, The history of Leicester in the eighteenth century, 
p.132. Leicester: Crossley and Clarke, 1871. 
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1. Shambles Lane (later St Nicholas Street), Leicester. Lithograph from a 
drawing by John Flower, 

There are no details concerning John Coltman's childhood, but on his sixteenth 
birthday in December 1743 he was sent to Kibworth for three years to be educated at 
the Academy conducted there by the Rev. John Aikin ( 1 713-80). Aikin was a 
idistinguished 1,cholar and in 1758 was appointed the first classics tutor of the 
ceildlmated Warrington Academy, becoming divinity tutor (effectively principal) in 
17,61.14 From the account recording the fees for his first year, the subjects Coltman 

14 A copy of the account for Coltman's first year's expenses (Dec. 1743-Dec. 17 44) survives, 15 D 
'57/448, fo.66. 
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studied included Geography and French, in addition to Greek and Latin. From his 
later studies it seems clear he also studied logic and philosophy. Aikin was to have a 
profound influence upon the young Coltman, who bore his old tutor much affection 
and from him 'imbibed a taste for classical learning' which was to persist for the rest of 
his life, often adversely affecting his conduct, particularly towards business. 15 'Here he 
laid the foundation of those studious habits for which he was always remarkable'. 
Coltman may have been intended for a career in the ministry. It has also been 
suggested that the difficulties at home caused by the arrival of a new step-mother with 
the children of two previous marriages, contributed to the unusual decision of having 
him educated at Kibworth. In retrospect, Coltman considered it the happiest period of 
his life. 16 

Amongst Leicester businessmen Coltman was almost certainly unique in having 
received a classical education, and it is little wonder that his learning always created a 
sensation amongst his fellow townsmen. Few manufacturers engaged in the hosiery 
trade would have been able or willing to provide their sons with such an education. 
Although the cost in monetary terms would not have been prohibitive for a wealthy 
manufacturer, 16 was an age when most parents looked to their sons as a source of 
support and earnings in the family firm. In 1786, at the age of 16, William Gardiner 
the son of Coltman's partner was sent to Worcester to arrest a man who owed the firm 
£50. 17 In addition, a classical education, even at one of the best nonconformist 
academies, was intended (like Oxford and Cambridge) to provide a liberal education 
for the sons of gentlemen and for those intending careers in the professions including 
ministry and not business. 18 By the late eighteenth century, the sons of most Leicester 
manufacturers would have been sent to a dame school and then educated at the 
grammar school, or more probably one of the local commercial academies, until they 
were apprenticed or placed informally to some training. 19 It is noteworthy that John 
Coltman sent his own sons first to a dame school in Leicester and then, at the ages of 
six and ten, to a large Quaker School near Hartshill, Warwickshire. Two years later his 
eldest son, John, was sent to a well known school at Lothbury in London, but Samuel 
suffered an accident which interrupted his schooling, and afterwards he studied at 
intervals in Leicester and Wigston before joining his brother in the family firm. Unlike 
their father, neither son was educated at a nonconformist academy. 20 Admittedly, in 
1760 William Bentley (1701-84), the highly successful mercer and hanker, sent his 
younger son Timothy to be educated at Warrington Academy. But Timothy was 
intended for a medical career, having been a pupil of the celebrated botanist Richard 
Pulteney, while the latter was living in Leicester. But ,after his father refused to 

15 LRO, 15 D 57/448 fo:66, Account for ,one year's board and teaching; 15 D 57/451, John Coltman's 
memorandum or commonplace book; Obituary ,of John Coltman by his youngest daughter ,Mary Ann, 
in Beale, Catherine 'Hutton, as n.8, p.137. 

16 Hutton, 'Family of Originals', as n .8, p .57; 15 D 57/448, 'Time's stepping stones', 1, fos. 65, 67. His 
father did not, however, remarry until June 1745, see LRO, 8 D 59/16, St Mary's parish register, s.v. 6 
Jun. 1745 

17 The bill for Coltman's first year at Kibworth came to £14 5s. 3d., being £12 for board and teachin;g 
and the remainder for books, pens, paper and ink, 15 D 57/448, fo.66; Gardiner, Music and Friends, as 
n .7, 1, p.129 

18 This point is discussed further in D. L. Wykes, 'Sons and Subscribers: Lay Support and the College, 
1786-1840' in Truth, Liberty, Religion: Essays Celebrating Two Hundred Years of Manchester College, 'ed., 
B. Smith, pp.35-37. Oxford: Manchester College, 1986 

19 See William Gardiner's account of his own education, Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 3, pp.l-'.'3, 
14-15; Education in Leicestershire, 1540-1940: A Regional Study, ed., B. Simon, pp.107-15. Leicester: 
University Press, 1968 

20 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, ch.16 
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continue financing his studies Bentley became a brewer in Little Tower Hill, London.21 

The sons of two other men connected with trade in Leicester also received a higher 
education. Joseph Cradock jun. (1742-1826), entered the Leicester Grammar School at 
the age of nine, and was then sent by his guardians to Cambridge, but his father had 
already retired from business and purchased an estate at Gumley before his death in 
1759.22 Likewise, the father of John Finch Simpson (1769-1826), John Simpson the 
banker, who purchased Launde Abbey in 1765, had long retired from business in Leicester 
when he sent his son to the Daventry Academy in 1786.23 Both Cradock and Simpson 
were joining the ranks of the gentry not seeking an education fot a career in business. 

Coltman left Kibworth at the age of 19 to enter business, for which he himself felt 
'he never had much fitness or inclination, always preferring the pursuits of literature to 
worldly acquisitions'. 24 He was to continue his studies. The dates and titles survive for 
a series of essays and notes he made between August 1747 and November 1751 on 
such subjects as 'enlargening the capacity of the mind' (15 Aug. 17 4 7), 'Resolution in 
Logic is a branch of method' (4 Nov. 1748), and the geography of the Iliad (19 Nov. 
1751). During this period he also used to meet weekly with a small group of friends to 
discuss literary and philosophical subjects of common interest. 25 The other members 
of the 'Quadrumviate', who all belonged to the Great Meeting Presbyterian con
gregation in the town, were Richard Pulteney ( 1730-1801), then an apothecary at 
Leicester, but later to become the celebrated botanist and English publicist of 
Linnaeus; John Lewin (1733-70), son of one of the leading hosiers in the town during 
the mid-eighteenth century; and the surgeon John Cogan (c.1727-63) . 26 Gardiner 
believed that the medical profession 'are the best informed in science, and from the 
nature of their avocation mingle most with the people. . .. Their continued research 
and inquiry into facts make them friends of knowledge and every improvement, and, 
generally speaking, they are found to be supporters of civil and religious liberty'. 27 

Little is known about Coltman's early business career, but after Kibworth he 
probably joined his father's woolcombing concern. He then became a traveller for his 
wealthy uncle, Rowland Page, a London distiller. As a result he appears to have been 
acknowledged as his uncle's heir, an attractive proposition for someone with many step
brothers and sisters, but Coltman was expected to marry his uncle's housekeeper, a 
German lady, who was also the sister-in-law of his partner. Unfortunately for these 
designs, Coltman on one of his northern business journeys was introduced to Elizabeth 
Cartwright, and after a lengthy courtship they were married in October 1766. No doubt 
part of the delay was occasioned by the fear of his Uncle's displeasure, but Coltman's 
family were to see it subsequently as another example of his worldly detachment. 28 

21 'Historical Account of Students Educated in the Warrington Academy', Monthly Repository, 9 (1814), 
p.204; R. H. Jeffers, 'Richard Pulteney, M .D ., F.R.S. (1730-1801), and his correspondents', Proc. of 
the Linnean Soc. of London, 171, pt. 1, (1959-60), p.17 

22 J. Cradock, Literary and Miscellaneous Memoirs, 1, pp.v-viii. London: J.B. Nichols, 1828. 
23 T. Belsham, 'A List of Students Educated at the Academy of Daventry', Monthly Repository, 17 (1822), 

p.286; LRO, Dawson MSS, 6 D 52/287/3a 
24 Beale, Catherine Hutton, as n.8, p.136 
25 15 D 57/451, John Coltman's memorandum or commonplace book; 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping 

stones', 2, ch.15 
26 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, chs.17 and 18, copies of letters from Richard Pulteney to 

Coltman, 21 Jun. 1777, 14 Dec. 1779; Jeffers, 'Richard Pulteney' , as n .21 , pp .15-18; Gardiner, Music 
and Friends, as n .7, 2, p .811 ; Register of Freemen, as n .11, 1, p.387; Leicester Journal, 12 Mar. 1763 

27 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.429 
28 15 D 57/448-9, 'Time's stepping stones', 1 and 2, chs.3 and 12 . It is difficult to resolve Samuel 

Coltman's dating. He writes of his parents ' courtship lasting nearly nine years, yet he records they first 
wrote to each other in January 1763. 
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Elizabeth Cartwright, in her interests and outlook, was in many ways an ideal partner 
for Coltman. Before her marriage she had acquired an impressive circle of literary 
acquaintances through her relative Robert Dodsley (1703-64), the London publisher. 29 

At his house she met Burke, Sheridan, Garrick, Johnson and Boswell, and she also 
corresponded with his friend the Rev. Joseph Spence (1699-1768) of Byfleet, Surrey, 
the anecdotist and friend of Pope, who with Mrs Fieldhouse was the confident of 
another of Dodsley's friends, the poet William Shenstone (1714-63). 30 The loss by 
Coltman of hi~ friends within a couple of years of his marriage, Cogan and Lewin by 
death, and Pulteney by removal and marriage, resulted in Coltman 's increasing 
seclusion, for he failed to replace them with new correspondents or friends. Instead he 
preferred to confine himself alone in his study after supper, from 7 until 10 or 11 at 
night. 31 Gardiner in his memoirs remembered that Coltman made few social visits 
outside his immediate circle, and that they were restricted almost entirely to a couple 
of families in the county: the Hextals, the Halls, and their relatives the Capnerhursts 
and the Passands .32 His closest friend was John Hall of Wellesborough Mill. A 
prosperous miller, Hall was described as 'a man of considerable reading', whose father 
was said to have made 'very extensive progress in scientific knowledge'. 33 According to 
Gardiner, Coltman 'preferred this kind of company to the more fashionable circles in 
his native town'. 34 It is no coincidence that these families were also dissenters, and 
that many of them as a result of Coltman's advice were to emigrate to the United 
States during the French Revolutionary Wars because of the political situation. It is 
clear from what Coltman wrote to Pulteney that he felt the loss of his friends keenly.35 

Coltman's interest in literary and philosophical studies had clearly developed as a 
result of the education he had received under Aikin at Kibworth, and he was to pursue 
his interest in the classical scholarship throughout his adult life. Gardiner recalled that 

He had the reputation of being a first-rate classical scholar. He was an insatiable 
reader, and a noted antiquarian. His taste for the fine ans was as conspicuous as his 
knowledge of the learned languages, and his collection of coins, many of which were 
dug up in the parish in which he lived, was considered of great value .... With the more 
learned he would adorn his conversation by citations from classical authors. 36 

John Throsby, whose History and antiquities of the ancient town of Leicester included 
much detail on the town's Roman remains, attested to the importance of Coltman's 
collection of coins. 'This Gentleman's known judgment in antiquarian researches 
urged me to ask for what was politely given, the use of a selection of his Roman coins'. 
The engraved plate in Throsby's History illustrating the Roman coins found in the 
town was taken from Coltman's collection. 37 Coltman 's interest in antiquarian matters 

29 15 D · 57/2-5, Letters from Dodsley, 1763-4; R. Straus, Robert Dodsley: Poet, Publisher & Playwright 
(London, 1910) pp.296-301. For the new definitive edition of Dodsley's works, see The Correspondence 
of Robert Dodsley, 1733-1764, ed. , J. Tierney. Cambridge University Press: 1988 

30' 15 D 57/448-9, 'Time's stepping stones', 1 and 2, chs.2, 4-7, 12-13 
31 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones' , 2, ch.17 
32 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.61; H. G. Schmidt, 'Some Post-Revolutionary Views of 

American Agriculture in the English Midlands', Agricultural History, 32 (1958), pp.166-75 
3'3 Leicester Journal, 4 Mar. 1775; Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.61, and 3, p .134 
34 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p .61 
35 PRO, RG4/ll 73, Nonconformist registers of Ashby de la Zouch and Bardon Park, 1756-1837; 

Schmidt, 'Post-Revolutionary Views', as n.32, pp. 168-70; G ardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.61; 
Linnean Society of London, Pulteney MSS, Coltman 17, Coltman to Pulteney, 25 Aug. 1787. I am 
grateful'to,the Librarian for permission to quote from the letters in the Pulteney collection. 

36 Gardlirer;,Music and Friends, as n .7, 1, pp.60-1 
37 ' J .. Throimy,;. l!he History and antiquities of the ancient town of Leicester, p.21 . Leicester, J. Brown for the 

author; ll'79T 
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2. Collection of Roman coins belonging to Mr John Coltman of St Nicholas' Parish. From John Throsby, 
The History and Antiquities of the Ancient Town of Leicester, facing p.21. Leicester: J. Brown for the author, 1791. 

was almost certainly awakened by his love of classical literature, and it is not difficult 
to understand how this interest led him to collect Roman coins. The latin inscriptions 
recorded together with names of the different emperors allowed him to use his classical 
scholarship in dating and cataloguing them. Nevertheless, the growth and expansion of 
the town in the late eighteenth century, which led workmen to uncover an increasing 
number of remains and finds, undoubtedly helped to stimulate an interest in 
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antiquarian research in the town, not least by making available coins and other 
remains for purchase. Coltman's reputation 'as a friend to literature' meant that many 
of the scholars who visited the town came to see him. Coltman spent an afternoon in 
April 1762 with Pulteney in the company of Dr Richard Farmer (1735-97) of 
Cambridge. Farmer was then engaged on a history of Leicester, and which was 
eventually abandoned on his appointment as Master of Emmanuel College in 1775. 
In 1787 Joseph Priestley, the eminent scientist and theologian, visited Leicester. 
'Mr Coltman accompanied the doctor into St Nicholas' churchyard, to view that great 
curiosity the Jewry wall.' Gardiner witnessed the occasion: 'for we two lads, John 
Coltman [jun.] and myself, sneaked behind the philosopher like two spaniels, and 
heard his opinion that it was the remains of a Roman bath'. When John Waltire, one of 
the many itinerant lecturers in natural philosophy or science in the late eighteenth 
century, came to Leicester, Coltman invited him to his house. Waltire's audience there 
for his lecture on mechanics included Coltman's own wife and also that of his friend 
Matthew Reid. 38 

II 

The origin of Coltman's business capital remains a matter of speculation, but there 
are some clues. It is unlikely that his immediate family provided much assistance. 
His uncle Page was presumably an unpromising source in view of the circumstances 
of their parting. Moreover, his uncle was still alive in 1780, by which date 
Coltman's firm was well established.39 Nor is it likely that his father, overburdened 
with the offspring of four marriages, could have provided much capital. In discussing 
Coltman's prospects prior to their marriage, Elizabeth Cartwright pointed out in 
1765 that his trade at Leicester was by all accounts 'at present good for nothing' 
and, although an only child, her marriage portion would amount to no more than 
£600 or £700, with a further £800 or £900 only after the death of her parents.40 

Nevertheless, Coltman was not without funds. In 1760 he had purchased a house 
and four tenements in Bulls Lane for £580. 41 The source of the purchase money 
and how much he had to borrow to complete the sale, is unfortunately unknown. A 
clearer source of capital was his marriage. In 1766 he purchased his father's house 
and premises in St Nicholas Street, almost certainly with his wife's marriage 
jointure. It is also likely that his membership of the Great Meeting congregation was 
valuable. Thomas Gardiner, his partner between 1782 and 1791, was a member. John 
Coltman & Co. had an account with Bentley and Buxton, bankers, and in some years 
the firm had an overdraft. William Bentley was treasurer of the Great Meeting. 42 At a 
time when the structure of business encouraged the development of close economic 
ties to obtain credit, to establish business opportunities or to overcome the problems 
of unlimited partnership liability, the introductions and connections provided by the 
meeting-house must have been invaluable, particularly when so many of the leading 
tradesmen and manufacturers belonged to the congregation. 

38 Linnean Society Library, London, Pulteney MSS, Coltman letter 19, Coltman to Pulteney, 2 Jun. 
1790; C. J. Billson, Leicester Memoirs, pp.130-1. Leicester: Edgar Backus, 1924; Gardiner, Music and 
Friends, as n.7, 1, p.63; Beale, Catherine Hutton, as n.8, p .63 

39 See New Complete Guide to All Persons who have any Trade or Concern with the City of London (1780) . 
Coltman did, however, name his third son Rowland, presumably after his uncle. 

40 LRO, 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, eh. I I 
41 LRO, 7 D 65/LXXV/1/12, Articles of Agreement, 25 Aug. 1760 
42 Leicester Chronicle, 18 Nov. 1876, p.6, col.2; LRO, 7 D 65/LXXV/14, John Coltman & Co. No.I 

Stock-book 
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By the second half of the eighteenth century Leicester had become the centre of the 
worsted hosiery trade. The introduction of the stocking-frame at the end of the 
seventeenth century had greatly improved productivity by increasing the number of 
stockings that a single operative could knit, but the only source of yam remained the 
domestic hand-spinner. Woolcombing and spinning, unlike knitting, were not 
mechanised at this time, and these processes remained very labour intensive. The 
rapid growth of the worsted hosiery trade during the eighteenth century had therefore 
placed increasing pressure on the supply of yam to the knitters. Whereas Arkwright by 
1769 had succeeded in spinning cotton commercially using power-driven machinery, 
nearly 20 years later worsted was still being spun by hand within the domestic 
economy, which increasingly led to serious shortages of yam at certain times of the 
year, in particular at harvest time.43 In hand-spinning 

both hands were employed in drawing two threads at the same time, which, being 
twisted separately, were wrapped on two separate bobbins. In combing the wool four 
ounces of oil were used to every pound, after which the top, or prepared wool, was laid 
by for twelve months [in order to dry].44 

Since the method of preparing wool for spinning involved a considerable delay and 
therefore tied up much circulating capital, there was, in addition, to the need to 
guarantee the supply of yarn, a major incentive to shorten the existing process. 
Coltman is said by Gardiner to have introduced Hargreaves' spinning jenny into 
Leicester in 1777, but after 'being carried on with indifferent success' for about three 
years, Coltman abandoned the jenny in favour of Arkwright's spinning machine 
following the collapse of the latter's patents in 1781.45 

The successful invention of a worsted spinning machine was achieved by Joseph 
Brookhouse (1758-1831) . Baptised at the Presbyterian Great Meeting, Leicester, 
where his father was a member, he had been apprenticed to John Marshall (1738-
1808), a woolcomber, the son of the chapel clerk.46 After obtaining his freedom in 
September 1779 Brookhouse chose to enlist during the American War of 
Independence and joined the earl of Winchelsea's volunteers, distinguishing himself at 
the defence of St Lucia in 1781. He had returned to Leicester by June 1783, when he 
married his second wife, Mary Lewin.47 His earliest attempts to develop his invention 
involved the financial support of his brother-in-law, Thomas Lewin of Melton 
Mowbray, but Brookhouse's first experiments failed to achieve the success expected, 
and his brother-in-law placed him in prison for debt. Brookhouse's release was 
obtained by John Coltman and Joseph Whetstone (c.1725-1811), a master 
woolcomber, who advanced £500 for the purpose. 48 Coltman's interest in the 
Brookhouse invention is hardly surprising in view of his earlier experiments with the 
spinning jenny and Arkwright's machine, and the extent of his involvement in the 

43 The best account of the development of the Midlands worsted spinning industry is Chapman, 'Worsted 
Spinning', as n .4, pp.97-116; Chapman, Factory Masters, as n.4, ch.6 

44 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, pp.82-3 
45 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.231, 3, p .114; Chapman, 'Worsted Spinning' , as n.4, p .99 
46 PRO, RG4/2324, Nonconformist Registers, The Great Meeting, Leicester, 1743-85; Register of Freemen 

of Leicester, 1770-1930, including the Apprentices Sworn before Successive Mayors for Certain Periods, 1770-
1926. Abstracted from the Borough Records and edited by Henry Hartopp, 2, p .435 . Leicester: Backus 
for the Corporation, 1933 

47 Register of Freemen, as n .46, 2, p.13; Obituary of Joseph Brookhouse, Monthly Repository, ns. 5 (1831), 
pp.498-9, by W[illiam] F[ield] , Unitarian Minister of Warwick. A less detailed account was published 
in the Warwick and Warwickshire General Advertiser, 21 May 1831; LRO, 1 D 41/38, Marriage Bonds, 
13 Sep . 1779, 29 Jun. 1783 

48 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, eh. I 
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hosiery trade.49 Whetstone was from humbler origins than either of the other two 
partners. The son of a Nuneaton tammy weaver, he had been apprenticed to a 
Leicester woolcomber in 1745 and obtained his freedom in April 1754, in time for the 
parliamentary election that year. Like Brookhouse and Coltman, he was also a 
member of the Great Meeting. By 1787 he was said to employ between a 1000 and 
1500 woolcombers. 50 

The mid-l 780s were a particularly favourable time for exploiting the new spinning 
machine. The revival in trade experienced with the renewal of peace in 1783, further 
improved following the Commercial Treaty with France in 1786, when the prohibitive 
tariffs previously charged on English textiles and other goods were removed. 51 A 
partnership was therefore formed to exploit Brookhouse's invention, with Coltman 
and Whetstone providing the capital. The invention applied Arkwright's principle of 
roller-spinning to wool, the use of rollers being particularly suited to spinning 
worsted. 52 The number of spindles worked by one of Brookhouse's machines is 
unknown, but each spindle was capable of producing about half a pound of eight
penny worsted yam a day. 53 Besides providing an additional and more reliable source 
of yam for the local trade, the new method also achieved a considerable saving in 
capital and important improvements in quality. 

By the new process no oil is used, and it can be spun the instant it is combed. The 
interest of money and the value of the oil is saved, and the wool is preserved from the 
yellow tinge which it always acquired. 54 

The partners chose Market Harborough, which lay outside the main area of hosiery 
manufacture, as the location for their new machines, no doubt concerned with the 
traditional hostility of the hand-trade to the introduction of machinery. If this was an 
attempt to avoid a confrontation, then it was unsuccessful. Although attempts were 
made to allay local fears, the partners together with a number of fellow Presbyterians 
were the victims of a major outbreak of rioting in December 1 787 lasting ten days, 
during which their property was attacked. Two machines at Market Harborough and 
at Melton Mowbray were destroyed by mobs from Leicester. The authorities, despite 
repeated requests for assistance, provided no protection until after Coltman and 
Whetstone's houses had been attacked. In his memoirs Coltman's son suggested that 
help was refused by the magistrates until the partners had signed an agreement, drawn 
up by the authorities, promising not to operate any worsted spinning machines within 
50 miles of Leicester. 55 

49 15 D 57/448, 'Time's stepping stones', 1, ch.3 
50 Register of Freemen, as n.11, 1, pp.453, 301; Thompson, History, as n.13, p.186 
51 F. A. Wells, The British hosiery and knitwear industry: its history and organisation, p.78. London: George 

Allen & Unwin, 1935; W . 0. Henderson, 'The Anglo-French Commercial Treaty of 1786', Econ. Hist. 
Rev., ns 10 (1957-8), pp.104-12 

52 Gardiner, Music and Friends, 1, as n.7, p .82 
53 Leicester Journal, 1 Dec. 1787. It is difficult to ma.ke any comparisons with the handtrade as the amount 

of wool spun in a day varied with the count of quality produced, but contemporary accounts suggest an 
industrious female could spin about half-a-pound a day depending on its fineness, see Annals of 
Agriculture, 9 (1788), pp .279-529. For accounts of hand spinning and combing see 
H . Lemon, 'Some Aspects of the Early History of Spinning, with Special Reference to Wool', Journal of 
the Textile Institute, 42 (1951), pp.479-500; H . Lemon, The History of Spinning. London: Wool 
Education Society, 1954 

54 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.83 
55 D. L. Wykes, 'The Leicester Riots of 1773 and 1787: a study of the Victims of Popular Protest', 

TLAHS, 54 (1978-9), pp.39-50 



82 

The disturbances are important, not only because of their consequences for the 
Leicester hosiery trade, but because they reveal the extent of the divisions that had 
developed between two powerful minority groups within the town: the high Anglican 
Tories who controlled the closed corporation, and the Presbyterian manufacturers who 
dominated the hosiery trade.56 As a result of the rioting and the unwillingness of the 
authorities to offer the partners sufficient protection to allow them to operate their 
machines, worsted spinning continued by hand in Leicestershire for a further ten years, 
while power-driven spinning was adopted in Nottinghamshire, Warwickshire, 
Worcestershire, Yorkshire and even as far north as Aberdeen. It was to these places that 
Leicester manufacturers, at the centre of the Midland worsted hosiery trade, had to send 
for yam to make up the deficiencies of the local hand-spinners. 57 Brookhouse as the 
inventor particularly suffered from the vituperation of the mob and was forced to leave his 
native town, going first to Birmingham and then to Bromsgrove.58 At Bromsgrove an 
existing cotton mill was converted to spin worsted and Coltman set up his step-nephew, 
J oho Adams ( 17 66-1858), as manager. 59 The enterprise at Bromsgrove despite the 
distance from its principal market was financially successful. It was said to have brought 
Coltman £3000 in 1795, and in December the same year Adams wrote to Boulton & Watt 
enquiring about the cost of an engine as he intended 'enlargening the works in the Mill'. 60 

The partnership collapsed in November 1796 when Coltman discovered he had 
been defrauded by Adams. The details are not entirely clear, but it appears Coltman 
had failed to take the precaution of having a formal partnership agreement drawn up 
and, as a result, Adams refused to acknowledge his interest since he could produce no 
written evidence to support his claims. 61 Adams also appears to have contracted 
substantial and unauthorised liabilities for the partnership by laying out large sums of 
money, presumably on 'enlargening the Works' .62 The dispute was probably brought 
to a head by the fact that Coltman's second son, Samuel, shortly to be married, was 
intended as a partner in the business. 63 Brookhouse had already left the partnership to 
56 See Wykes, 'Leicester Riots', as n .55, pp.43-45 for further discussion of this point. Much of the 

detailed knowledge of Brookhouse's invention, and of the involvement of Coltman and Whetstone, is 
provided by the contemporary accounts of the disturbances. 

57 Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n .7, 1, p.84, 3, p.115; Thompson, History, as n .13, p.189 
58 Obituary of Brookhouse, as n.47, p.499 
59 The Universal British Directory of Trade and Commerce, 2, London, 1793, pp .384, 385 . Although 

Professor Chapman has suggested that Adams was a partner in 1783 in an earlier mill, this seems 
unlikely as Adams was only apprenticed in 1781 and presumably not free from his indentures until 
1788, see Chapman, 'Worsted Spinning', as n.4, p.109; Register of Freemen, as n.46, 2, p.459. See J. 
Pugh, Bromsgrove and the Housmans. Bromsgrove: Housman Society, 1975, for details about the Adams 
family. Adams' father had died in May 1779 and appointed his brother-in-law, Coltman, his executor 
and trustee of his children, PRO, PROB 11/1054, fo .284, Will of Thomas Adams of Ashby-de-la
Zouch, hosier (1779) . Thomas Adams was an early supported of the Methodists in Ashby, see C . E . 
Welch, 'Lady Huntingdon's Chapel at Ashby', TLAHS, 66 (1992), pp.137-8. A John Coltman was 
also an early supporter of John Wesley in Leicester. This is generally taken to be John Coltman of St 
Nicholas Street. Although his son, Samuel (born 1772), recorded that he remembered when he was 
very young Wesley visiting his father's house, from the dates suggested by the editor of Wesley's Journal 
(1745, 1753), it seems more likely that the early supporter was the older John Coltman of the Newarke, 
who was certainly a trustee of the Methodist meeting-house in Millstone Lane in 17 68, see 15 D 
57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, ch.17; The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley .. . Enlarged from original 
MSS., with notes from unpublished diaries, ed., N . Cumock. London: Epworth Press, 1909. 

60 LRO 15 D 57/26 Samuel Coltman to Miss Mary Smith, 13 Nov. 1796; Birmingham Archives 
Department, Birmingham Central Libraries, Boulton and Watt Collection, Parcel F, sv. 'A' & Box 6, 
sv. 'A', 17, 25 Dec. 1795. Adams did not in fact purchase an engine from Boulton and Watt. 

61 'Family of Originals', as n .8, p.59 
62 Twenty years later, Coltman's daughter-in-law mentioned a figure of £8,000, 15 D 57/114, Mary to 

Samuel Coltman, 26 Sep. 1816 
63 15 D 57/450, 'Time's stepping stones', 3, ch.20 
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join John and William Parkes and their brother-in-law, Woodhouse Crompton, in 
establishing a new worsted-spinning mill at Warwick in 1796, which was to rival 
Adams in supplying the Leicester trade.64 This desertion, in addition to Adams' 
perfidy, was keenly felt by Coltman: his second son, Samuel, wrote to his fiancee in 
November 1796 that 

My father has been concerned in two partnerships in conclusion of which he has been 
unjustly deprived of 1 OOO £ by men from whom he had every claim to gratitude. - The 
one he took when insolvent & treated with all the kindness & liberality of a brother, the 
other his ward whom he took into partnership in a business which last year produced 
him 3000 £. 65 

Not surprisingly, Coltman encountered financial embarrassment as a result of the 
fraud, and his wife sold her jointure for £2,000 to raise money to assist her husband 
during the difficult period that followed. 66 

Coltman's business and social horizons were almost entirely restricted to those 
encompassed by his fellow Presbyterians, for the range of economic and social 
opportunities they afforded were such that he had little need to search elsewhere to 
satisfy his requirements. His ties with the Presbyterian circle of rational dissenters were 
not restricted to Leicestershire. His father-in-law, Samuel Cartwright, a yeoman from 
Duffield near Derby, had been a close friend of Henry Coape, the village squire and 
one of the leading Presbyterians in Derbyshire. Cartwright also provided the original 
loan of £200 which enabled his friend Samuel Unwin of Sutton-in-Ashfield near 
Mansfield, also a Presbyterian, to establish his hosiery concern, subsequently one of 
the largest in the country. Although it is clear Coltman before his marriage already 
knew the Unwin family (he was introduced to his future wife by Samuel Unwin's 
daughter), the assistance his father-in-law had given Unwin senior no doubt aided the 
development of the intimacy between the two families and the appointment of 
Coltman as Unwin's agent in supplying cotton yarn to the Leicester trade; a 
connection which was to last for about half-a-century. 67 The value to Quakers of 
contacts provided by the Quarterly Meetings in supplying marriage partners or 
hospitality for those travelling on business has been recognised, but the extent to 
which denominational links were used by Presbyterians to establish similar contacts 
has not been adequately appreciated. Samuel Coltman when travelling for the family 
firm was often entertained by friends of his parents. On the northern journey in the 
1790s he regularly stayed with the Grundys at Limefields near Manchester. At various 
times he considered marrying one or other of the daughters of this Unitarian family. 
When he was visiting Warwick the Unitarian Parkes family offered hospitality, and he 

64 W. F[ield], An historical and descriptive account of the town and castle of Warwick and the neighbouring spa 
of Leamingron, pp.76-8. Warwick: H. Sharpe, 1815; Binningham Archives Department, Birmingham 
Central Libraries, Boulton and Watt Collection, Box 3, sv. 'P', Parkes & Brookhouse to Messrs 
Boulton & Wan, 1 Oct. 1796; Brookhouse was named as a subscriber to the Unitarian High Street 
Chapel at Warwick in 1796 and a trustee with the Parkes brothers and Crompton in 1798, Warwick 
County Record Office, CR860/8, fo .34, CR860/7, Warwick Unitarian Chapel Account Books, 1722-
1798, 1788-1811, p.18; Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.84 

65 15 D 57/26, Samuel Coltman to Miss Mary Smith, 13 Nov. 1796 
66 'Family of Originals', as n.8, p.59 
67 15 D 57/448, 450, 'Time's stepping stones', 1, ch.l, 3, ch.21; 15 D 57/460 'Extraordinary Expences' 

incurred by Coltman on his Marriage, 'Pd Mr Cartwright for interest of £200 at 4 1/2£ received of Mr 
Unwin', £9; S. D. Chapman, 'Sunon "Old Mill"', Journal of Industrial Archaeology, 2 (1965), pp.106-
10; Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.61; John Coltman was a trustee for Samuel Unwin Jun. in 
the purchase of Danetts Hall in 1783, LRO, 10 D 52/297, Covenant to produce the deeds of Danetts 
Hall, Schedule, 1687-1785 
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counted amongst his friends Robert Bakewell (1768-1843), the geologist, who 
belonged to a Unitarian family in Wakefield and who had stayed in Leicester for a 
period when he was young. 68 Such connections also worked in reverse. John Coltman 
met Joseph Priestley, the scientist and Unitarian theologian, in Leicester during 1787, 
when the latter was visiting a distant relative and leading members of the Great 
Meeting, Robert Brewin. 69 

III 

We know little about Coltman's personal religious convictions, but although he would 
probably have described himself as a rational dissenter and lent towards heterodoxy, it is 
clear he was not a Unitarian in the late 1780s and did not approve of Priestley's 
theological controversialism.70 Yet in 1807 he appointed as his executors his close friends 
the Rev. Charles Berry (1783-1877), who led the Great Meeting congregation into 
Unitarianism, and Dr Edward Alexander (1767-1822), until his death a leading member, 
at a time when the theological position of the Great Meeting congregation was already 
undergoing a transformation into Unitarianism. 71 This suggests at least sympathy with the 
changes if not outright acceptance of the eventual Anti-Trinitarian position, which was 
not adopted by the congregation until after his death. Certainly his son suspected him of 
Unitarian sympathies even if he piously hoped his father had died an orthodox 
Christian. 72 In politics Coltman was a radical, and like the majority of rational dissenters 
he heartily disapproved of the war with Revolutionary France.73 As a humanitarian he 
condemned slavery and provided financial support for the founding of Sierra Leone, but 
with the French attack on the colony in September 1794 his investment was destroyed.74 

The clearest insight into his personal motivation and attitudes towards business was 
provided by Coltman himself in a letter to Richard Pulteney, his oldest and most intimate 
friend, by then in private medical practice. The circumstances suggest that the opinions 
he expressed represented his personal feelings and uncertainties. Writing in August 1787, 
at a time when he must have been heavily engaged with Brookhouse's invention, he wrote 

at times I find myself weary of Books and almost every thing else & even life itself 
appears . an insipid business - new scenes are wanting - a renovation of strength & 
spirits likewise to enjoy much more in this State of Existence - Life seems to have been 
thrown away upon me - I have very little satisfaction in the retrospect - how others can 
think themselves well employed in amassing wealth or plumming themselves with 
gaudy appearances I know not, but these are things which never enchanted my mind & 
which I now can look on almost with total indifference.75 

68 15 D 57/450, 'Time's stepping stones', 3, chs.21, 22, 27, 30; 15 D 57/33, Samuel Coltman to Miss 
Smith, 30 Dec. 1796; 15 D 57 /90, Samuel Coltman, Clifton, Bristol, to his brother John Coltman, 22 
Sep. 1811. William Smith, the Unitarian MP, when he visited Warwick as part of a 'Tour through the 
Midland County' in 1792, attended the Unitarian meeting in the town and afterwards drank tea with 
Mr and Mrs John Parkes, see Cambridge University Library, Add MS 7621, Papers of William Smith, 
MP, Box II, 'Various Tours' . 

69 Linnean Soc., Coltman 17, Coltman to Pulteney, 25 Aug. 1787; Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, 
p.63 who gives the date of the visit as 1786; 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, ch.17 

70 Linnean Soc., Coltman 17, Coltman to Pulteney, 25 Aug. 1787 
71 LRO, PR/T/1808/49, Will ofJohn Coltman, Leicester, hosier 
72 15 D 57/449, 'Time's stepping stones', 2, ch.19 
73 15 D 57/450, 'Time's stepping stones', 3, ch.21; Gardiner, Music and Friends, as n.7, 1, p.61 
74 15 D 57/450, 'Time's stepping stones', 3, ch.21; C . Fyfe, A History of Sierra Leone, pp.59-61, 68, 71. 

London: Oxford University Press, 1962 ; J. Peterson, Province of Freedom: A History of Sierra Leone, 
1787-1870, pp.35-7 . London: Faber, 1969 

75 Linnean Soc., Coltman 17, Coltman to Pulteney, 25 Aug. 1787; see 15 D 57/19 for Pulteney's reply, 8 
Oct. 1787 
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The disasters of the Bromsgrove partnership, his losses in Sierra Leone, the death of 
his youngest son Rowland, and the deterioration of the political situation in Britain 
during the 1790s, all contributed to his increasing withdrawal from Society. His two 
sons were already managing much of the day to day business of his hosiery concern, 
but they had now to take the major decisions as well. It was Samuel Coltman who 
settled the business with Adams, something his father felt quite unable to confront. 76 

By the final years of his life his 'taste for reading that was always an avidity', had 'now 
become a principle of his existence'. 77 

One of the strengths of the evidence relating to Coltman's attitudes and behaviour 
towards business is the degree of unanimity between a whole range of different 
sources: Coltman's statements drawn from his own letters, family reminiscences, the 
accounts of family friends, and the observations of business acquaintances. 78 All 
express agreement about Coltman's unworldliness, his dislike of trade and his love of 
scholarship even at the expense of his business affairs. Much of the evidence points to 
Coltman's apparent unfitness for business and his failure to pay sufficient attention to 
his own immediate affairs, and yet he can be considered the most outstanding 
entrepreneur in Leicester during the late eighteenth century. He introduced to the 
town both Hargreaves' spinning jenny and Arkwright's machine for spinning cotton by 
rollers and his attempts to develop Brookhouses's invention, though it brought him 
little personal profit, laid the foundations of the Midlands power-driven worsted 
spinning industry. Moreover, his support for the more enterprising of his workmen 
was acknowledged to have been the means of assisting more than one individual to 
economic independence. 79 Coltman was a man of real attainments, yet his career 
serves as a warning to historians against making over-simplified generalisations about 
the attitudes and aspirations of the successful entrepreneur. Coltman clearly lacked the 
drive and ambition frequently associated with such individuals. Moreover, caution is 
clearly necessary before assumptions are made about the supposed practical benefits 
for a successful business career of a good classical education from one of the better 
nonconformist academies. Although Coltman's career was undoubtedly exceptional, 
the very scale of his contribution made him untypical of manufacturers and tradesmen 
generally, he serves to illustrate the patterns and relationships which were important 
for economic success in the late eighteenth century. Above all, his career emphasises 
the significance of the economic ties that the family and the meeting-house produced 
for the nonconformist businessman. 
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