


THE CURTIS PAPER COMPANY:

From Thomas Meeteer to the James River Corporation

0(/ HEN THOMAS MEETEER estab r mill near the
banks of the White Clay Creek ou Delaware, in
1789, he probably never imagined that it would still be in

Today, the Curtis Paper Company, owned by the James River
tion, continues a long and proud tradition of paper-
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I
1789 - 1847

IN THE EARLY 1780s Thomas Mecteer (1739-1812), a Quaker,
left Chester County, Pennsylvania, to seek his fortune on the
banks of the White Clay Creek. Little is known of his previous
life, but he was probably not a trained papermaker. In 1789, he
described himself as a yeoman, or average farmer; later oc-
cupational labels included papermaker, merchant, and gentleman.
No matter what he called himself, Thomas Meeteer was enter-
prising and ambitious. Paper-making was one of his roads to
success.!

Meeteer madé his first known purchase of land in Mill Creek
Hundred (Delaware’s equivalent of a township) in 1783. By 1797,
he owned about 285 acres on both sides of the White Clay Creek,
alittle over one half mile from the village of Newark.2 On this land,
Thomas Meeteer developed a farm, a sawmill, a paper mill, and
housing for his family and his workers.

The paper mill apparently began in 1789, for on January 1 of
that year Meeteer ordered his first mold, with the watermark “T M
& CO,” from Nathan Sellers of Philadelphia. He also borrowed
capital, built a dam in the White Clay Creek to provide water
power, erected buildings, purchased equipment and raw materials,
and hired skilled workers.3 Just two years earlier Joshua Gilpin and
Miers Fisher had established their paper mill on the Brandywine
River, the first in the state of Delaware. These were not, however,
the first paper mills in the Delaware Valley; that honor belongs to
William Rittenhouse’s mill in Philadelphia, founded in 1690. It
was the first in the American colonies, and the Philadelphia area
was the center of the American papermaking industry until New
England rose to dominance in the early nineteenth century.

At Meeteer’s, as at all other mills of the time, paper was made
laboriously by hand. Rags, the raw material, had to be sorted and
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washed. Clean white rags were the best, for they made the whitest
paper. Colored rags had to be boiled in an alkaline solution and
exposed to the sun to be bleached. The clean rags were rolled into
balls and kept moist for six to eight weeks during which they
distintegrated into pulp. Then the pulpy rags were macerated in
either a huge mortar and pestle powered by hand or by water, or in
a more efficient machine called a Hollander beater, also powered
by water. The resulting pulp was mixed with clean water and was
ready to be made into paper.

The vatman, the most skilled worker in the mill, made each
sheet of paper individually with a mold, which was a wire screen
that had a removable deckle, or border, around the edge. He
dipped the mold into the pulp. As he raised it, a thin layer of pulp
stayed on the mold and much of the excess water drained off. The
vatman removed the deckle and passed the mold to a worker
known as the coucher, who turned it over onto a piece of felt and
pressed it so that the sheet of paper adhered to the felt. The vatman
and coucher continued this process until they made a stack of 144
sheets and felts, which were still wet. An experienced vatman
could make three to seven reams, or 1,440 to 3,360 sheets, of
paper in a day.

At this stage the entire stack of paper was placed in a giant press
that took considerable manpower to operate. This squeezed out
the water and forced the fibers of the paper more tightly together.
Another worker, the layman or layboy, separated the stacks of
sheets and felts. After two or three more pressings, the paper was
taken to a drying room where each sheet was hung up to dry. The
paper was then dipped into sizing, a gelatinous substance that
coated it so that it took ink better, followed by another sequence
of pressing and drying. After this, the sheets went through wooden
cylinders called glazing rolls to give them a smooth finish. The final
steps were trimming the sheets to the desired size and packaging
them in quires (24 sheets) or reams (480 sheets).*
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By 1796, Thomas Elms and Joseph Webb were associated with
Meeteer. They may have been the “& Co” of the watermark of

1789. The nature of their relationship is unknown, but Elms and
was

but

well

established and an appropriate place for a young apprentice, one
Benjamin Vangezell.®

The mill’s history complex and somewhat
after 1800 as Thoma took his sons and son-in
the business and opened a book and paper store in Baltimore.
Meeteer’s sons first joined him in the paper mill in 1800. By late
1801, T. Meeteer and Son opened a bookstore in Baltimore. In
early 1804, the partnership of T. Meeteer and Son in Baltimore
was dissolved and replaced by S. Meeteer and Armstrong, Thomas
Meeteer’s son Samuel and son-in-law John Armstrong. At the
same time, Thomas Meeteer sold his entire property in Delaware

to give up these enterprises.®
In 1805, Samuel Meeteer tried to sell the property on the White

Clay Creek. The newspaper advertisement for the sale provides a
detailed description of this agricultural and industrial complex. Of
the 300 acres of land, about 100 acres were in woodland, another
1 cultivated, and the rest, it was said, could easily be
b to cultivation. There were two orchards, one of 150 old
trees and a 300 new ees. Far
included a me barn stables
and “‘three large barracks.”

The paper mill on the White Clay Creek had three vats,
although only two were in use. If all three were in constant use, the
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mill might produce nine to twenty-one reams of paper per da
The supply of water was sufficient to run three vats most of tlz,.
year, “and the whole machinery is in good condition.” A .
further inducement, the mill was touted as ”possibl.y insa:;l
'convenient a part for carrying on the paper-making business as an
in the United States’ because of easy access to land and w;tez
transpo‘rtation. Both the Delaware River and the Chesapeake Ba
were within easy reach, although the Chesapeake was sli htly
closer. The sawmill, on another stream, is mentioned bri g .
being “also in good order.” e
Seven houses were on the property. A recently completed brick
house near the paper mill was two stories high with two rooms
each floor and a kitchen and cellar underneath. A large two-st .
frame house had three rooms per floor and “‘a shed and draw- Orﬂ
of excellent water under the roof.”” Adjoining this was a two—s:;er
stone kitchen wing, twenty-two by twenty-eight feet, with threz
rooms on the second floor and a cellar underneath. T};e other fi
small dwellings were for tenants on the farm and f: 'I'Ve
employed in the paper mill.? e
Tbis complex operation in Delaware, along with the store in

Baltimore, provided income from farming, industry, and com-
merce. Operating in the larger regional economy’ the store
probal;?ly provided the major outlet for selling the ,paper The
saw-mill was most likely a seasonal, local operation that all.o d
Samuel Meeteer to harvest his own woodlands or 1 e
other people in the area. In a i

nantly agricultural soci
the farm provided a solid fou g al societ,

who .

Sugge::e 1:0 be engaged in the paper making business,” which

i fat; that women and children worked alongside their husbands
ers. In 1800, the census taker saw the entire operation as
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one unit, for he called the household *“Meeteers, Thomas &
others” and listed thirty-nine people, including two free blacks.
John Armstrong’s household of nine people, three of whom were
free blacks, was close by.8 Thus, forty-eight people were involved
in this web of family, personal, employer-employee, and landlord-
tenant relationships.

But the property did not sell, and the next few years seem to
have been difficult. In late 1806, the partnership between Samuel
Meeteer and John Armstrong in the bookstore in Baltimore was
dissolved. Thomas Meeteer declared bankruptcy in Baltimore in
January 1807, yet in November of that year he bought back from
Samuel, for $15,000, all of the land in Delaware, augmented byan
additional 100 acres that Samuel had purchased. By 1808,
Thomas and Samuel were again partners in the store in Baltimore,
and William Meeteer, another son, joined the partnership in
1810.° Thomas Meeteer was back where he had been in 1804.

Paper made at the Meeteer mill had several different watermarks
in addition to the earliest “TM & CO.” In January 1800, Meeteer
ordered a mold with the watermark “TM & SONS” and in late
1801, he purchased a mold specifically for the next year, “T M &
SONS-1802.” The watermark became simply *“MEETEER,” in

Very little is known about the paper produced by the Meeteers.
The few identified examples are writing paper.10

Thomas Meeteer eventual back to Mill Creek Hundred,
where he died in 1812. His als some of the sorrows and
concerns of his family life. Meeteer had two wives. He married

1745) 77 before 1795,
five ¢ M arried Mercy
n), wit he 1

9
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The will provides for six children or their offspring. One son
had totally disappeared. Another had died, 1:aving 2 widow and

two r’s ter,
was .H to]
and nheritance required that she have nothing to

do with him. To his son-in-law, Meeteer left one dollar to satisfy
any claim that t‘he may Or can any way pretend to have” in the

estate.
Mercy Meeteer was well provided for, but she would forfeit
most of her inheritance, along with her position as executrix and
of her minor son, George Brown Meeteer, if she
r d. She made that very choice in April 1813, not long after

her husband’s death
Three sons, Samuc¢
George Brown Meet

m (1787-1833), and
1 the land, mills, and
houses on the White d William continued
the establishment o sek and the store in
Baltimore. Their brother struck out on his own and had a mill for
bark, grain, plaster, and lumber on the Christina River by 1832.5
William Meeteer lived in Baltimore and ran the book and
stationery store, which operated until 1842, while Samuel
managed the paper mill, sawmill, and farm in Delaware. Despite
his various responsibilities, Samuel apparently saw himself
primarily as a papermaker. The brothers seem to have had a
stronger commitment to the paper business than their father did,
for they owned another paper mill near Rockville, Maryland, from
1800 to 1816.1
The tax assessment for 1816 and the industrial census for 1820
provide another glimpse of the By 1816, the Meeteers
had increased their land holding ab erty
was the 368 acres that they had inherite 150
acres of which were improved and tt and
wasteland. Buildings included astone and wooden dwelling, three

-10.
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log houses, a stone barn, a
o8 , stone smokehouse, woo -
oul mllrlllg,s,a noctlleosftone outbuilding, twelve brick ;)utbui(il;ir;gc;ma
sawmil tract,of 1 ;:(z)urse, t.he paper mill. The Meeteers own’ed
e e a.cres in Mill Creek Hundred, with 52 acres
mproved and the 1restlfn woodland. This property had a loghouse
The asscsoment so listed a male slave aged twelve who was tc;
e e}; ear:s End then be freed.!> This was a common
practice, for eve though slavery was dying out in the state
e t; nPtdyet r'eady to abolish it completely. ’
paseordingto ; Cin ucsltrlal census for 1820, the mill had three
e peradon an ;s; seventy t.ons of rags per year, at a cost of
29000 Twenty-onerm 1, twenty-eight women, and seven children
whose comb depress?;n fvgrillges .totalled $7,330 worked there.
Decause of the depression | owing the Panic of 1819, both sales
One of ’
o Ouzhfe; cl:/rlrfe}tfer s papermakers, Chrispin Taylor by name
srands out from ’tls anonymous coworkers. In 1816, he was:
aasessed for th y-two actes, twelve of which were improved and
e e . Tummproved. There was a log house on th
y, and Taylor owned one cow. In a society in which mtosi

fort
un'f‘t ave
dto ad]() s’
the Mee for’
go ha
er
or
name.!? ut wi

.11-
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about $22,000 worth of paper annually. American rags were used

5 $11,000. The labor situtation had

almost exclusively, at a cost 0
since 1820, for now only thir eople were
were men,

d at a total cost of $5,000 per y
lier. The rest were

compared with twenty-one twelve years ear
en and children. Other workers ‘‘employed around the

wor
eeteers $2,500 to $3,000 per year in

establishment’”” cost the M
wages. In M words, “of the families employed in the
works, there 7( all besides the 34, in

ospect for the paper
‘in the United States

ast ten years and the

all 104.” He was not «
business. In his view, 1
had increased more tl
price had declined by 20 percen
In its general commentary on
the McLane Report considered t
y

’

(18
the paper industry in Delaware,
he Meeteer mill to be a
the
ely b

com

Gilpins employed twenty men at $300 per year each, ten boys at
$150 each, and fifty womenatan average of $70 each, bringing the
total payroll to $11 ,000. Wages for other laborers and carpenters
were $1,000 per year. The average work day was eleven and
three-quarters hours. The owners provided a school for the
children and night school for the employees in the winter.'

The Brandywine Manufacturing Company used 100 tons of

at $26,000 and produced $60, paper
he mill  ad three paper engines ( ers for
to the

lp) and one paper machine. [n
enius of Thomas Gilpin, this mill produced the first
United Stites. Thomas Gilpin’s

England and Europe in th

preparing pu
mechanical g
machine-made paper in the
brother Joshua had visited
eighteenth and early nineteenth centur

12

e late

ies and studied the new
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apermaki : .
ﬁlflc))rma:io;ngT?aChmés lbemg developed there. Using this
, Thomas Gilpin designed i

based i - gned a papermakin i
e lovrilr::e lﬁvzntlon of John Dickinson, an Englishminm;tChmg
cylinder partially submerged i ruse
adhered . erged in a vat of pulp. Th
e t}:ee ltlc1> the cylinder, and when the cylinder emle)rng froe pulllp
press rolil p transferred to a felt and then went through a s e of
o sto }slgueez'e out the water. This was a major advanel'lei of
Fourdrinrir;ac m; .dld not come to dominate papermakin, C: ’ Il:t
acquired Eir'lllac ine later would. Whether the Meeteer rf'lls v
a Gilpin machine is ‘ il ever
been used there.20 unknown, although one might have
At the other end
of the spectru
tabli _ m, John Fales’
Ecs) ljlrbrlrllshmercllt on the Christina River, begun in 183?) e: . Tmall
€ . y €M
e a:dago (;)ne boy. The mill produced 1,500 reams of Ik)n-ooyed
nsed 25,000 rezms of better quality paper per year. The r::ﬁ
annuall; . Ti:un hs of coarse rags and 13,000 pounds of fine ra
the last Ye;ars be;cfrz tfe;nlllsdrepresent the range of possibilities 1in
e Fourdrinie i
from a craft to an industry v machine changed papermaking
The i ’
death irI: ng;rsll_;lpl of the .Meeteer brothers ended with William’
werestill i - He lefta widow and four daughters, three of wh X
and cight Chfil;. Saml.lel Meeteer died in 1838, survived b Offn
apparently ldren, six of whom were minors. The mYl? wie
¥ in operation until 1841, when Samuel Meetee ’l hWas
t’s heirs
le the estate. In 1843, Joseph E
ht' the mill and twenty-one acres
oint on, the paper mill was an
art of a larger complex.
ershlp is a complete mystery. It
he mill or not. The only certain

*13 -



The Curtis Paper Company

fact is that whatever he was doin

14+
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II
1848-1926

THE CURTIS BROTHERS came from a papermaking family in
Massachusetts. Their father, Solomon Curtis (1766-1818),
established a paper mill in Newton Lower Falls in 1791. Of his
nine sons who lived to adulthood, eight followed him into
papermaking.?* Allen and William Curtis continued their father’s
mill, and it was there that the brothers who moved to Delaware
learned the business.

In 1828, the Curtises installed two Fourdrinier papermaking
machines, imported from England, in their mill. This placed them
among the earliest American users of the new technology. First
patented in England in 1806, the Fourdrinier machine operated
like a conveyer belt. Pulp poured from a vat onto a continuously
moving wire screen that passed over and through a series of rollers
that pressed and dried it until the finished paper rolled onto a
spindle at the end. With this machine the vatman no longer had to
dip a mold—and his hands—into the pulp to make each individual
sheet of paper. Brute force was no longer needed to press the water
out of paper. The machine could make a continuous sheet of paper
of almost any length and as wide as the machine. By the mid 1840s,
almost all of the paper produced in America was made by
machine.25

The career of George B. Curtis (1810-1859) took him from mill
to mill. He prefer al phases of rting the
mill to the routin day operati he came
upon the abandoned Meeteer mill, which looked like a wonderful

r. Solomon M., Curtis (1818-

Hampshire when he received
26

-15.



