
Nomination of William M. Van Nortwick, John S. Van Nortwick, and Henry J. Rogers 

to the Paper Industry International Hall of Fame 

 

 

Q.1.  What specific contributions to the paper industry have the nominees made? 

 

Each of the nominees drove the establishment of the Fox River as the “Paper Valley.”  This is 

based upon their: 

1. Ownership of leading paper companies of their day. 

2. Control of the water power of the Fox River. 

3. Founding of the village of Combined Locks, Wisconsin. 

4. Vision for the future use of electricity. 

Summary 

William M. Van Nortwick (1836-   ), John S. Van Nortwick (1847-1909), and Henry Rogers 

(1833-1896), though less well known than many of their contemporaries, were pioneers in 

the paper industry whose efforts helped established the Fox River as the "Paper Valley."   

The Van Nortwicks and Rogers, like Kimberly, Clark, Shattuck, Babcock, Frambach, and 

Gilbert, were the preeminent paper barons of the Gilded Age.  Not only were they among 

the first to use ground wood and then the sulfite process for pulp, they also immediately 

saw the advantages of the Fox River as location for the paper industry with its proximity to 

secured woodlands to the North, markets to the South, and a stable source of power – the 

Fox River itself.   

As the Appleton Post reported in 1877, before reviewing the progress made by the first of 

Van Nortwick/Rogers operations, 

“The first trial demonstrated that Appleton possessed the right sort of advantages to 

enable paper mills to thrive.  An unlimited and reliable power, facilities for 

transportation and obtaining raw materials, and an abundance of pure water, so 

essential in the production of paper, are considerations which have great weight and 

which have determined so many important questions in favor of Appleton.”
1
 

In fact, the river plays a dual role under the Van Nortwicks’ and Rogers’ stewardship; first, for 

its direct mechanical power, and second, as a means of generating the electricity that 

permitted the industry to, quite literally, grow beyond its banks. 
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From 1870 to 1890, a time when the paper industry along the Fox River was founded and 

flourished, men like the Van Nortwicks and Henry Rogers helped chart the course of the 

industry.  By the end of the period, the combined pulp and paper concerns owned and 

operated by Van Nortwicks and Rogers, were surpassed only by the holdings of Kimberly & 

Clark in terms of the number of plants.  But the Van Nortwicks and Rogers were surpassed 

by no one in terms of their contributions to the paper industry based upon their ownership 

of leading paper companies of their day, control of the water power of the Fox, the 

founding of the village of Combined Locks, Wisconsin, and their vision for the future in 

terms of the use of electricity. 

 

Overview 

A brief review of the accomplishments William M. Van Nortwick, John S. Van Nortwick, and 

Henry Rogers follows. 

 

John M. Van Nortwick founded the Batavia Paper Company
 
in Batavia, Illinois and served as 

its president.
2
  His son William M. Van Nortwick was the vice president and managed its 

operations.
3
  Batavia soon became the largest paper manufacturer in the West

4
 by 

manufacturing huge quantities of news print
5
 primarily for the Chicago Tribune.

6
   By 1882, 

the Batavia operation became the largest mill West of Ohio producing, in addition to 

newsprint, manilla paper and paper bags.
7
  After being renamed the Van Nortwick Paper 

Company in 1883 the company was producing 10 tons of newsprint a day for the Chicago 

Tribune.
8
   By 1884, the Van Nortwick family started the Western Bag Company in Batavia, 

which was producing two million bags per day just two years later.
9
  Another son, John S. 

Van Nortwick, joined the company in 1886.
10

  However, away from Batavia the family would 

soon make another mark.   

At the same time, Henry Rogers was realizing his fortune in Colorado and Wyoming which 

he would soon use to help finance the nascent Fox Valley paper industry.  On the heels of 

the discovery of gold and silver around Denver, Rogers invested in land, mining stocks, and 
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banking.
11

  He moved to Cheyenne and founded the first local bank
12

 where he began 

financing the railroads.
13

  The Van Nortwicks and Rogers became acquainted in Chicago and 

mutual interest sparked a long term partnership that had a profound impact on the paper 

industry. 

In the early 1870s, the Van Nortwicks and Rogers started paper and pulp operations in 

Wisconsin because of the natural advantages of the Fox River relative to secured woodlands 

to the north, immense markets like Milwaukee, Chicago, and St. Louis to the south, and 

what was seen as unlimited water power in the form of the Fox River.
14

 

William M. Van Nortwick, along with Hastings, Bowden, James, Ames, and Henry Rogers, 

formed the Ames Wood Pulp mill in 1873.
15

  (Rogers is listed as a shareholder in some 

sources but not all.
16

 )  The mill, built with an initial investment of $200,000 - a massive sum 

for the time - was located at a key point along the river, aside the large upper dam in 

Appleton,
17

 giving it unimpeded access to the power of the Fox. 

Under Rogers’ guidance as the operations manager,
18

 (he moved to Appleton to supervise 

the plant), the company was only the second groundwood pulp operation,
19

 and the first to 

attempt to circumvent the Voelter patents,
20

 via Ames’ patented process for pulping wood.  

The pulp was to be used for the Van Nortwicks’ Batavia operations.  In 1876, after buying 

out the other shareholders, the company was renamed the Appleton Paper and Pulp 

Company with John M. Van Nortwick as president, William M. Van Nortwick as vice 

president, and Henry Rogers as secretary and treasurer.
21

  In 1877, the company began 

making print paper with Rogers has the manager for paper making operations as well.   The 

company was producing 6.5 tons of newsprint per day and had warehouse facilities in St. 

Louis.
22

  Four years after its founding, the company was the largest in terms of capacity in 

Appleton.
23

 

                                                           
11

 “Rushes, Panics, and Booms,” Cheryl Brookshear, Publication name, Vol 17, Issue 4, p. 3. 
12

 Cheyenne Leader, Oct 12, 1867. 
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Superior Facts, Vol. 5, No. 11, May 1933, p. 5-6. 
15

 Heesakker, P. 56. 
16

 Appleton Post, Oct 2, 1873; History of Northern Wisconsin, Vol II, Western Historical Co., 1881; Heesakker, p. 57 
all lists Rogers as a shareholder. 
17

 Appleton Post, Oct 2, 1873.  
18

 Heesakker, p. 57 
19

 Background on the Van Nortwick Family and the Combined Locks Paper Company, author and date unknown. 
20

 Heesakker, P. 57. 
21

 Superior Facts, Vol. 5, No. 11, May 1933, p. 6. 
22

 Heesakker, p. 60; “The Lively Music of Machinery,” Appleton Post Crescent Jan 11, 1970. 
23

 Appleton Post, Sep 16, 1880. 



4 
 

By 1880 the Appleton Paper and Pulp Company and Kimberly, Clark, & Co.’s Atlas Paper 

Company were each striving to be the largest operation in the valley.  Each mill produced 

twice the product value of the next largest mills (both owned by KC&C) and were 400% 

greater than the nearest non-KC-owned competitor.
24

 

A year later, Rogers and the Van Nortwicks were described as follows: 

“The gentlemen composing the company are among the heaviest capitalists and being 

men of sound judgement, enterprising yet prudent, they have built up a business in the 

manufacture of white print paper which requires the unremitting attention to an army 

of employees.  Their average daily product has been considerably increased during the 

past year, owning to the enlarged facilities for manufacturing.   It now amounts to 

seven and one-half toms of print paper every 24 hours.”
25

 

Five years later, the company was producing eight tons of paper daily.
26

  By 1887, it was 

selling newsprint to the likes of the Chicago Daily News, the Denver Chronicle, and the San 

Francisco Chronicle.
27

 

However, the operations of Rogers and the Van Nortwicks in the Fox Valley were not 

confined to paper or to Appleton. 

In 1880, a critical step in the development of the Fox River as a manufacturing center was 

taken when John S. Van Nortwick and Henry Rogers purchased a majority of the stock of the 

Green Bay and Mississippi Canal Company.  The canal company, which was originally 

organized in 1866,
28

 was by 1872 put up for sale by the U.S. government.
29

  By that time it 

was recognized that because of railroads the canal system was no longer a practical means 

of transportation.  As a result, the federal government decided to sell off the substantial 

property it owned along the river
30

 as well as the attached power rights
31

 to the new 

owners, who would have the ability to lease out the power rights to other private companies 

along the Fox.
32

  John S. Van Nortwick and Rogers took the chance, and as a result, at this 

critical juncture, paper barons were now in control of the river water that turned the water 
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wheels driving the beaters rooms and turning the belts on every other piece of equipment 

in mills all along the Fox.  It is important to note that the Van Nortwicks and Rogers did not 

use their position to the detriment of other paper operations.  In fact, commenters in the 

local papers remarked how low the power leasing prices were set.
33

 

At this time it was thought that the immense amount of mechanical water power available 

on the lower Fox, a sum in excess of 50,000 horse power (of which only 10% was in use at 

the time),
34

 was inexhaustible.   While this did not prove to be the case (by the turn of the 

century water power alone was seen as insufficient – refer to discussion at end), the 

importance of the power of the Fox being held by men who understood and wanted to 

foster the paper industry cannot be overstated. 

By 1880 then, the Van Nortwicks and Rogers were owners and operators of pulp and paper 

mills that were second only to Kimberly and Clark in annual tonnage.
35

  Importantly, they 

now controlled all power rights along the lower Fox River.
36

  The stage was set for a massive 

expansion downriver.
37

 

The next year the Van Nortwicks and Rogers formed the Union Pulp Company at 

Kaukauna
38

 where it began producing three tons of pulp daily.  The production was used to 

ease pulp shortage that limited their production of newsprint.
39

  

A year later, Rogers and the Van Nortwicks made an impact on the paper industry in the 

Valley in an entirely different way.  Henry Rogers had been introduced to the concept of 

electric lighting in May of 1882.  Without ever seeing an electric light in operation, he along 

with other investors purchased from the Western Edison Electric Company the rights to 

manufacture and supply the cities along the Fox River with lighting from Edison electric 

lamps.
40

 

Rogers, who was also the president of the Appleton Gas Light Company, understood utilities 

and the limitations inherent in candles, kerosene lamps, and gas light.  He installed a 

dynamo in the beater room of the Appleton Paper and Pulp Company that was attached to 

the beater’s water wheel.  He began installing lights in the mill as well as in the nearby 
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Vulcan Mill owned by Kimberly & Clark.  He also installed electric lighting in the house he 

was building on the bluff overlooking the two operations (today the residence is called 

Hearthstone).
41

 

On September 30, 1882, the switch was thrown and the three building were lit by electric 

lights.  It was the first central lighting system to be powered by water and only the second 

central Edison ever installed.  (The first was installed in New York City and powered by a 

steam engine.  The switch was thrown by Edison himself to light commercial buildings only 

three weeks before the Appleton system was put in operation).  The Rogers residence was 

the first home anywhere in the world to be lit by hydroelectricity and a central Edison 

system.
42

 

The dynamo was soon moved to a separate water wheel adjacent to the mill.  A second 

dynamo was installed by November downriver to light a number of homes and other 

manufacturing operations including the Patten Paper Mill.
43

  The age of electricity lighting 

paper mills had begun. 

The moment is significant in the history of the paper industry as it was the first time that 

paper and pulp mills, which were constantly plagued by fire, were lit by anything other than 

the flame (torches, candles, lamp, and gas light).   Although it did not stop mills from 

burning, electric lighting was an important step in improving safety conditions and 

production efficiency.   Further, the lighting of paper mills directly lead to the use of 

electricity to power mill operations, replacing water as the means to mechanically drive 

paper-making machinery.  Modernization of the paper industry was underway because of 

Rogers and the Van Nortwicks. 

In 1884, the Frambach Paper Company, which had been rebuilt and renamed Eagle paper 

mill,
44

 was purchased by William Van Nortwick and Rogers.
45

  William M. Van Nortwick 

became president.  The company was reorganized as the Kaukauna Paper Company
46

 with 

William M. Van Nortwick retained as president and Henry Rogers as secretary and 

treasurer.
47

  The organization was merged with the Union Pulp Mill and operated as 
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Western Paper Bag Company until taken over by the Van Nortwick’s and Roger’s Union Bag 

and Paper Company.
 48

 

Also that year, Rogers sold his stake in the Union Pulp Mill to the Van Nortwicks and then 

branched off to form the Badger Paper Company with Joseph Vilas.  The mill, which was 

touted as one of the largest in country, operated for three years before being destroyed by 

fire.
49

 

By 1885, the Van Nortwicks and Rogers owned three mills in the Fox Valley (not counting 

the Badger operation owned by Rogers) that made both pulp and paper and one other that 

produced only pulp with daily production amounting to eight tons of newsprint, eight tons 

of wrapping paper, and seventeen tons of wood pulp.
50

  The success of Van Nortwicks and 

Rogers downriver prompted immediate competition from the likes of Thilmany, Whiting and 

Gilbert, and Kimberly and Clark.
51

 

The Van Nortwicks and Rogers next formed the Wisconsin Sulfite Fiber Company in 1886.
52

   

Taking advantage of their joining the syndicate to exploit patents covering the process,
53

 

the organization manufactured sulfite pulp.
54

  John M. Van Nortwick was the president with 

William M. Van Nortwick as vice president and John S. Van Nortwick as secretary.  Henry 

Rogers was the treasurer.  The organization purchased 10,000 acres of woodlands in 

northern Wisconsin and built the plant at Monico
55

 near Rhinelander.  Although the plant 

was in operation only 18 months before a fire razed it, it was an important foray into 

Northern Wisconsin and as a means to secure wood supply.  

In 1889 the Van Nortwick family made a momentous announcement:  Plans were unveiled 

to build an entire community around a mill site much like the Kimberly and Clark operation 

was doing at Kimberly.  One mile downriver from Kimberly, the Van Nortwicks leased 

property and water power rights from the Green Bay and Mississippi Canal Company,
56

 built 

a huge 500 foot dam from bank to bank to harness the power of the entire Fox River
57

 (to 
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drive an incredible 51 water wheels at the soon-to-be-built mill), and began planning the 

village of Combined Locks. 

The pulp and paper operation was originally incorporated by Henry Rogers and others
58

 and 

named the Florence Paper Company after Rogers’ daughter.
59

  Shortly thereafter the 

operation was reincorporated as the Combined Locks Paper Co. with the Van Nortwicks 

begin brought in to provide additional financing.  William M. Van Nortwick was named 

president and John S. Van Nortwick was named treasurer.  The company built, at a then 

staggering cost of $800,000, a pulp mill and a paper mill on the leased property.
60

  The 

operations were touted as the largest paper and pulp manufacturing establishment in the 

Fox River valley.
61

  The pulp mill was said to be the largest in the world.
62

  Construction on a 

sulfite mill was begun and was in operation a year later.
63

  The company then began 

building houses for its employees.
64

  Over a 175 people were employed at the beginning of 

the operation which was making 20 tons of bond paper daily.
65

  By 1890, the company was 

producing 30 to 35 tons of newsprint a day. 

At the close of this remarkable period in the growth of the paper industry, the nine paper 

mills that were in existence in 1880 had grown to twenty two mills by 1890.
66

  The Van 

Nortwicks and Henry Rogers were operating the Kaukauna Paper Company and the Union 

Pulp Mill/Western Paper Bag Company.  They owned the Combined Locks Paper Company 

which included two pulp operations.  They owned the Appleton Paper and Pulp Company 

which was their original investment in the valley.  Rogers also owned Badger.  This 

represented six of the twenty two operations and stood second only to the eight mills 

controlled by Kimberly and Clark.
67

  The Van Nortwicks and Rogers were recognized leaders 

in, and builders of, this seminal period in the founding of the Paper Valley. 

Although after 1890, Henry Rogers began to sell off his assets, retire from public life due to 

illness, and moved to Chicago in 1892 (where he was to die from cancer in 1896),
68

 the Van 

                                                           
58

 Appleton Post, Mar 31, 1888. 
59

 Appleton Crescent, Mar 16, 1889. 
60

 Heesakker, p. 81. 
61

 Kaukauna – Glimpses of Its History, 1891, p. 78. 
62

 Ibid. 
63

 Heesakker, p. 81. 
64

 Appleton Post, Jan 1, 1890. 
65

 Heesakker, p. 81. 
66

 Ibid. 
67

 Ibid. Quoting U.S. Bureau of Census data. 
68

 Death certificate, Cook County records. 



9 
 

Nortwicks continued on with the paper industry.  They also were central in one additional 

important capacity. 

It was becoming increasing evident that what was originally thought to be an inexhaustible 

supply of water along the Fox River was, in fact, all to exhaustible.  Water power was 

becoming problematic due to of lack of space to access the river with flumes, the immense 

cost of blasting new waterways, and fluctuating water levels.
69

  Squabbles over water rights 

became commonplace. 

By 1889, paper companies were turning to steam to power operations.
70

  Two examples are 

emblematic.  First, even the Union Pulp mill had to suspend operations for a time because 

of lack of water and its machinery was moved to the Combined Locks operations.
71

  Second, 

the Telulah Paper mill was forced to use steam engines to augment water power because of 

water accessibility and fluctuation.
72

  Telulah Paper mill converted to steam in November, 

1892.  Mills in Neenah and Menasha had already converted almost completely to a steam 

basis because of consecutive years of low water levels.
73

  When Telulah Paper starting 

building a new dam to divert additional water into the West Canal in Appleton, it triggered a 

law suit and an injunction stopping dam construction.
74

   The case ended up going all the 

way to the U.S. Supreme Court and was not decided until 1909 in favor of the canal 

company.
75

  By 1896, companies were arguing over water rights from Oshkosh to 

Kaukauna
76

 as there were still over 60 operations on the Fox from Neenah to De Pere wholly 

or in part dependent on water power.
77

  Something had to be done. 

The solution lay in conceiving a new way to use the water power of the Fox, not for its direct 

mechanical capabilities to turn machinery in mills, but to generate electricity.  The Green Bay 

and Mississippi Canal Co. had one more role to play under the direction of the Van 

Nortwicks who still held the controlling interest in the operation.  Kimberly Clark converted 

the Vulcan and Tioga mills into electric plants to transmit power to Kimberly.
78

  The canal 

company began generating power along the Fox.  Even through the middle of the 20
th
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century the company was producing electricity at three hydroelectric plants in Kaukauna 

and Rapid Croche.
79

  It was still selling power to the Wisconsin Michigan Power Company.
80

  

Recognition of the electricity-generating potential of the river, and the ability to transmit 

power relatively long distances, freed the industry from the limitations of direct mechanical 

waterpower. 
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Q. 2. How have these contributions benefited the paper industry? 

 

The benefits to the paper industry from the work of William M. Van Nortwick, John S. Van 

Nortwick, and Henry Rogers are clear. 

Each of the nominees:  

 

1. Capitalized a paper industry that was in its infancy in the Fox River valley. 

 

2. Built operations on a scale that benefited the industry’s cost structure and improved 

profitability. 

 

3. Provided a stable, inexpensive, and accessible source of power to, literally, drive the 

paper industry along the Fox River. 

 

4. Established a new paradigm for company towns by founding of the village of 

Combined Locks, Wisconsin. 

 

5. Improved the safety and efficiency of manufacturing operations by introducing 

electric lighting and then electric power to mills up and down the Fox. 

 


