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Entrepreneurship and the Family Post-WWII-2000s 

 

What makes an entrepreneur? The construction of the notion of the “self-made 

man”
i
 that emerged in 1838 in United States may lead to the thought that entrepreneurs 

make themselves. Most of the literature on entrepreneurship emphasizes the individual as 

the agent of entrepreneurial ventures. At most it seems that this individual is considered 

as an agent acting within the context of their society. However, family is central to 

entrepreneurship. There was a time when “family business” would have been a 

redundancy, but with rising individualism, especially with the increased structuring of 

organized labour since the industrial revolution, it takes a special effort to connect the 

implications of business and enterprise with the family.  Because institutions like 

marriage and family life do not explicitly determine individual behaviour, there seems to 

be a disregard or underemphasis on how these institutions do, in fact, shape individual 

behaviour. After the Second World War, there was a surge in entrepreneurial activity. 

The ventures pursued in this post-war area are numerous and diverse. In this essay, I will 

define and explain entrepreneurship, consider entrepreneurship in the history of early 

Calgary and in the historical period post-WWII-2000s, and demonstrate through case 

studies how entrepreneurship is a thread that weaves generations together on both sides 

of my family. 

I will adopt the definition of entrepreneurship offered by Elizabeth Chell. She 

says, “the basic model of entrepreneurship and the entrepreneurial process can be applied 

wherever the recognition and pursuit of opportunity for the purpose of value creation 

occurs.”
ii
 She continues saying, “[Entrepreneurs are] people who explore opportunities 

for the development of innovations, found businesses, and do so from the recognition of a 

socio-economic problem, which they endeavor to resolve through the identification of 

creative solutions.”
iii

 The Oxford English Dictionary classifies “entrepreneur” as a term 

of Political Economy and the term is defined as: “One who undertakes an enterprise; one 

who owns and manages a business; a person who takes the risk of profit or loss.”
iv

 

Theorists on entrepreneurship generally agree that entrepreneurship involves the pursuit 

of opportunity. They differ, however, in whether this pursuit involves a regard for the 
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availability of resources or is a process without regard to the available resources. 

Entrepreneurship is a concept that has interdisciplinary foundations in economics, 

sociology, pyschology, history, political science, and business, to name a few lenses 

through which entrepreneurship have been examined. The entrepreneurs featured in this 

essay are all creative problem solvers with a propensity to take risks and engage in profit-

seeking ventures. They range from a small business owner, to inventors/innovators, to an 

adventurer/risk-taking entrepreneur, to a home-based business entrepreneur. 

In American Entrepreneur authors Larry Schweikart and Lynne Pierson Doti 

begin their analysis by noting that “the essence of entrepreneurship is capitalism.”
v
  

Entrepreneurship is presented as an idealist endeavor as a means to the rationally self-

interested end of profit. Profit motive is a main driving force for entrepreneurship, but 

there are as many reasons for entrepreneurial behaviour as there are entreprenurs. 

Reasons influencing and prompting entpreneurship range from: experiences of 

oppression, immigration, uncomfortable workplaces, unfulfilling jobs, poverty, large 

families, a lack of education, divorce, a quest for independence, the motivation for 

greater wealth and success, the ability to sell oneself, and the need to provide for one’s 

family. Plato said, “Necessity is the mother of invention.” For entrepreneurs, either their 

own necessity, some necessity within their broader society, or a combination of the two 

resulted in an entrepreneurial venture.   

Paul Voisey categorizes Calgarian business owners living at the turn of the 

twentieth century into three types of businessmen. These include: salaried managers of 

Eastern-based firms, retail merchants, and “the more ambitious wholesalers, real estate 

developers, and manufacturers.”
vi

 Voisey says that it was the third group of entrepreneurs 

“that dominated local business and garnered most of its profits.”
vii

 Voisey argues that 

there were many signs of the pursuit of wealth and status in the frontier city of Calgary 

prior to the First World War. As a frontier city, Calgary was beginning to grow both 

economically and population-wise. There was significant population growth by 

immigration in the years following the completion of the railroad in 1883. Three points 

that Voisey makes about early Calgary are still true today. First, the entrepreneurs in 

Calgary were neither too poor to travel to Calgary, nor too wealthy to not want to risk 

migrating to a new city. Second, entrepreneurs in Calgary often transplanted business 
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ideas from central and eastern Canada or from Europe. Thirdly, societal trends influenced 

parents to tend to want their children to pursue traditional employment with prestige, 

supposed security and the assurance of reputability. 

 The First and Second World Wars had dramatic impacts on political, economic, 

social, and family life. Post-WWII, the economic conditions began to improve. After 

years of families limiting expenses and suffering the consequences of the war effort, the 

war had ended and families could develop a higher standard of living and a better quality 

of life. Consumerism began to increase. There began to be a focus on finding better, 

faster, cheaper, healthier, safer ways of doing things. Modes of mobility and 

communication were steadily increasing. Schweikart and Pierson Doti describe the 

1960s-1980s saying, “A new quality-obsessed entrepreneur was on the rise after World 

War II. These inventors and innovators focused on new products that filled key niches in 

the American economy, and while cost mattered, it now took a backseat to the special 

appeal of brand name and quality.”
viii

 It would be a challenge to find one individual who 

epitomizes an entrepreneur post-WWII. The following case studies demonstrate the 

relationship between family and entrepreneurship during this period.  

 

Case Studies: 

 

The Small Business Owner Entrepreneur: Joseph Achtman 

 

Isaac Achtman emigrated from Poland to Canada in 1925 at the invitation of his 

friends. In 1929, Isaac invited his brother Mordecai to travel to Canada for a visit. Due to 

the stock market crash of 1929 it was exceptional that Mordecai could afford the cost of 

travel to Canada to visit his brother. After much persuasion, Isaac convinced Mordecai to 

stay in Canada, despite his wishes to return to Poland and to his family. Because of the 

Great Depression in the 1930s, migration to Canada was halted. Isaac confidently assured 

his brother that immigration laws in Canada would eventually change and that 

immigration would soon become a possibility for the whole family. Mordecai agreed to 

stay in Canada and was required to declare himself a single man, despite having family 

living in Poland. There was the added impact of the anti-Semitic business policies in 
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Poland that prompted Mordecai’s decision to stay in Canada.  It took five years until 

“single” men living in Canada were re-united with their families from Europe when they 

were finally granted permission to migrate to Canada. In 1935, Mordecai’s wife and 

youngest son came to Canada.  

Joseph Achtman, the eldest son was seventeen years old and remained in Poland 

to complete his studies in a theological seminary. In 1937, two months prior to graduation 

and to his eighteenth birthday, (avoiding the imminent military draft) Joseph left for 

Canada. He joined his mother Zina and father Mordecai, and brother Abraham in 

Montreal.  

Mordecai, a religious cantor, hoped that Joseph would continue theological 

studies in New York and become a rabbi. But Joseph insisted that he had no interest in 

religious studies. Joseph Achtman explains, “There were considerable deliberations about 

which trade I would then pursue. A good friend of my father was in the jewelry business 

and it was arranged that I would become his apprentice. Within two years, the owner had 

a heart attack and called my father to recommend to him that I buy the business. I did buy 

the business (with very little capital) at age 21.” The Dominion Bank gave Joseph a 

considerable business loan and within six years, he had six employees working for him, 

including factory workers, and a bookkeeper and manager in the office. He named his 

business “Actman Jewelers”, for the sake of easier pronunciation. 

  In 1964, Joseph filed for bankruptcy when the bank ceased their credit to him. 

However, he had a good reputation with creditors in his trade and they extended to him 

all of the credit he needed to recover his business. He acknowledges this saying, “I have 

to thank my creditors who extended me unlimited credit because of my good reputation 

in the city.” Then, instead of continuing in manufacturing, Joseph began to sell directly to 

the public. During bankruptcy, he decided to become a certified gemologist, receiving a 

diploma from the Gemological Institute of America. Reflecting on his business 

experience as an immigrant to Canada, Joseph considers himself a success. He says, “I 

had no doubt as to my ability to recover my original losses in manufacturing and I was 

very well known by the public. So I became extremely successful in my second venture 

and retired in 1990 at age 70.”   
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The Innovator/Inventor Entrepreneur: Myron and Malcolm Achtman 

 

 Myron and Malcolm were twins born to Joseph and Jean Achtman in Montreal in 

1949. As children, the boys’ favorite activities included playing hockey and building toys 

with MECCANO
1
 sets. Joseph and Jean, however, stressed to them the importance of 

education. Myron and Malcolm studied Geology at McGill University. They moved to 

Calgary to work in the oil and gas sector where they worked in the high-paying industry 

for thirteen years. 

 They left their then $70,000/year salaries to pursue their passion in photography, 

videography, and computer technology. During this time, they attended an introductory 

business entrepreneurship seminar. At the end of the seminar, the presenter announced a 

special offer for the full seminar: The cost to attend was $700/person or $1000 for a 

couple. Myron introduced himself to the presenter and pointing to his twin brother 

standing next to him he said, “My name is Myron and this is my spouse Malcolm.” The 

presenter took the hint and Myron and Malcolm attended the full seminar at the couple 

rate. 

 In 1983, the twins invented a photographic darkroom product the SUPER-

PROOFER™. The SUPER-PROOFER™ is a glassless photographic contact printer. The 

invention was conceived when the twins were doing photography for musical bands and 

used a plastic-free and glassless open frame to create borders around their images. They 

applied the same principle used for the photographic borders to create the SUPER-

PROOFER™  so that negatives could be developed in a glassless product. This 

eliminated scratches, fingerprints, and dust and improved the quality of the photographs. 

When the twins devised the invention, they began creating prototypes by themselves with 

wood and plastic from local hardware stores. Eventually, they became paranoid about the 

idea for their invention getting out. Malcolm explains, “We didn’t even tell our parents 

about the idea and we’re pretty close with our parents.”
ix

  

                                                 
1
 “Franck Hornby took pleasure inventing a construction game for his children using screws and nuts. This 

gave rise to the MECCANO system in 1901.” http://www.meccano.com/about/history/  

http://www.meccano.com/about/history/
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 The next step was to patent the product to protect it. This also included naming 

the product.  When Myron suggested “SUPER-PROOFER™ ” as the name for their new 

invention, Malcolm did not approve on the grounds that it was not a technical name. 

Myron defended the name saying, “I agree with you. It’s not technical, but what is our 

big market going to be? It’s going to mainly the United States because most products that 

you sell are going largely to the U.S. They like razzle-dazzle stuff, they like catchy 

names. That’s the way marketing is down there.”
x
 With this defense, Malcolm agreed and 

SUPER-PROOFER™ it was! 

With the patent protection secured, Myron and Malcolm began to conduct 

research. They describe this phrase as the transition “from thinking like an inventor to 

thinking like an entrepreneur.”
xi

 The Government via the Program for Export Market 

Development funded trips for Myron and Malcolm to travel to major cities including 

New York, Montreal, and Toronto to network and evaluate the prospective market for 

their product. Other government aid received included the payment of employee salaries 

for two years. There was a point in the process when experts in the manufacturing field 

informed Myron and Malcolm that mass production of the SUPER-PROOFER™  would 

be impossible. Instead of abandoning their vision, they made revisions. Myron says, 

“You can’t get stifled at that point. You need to keep an open mind… There are more 

negative people than positive people.”
xii

 The SUPER-PROOFER™  was featured in 

Photo Life magazine which said, “Next to the CanadArm on the space shuttle, the 

Canadian-designed, Canadian-manufactured Super-Proofer  is without a doubt the most 

ingenious product of interest to photographers to come out of this country in the past few 

years.”
xiii

 Of the review Malcolm says, “Not even my mummy would write anything as 

good as that.”
xiv

 

 The SUPER-PROOFER™  was on the market for twenty years. Myron says of the 

experience, “In addition to the fact that we have a product and are making money with it, 

we’re also contributing to the economy because by having a product and a small 

business, we have to hire packing companies, distributors, a whole network, and 

employees. That’s what small business does; it perpetuates industry; it perpetuates 

growth. That’s why it’s so important.”
xv
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The Adventurer/Risk Taker Entrepreneur: René Lambert 

 

René Lambert was born on September 1, 1939, the first day of the Second World 

War. He was born in St. Boniface, Manitoba to his parents Juliette and Arthur Lambert. 

Arthur was an expert linotype operator and he accepted employment in various cities 

across western Canada and south of the border.  These family moves probably led to 

René’s adventurous travel spirit. René’s family members commonly described him as 

being a self-starter, an adventurer, and as one who did not like cold winters. He spent 

each summer in a western Canadian province and each winter he traveled to the southern 

United States. René did numerous jobs and if he did not see a job right away, he created 

one. Some of his various jobs included: door-to-door sales, asphalt paving, insurance 

sales, swimming pool installations, off-set printing, kitchen cabinet installations, and 

cosmetics. These trends continued when he married New York-born Marilyn Strully and 

as the couple raised their six children in Calgary.  

René began a paving company in 1967, the year of Canada’s centennial. His 

company was called Dominion Paving Ltd. He began operating the business in 

partnership with his younger brothers Georges and Gérard. The business was then 

renamed Lambert Bros. Paving Ltd. René investigated the prospective market for his 

paving services through browsing the YellowPages™. By the 1980s Georges and Gérard 

moved to Bonnyville to meet the demand for asphalt and paving services in northern 

Alberta. René remained in Calgary continuing business with his family. As his three sons, 

André, David, and Paul became old enough to work, they were hired in the family 

business. The business impacted and continues to impact every member of the Lambert 

family to some degree. René’s entrepreneurial endeavor became a legacy continuing after 

his death when his sons assumed business operations paving the road to greater wealth 

and success.  

In winter 1974, René launched the Consumer Club of Orlando during the time 

that he was living in Florida with his wife and six children who were all under the age of 

eight. For thirty-five dollars, residents of greater Orlando could become members of the 

club. The club offered its members four main services including: The Information 
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Service, The Buying Service, The Referral Service, and The Discount Service. A 

promotional pamphlet encouraging buying a membership in the club says, “In order to 

find better markets, more realistic prices, more dependable tradesmen. In order to order to 

protect themselves from deceptive advertising, high pressure sales, and in order to 

acquire a more rewarding life style for themselves and their families, many consumers 

such as yourselves, have banded together to form the Consumer Club of Orlando.”  

René and Marilyn were interviewed in the Sentinel Star paper about their 

cooperative initiative. The couple worked together on the venture for the benefit of 

consumers and for their young family. Marilyn was quoted saying, “If it pays to keep the 

children in nursery school, it’s rewarding work…It’s a lot of telephone work, and I enjoy 

it. It’s a good past-time.”
xvi

  When economic times were unpredictable, families like the 

Lamberts were creative, inventive, and cooperative in order to meet their needs and 

maintain a desirable quality of life.  

 

 

The ‘Homepreneur’: Monique Lambert-Achtman  

 

Monique Achtman has considered herself an entrepreneur since her childhood. 

She sold lemonade at age seven and Girl Scout cookies at age twelve (winning a badge 

and recognition for being the top seller). Her selling skills were identified early. When 

she entered high school, she joined Junior Achievement.
2
 It was her experience in Junior 

Achievement where she first learned some of the basics of running a business including: 

managing a bank account, hiring employees, and marketing. For her first Junior 

Achievement business Monique sold cedar planters. She remembers that Mobil Oil was a 

corporate sponsor when she participated in the program.  

Monique’s parents René and Marilyn owned an off-set printing business in 

Calgary called Heritage Press. Monique began selling advertising on printed church 

                                                 
2
 “JA Worldwide is the world's largest organization dedicated to educating young people about business, 

economics and entrepreneurship. Through a dedicated volunteer network, JA Worldwide provides in-

school and after-school programs for students in grades K-12. JA Worldwide offers educational programs 

that focus on seven key content areas: business, citizenship, economics, entrepreneurship, ethics/character, 

financial literacy, and career development. Today, Junior Achievement operates in 123 countries, reaching 

9.7 million students annually.” http://www.jacan.org/about 

http://www.jacan.org/about
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bulletins at age 15 with her mother. She printed bulletins for parishes featuring non-

competitive ads at a rate of $350/year per advertiser. Non-competitive advertising meant 

that only one funeral home, for example could advertise on a particular bulletin. Monique 

explains the reason she chose church bulletins as one of her earliest ventures saying, 

“Someone once told me that advertising is the first thing a company needs starting up and 

it is the last thing a company will let go.” Occasionally, potential advertisers would ask 

Monique if they could advertise in a church bulletin if they are not Catholic. Monique 

cleverly replied with the rhetorical question, “Can Catholics shop here/use your service?”  

In the book American Entrepreneur, Schweikart and Pierson Doti title a chapter 

“Business’s Winter of Discontent 1960-1982.” However, Monique says, “As a family, we 

don’t believe in recessions since there is always a market somewhere in the world and 

emerging technology at this time made that even more possible than the trade magazines 

that preceded the technology.  

Monique’s second child, Brandon Achtman was born prematurely with severely 

poor kidney development on July 30, 1992.  Monique, whose desktop publishing skills 

had been honed during her previous ventures, decided to create the Special Care Baby 

Book for parents to record the unique events in the lives of their premature babies. In The 

Calgary Herald, Susan Ruttan reported about the Achman’s copy of the book: “There are 

pages detailing the various conferences between the Achtmans and the medical 

specialists. At one such meeting, a doctor warned them they could end up divorced.”
xvii

 

Monique and Myron did not end up divorced. Together, through entrepreneurial pursuits, 

they chose to create a legacy in the midst of family tragedy. Brandon died on March 2, 

1993, but the Special Care Baby Book strengthened families with special care babies and 

was an excellent family record of Brandon’s life for the Achtmans.  

Monique’s father, René never expected her to go to university unless she had a 

specific career goal requiring post-secondary education. She says that she did not have 

one. In 1987, Malcolm Achtman was the President of the Calgary Entrepreneurs 

Information Exchange Association. Monique joined the association for networking 

opportunities and to sell advertising in her latest venture – the Home-Based Businesses 

and Services Directory. When she inquired to Malcolm about finding a desktop publisher 

to design the ads with her, she ended up being referred to his twin brother, Myron 
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Achtman. Monique found more than a professional to work with though; she found a 

husband!  

Monique thrived in her businesses working from home and when she and Myron 

had their children, she continued to run home-based businesses. “I’ve always had a glass 

door on my office so that I can watch my children grow,” says Monique. Monique 

considers herself to be a ‘homepreneur’ mom. She says, “We include all members of our 

family in our enterprise. They learn the value of working at what you love to do. Any job 

worth doing must be done properly and then the children see how money comes in and is 

budgeted accordingly for home and business expenses.”  

 

Indeed, entrepreneurship is a thread that weaves generations together in my 

family. The increase in bank financing, government support, societal recognition, and 

family approval have all come a long way in recent decades. The entrepreneurial spirit of 

creativity, risk-taking, adventure seeking, and profit-earning is alive still. While some 

entrepreneurs may consider themselves “self-made men”, the stories of the lives of 

entrepreneurs reveal that most entrepreneurs have their families to thank if not for their 

success, than at least for their patience and love!  
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