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Chapter Eleven - Entrepreneurship and property investment 
 
In 1986, the Wilsons moved to a six-bedroom house in village near 
Maidstone. They realized it made economic sense to keep their first house 
and let it out, using the rent to pay the mortgage. They made an assessment 
of the value of investing in property based on the idea that over the past 
century, prices had doubled every seven years and various pointers 
convinced them this was set to continue indefinitely. They believed that the 
UK is short of housing and that UK planning laws mean that this situation 
would persist. An important element to their investment strategy was 
described as, „constantly re-mortgaging and using equity from rising property 
values to put down a deposit on yet another house‟. This approach was 
helped by changes in the availability of mortages in 1996 when interest only 
mortgages became available, at a time when interest rates were low this 
meant that monthly mortgage payments could be very low indeed, thus 
helping the business cashflow. 
 
They were very specific about the type of property that they would invest in, it 
had to be a house - although a small two-bedroom one, where the yields were 
best (rental income as a proportion of the purchase price of the property). In 
addition, in their opinion, property developers only ever want to build three 
and four bedroom „executive‟ homes, leaving a permanent shortage of small 
homes with gardens. Their property strategy had been to buy up the smaller 
one-two bedroom properties and let these to professional singles or couples. 
They focused on the geographic area of the county of Kent, specifically 
Ashford. This would also help their business, because at the time they bought 
prices were relatively low in that town, even though the arrival of the Eurostar 
service between Waterloo and Paris was widely expected.  
 
By late 2009 Fergus and Judith Wilson, according to one measure of Britain‟s 
wealthiest people ranked 793rd, with a portfolio of 700 houses. Their 
combined value was £70 million, and in that year they decided to start selling 
their portfolio, which numbered about 900 houses at its peak but had fallen by 
£180million in the downturn at the beginning of 2008. The selling began in 
2008 when they calculated that they could sell properties for £180,000, which 
had initially cost £110,000. Also helping the move to selling was the reduction 
in capital gains tax from 40% to 18%, interest rates were also rising for them, 
since deals fixed at low interest rates were beginning to expire. When they 
were selling in 2009 the Wilsons believed that it would take as little as three to 
four days as property is in such short supply relative to demand. Some 
newspapers reported at the time that the couple were up to £350,000 in 
arrears on their monthly mortgage payments. At the time the Wilsons‟ excuse 
for their banks‟ loss of patience was that they paid their mortgages by cheque 
(which is unusual) and the cheques had been delayed in the post…an excuse 
so used by businesspeople that it has become apocryphal.  
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It was said that in Ashford town centre, every estate agent knew the Wilsons. 
“They own great big chunks of the new-build estates around here, particularly 
Park Farm,” said one. “They have single-handedly pushed up prices in the 
new developments, buying them off-plan and renting the lot out. It's tough for 
first-time buyers. As soon as a suitable property for a first-time buyer comes 
on to the market you get three or four buy-to-let investors putting in offers. 
You'd like to be able to sell it to a young couple but you just can‟t.” 
 
Sources: 
http://ferguswilson.crazybillionaire.org/ferguswilson.php 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/property_and_mortgages/article68193
01.ece 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2006/dec/16/business.houseprices 
http://perspicacious.co.uk/all-the-news/350000-mortgage-arrears-of-couple-
who-rode-the-buy-to-let-boom/17540/ 
 
 
Question One 
According to the text, „Building on the ideas of Cantillon and Say, neo-
Austrians argued that exploiting „special knowledge‟ represents a distinctive 
entrepreneurial function.  Entrepreneurial profits are earned when people 
make use of their knowledge (n.b. this argument contrasts with another 
influential research strand in economics, in which entrepreneurial profits are a 
reward for bearing uncertainty (Knight 1921)).  Israel Kirzner has refined 
earlier neo-Austrian ideas, arguing that profits could be attributed to 
entrepreneurial „alertness‟ to previously unidentified opportunities (Kirzner 
1979).‟ 
 
What special knowledge would you say the Wilsons had brought to their 
business? 
 
 
Question Two 

According to the text, Schumpeter: Schumpeter identifies five ways in 
which innovative entrepreneurial activity creates variety by introducing 
„new combinations‟ of productive means: 

 
„(1) The introduction of a new good – one with which consumers are not 
yet familiar – or a new quality of a good; (2) The introduction of a new 
method of production, that is one not yet tested by experience in the 
branch of manufacture concerned, which need by no means be founded 
upon a discovery scientifically new, and can also exist in a new way of 
handling a commodity commercially. (3) The opening of a new market, that 
is a market into which the particular branch of manufacture of the country 
in question has not previously entered, whether or not this market has 
existed before. (4) The conquest of a new source of supply of raw 
materials or half-manufactured goods, again irrespective of whether this 
source already exists or whether it has first to be created. (5) The carrying 

http://ferguswilson.crazybillionaire.org/ferguswilson.php
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/property_and_mortgages/article6819301.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/money/property_and_mortgages/article6819301.ece
http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2006/dec/16/business.houseprices
http://perspicacious.co.uk/all-the-news/350000-mortgage-arrears-of-couple-who-rode-the-buy-to-let-boom/17540/
http://perspicacious.co.uk/all-the-news/350000-mortgage-arrears-of-couple-who-rode-the-buy-to-let-boom/17540/
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out of the new organisation of any industry, like the creation of a monopoly 
position (for example through trustification) or the breaking up of a 
monopoly position.‟ (Schumpeter [1934] 2000: 51-52) 

 
Which one (or more) of these five categories would you say the Wilsons‟ 
business would be classified as? 
 
Question Three 
Would you classify the Wilsons‟ enterprise being productive, unproductive or 
destructive explain the reasons for your answer. 
 
 
 


