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watson rice I__LP:
an american

By Bill Sehechter

come true

From the 70s to now: The making
of an accounting firm

The firm of Wetron Rice opened for business in 1971, 1o a one-
room office located in downtown Cleveland. Two Hedgling

sccountants —~ Tom Watson and Bob Bice--worked in space
scarcely Large enough for one desk, which they shared, sitting
Fice to fice. They operated with a single adding machine and
one telephone line.

Thear first fees came from keeping books and reporting mxes
bt @ diy cleanes, grocery store and funeml home. It was a2 mod
et beginming, fur from Watson's long-held vision of founding a
hirm with natienal offices, where excellence and integrity would
attract some of the best and |:-rt!.'.':|1.¢u.|. in the feld.

The twa brst met in 1967 as emplayees enromng their s
paychecks ar Elmer . Whiting, a small accounting Firm in cheir
native Cleveland. Wason had earned a CPA from Ohie's Mami
Universary and Rice was a moonlighting apprentios inten amn
earning his degree at nearby Cuyahops Communiy College,
Therr frendship lasted long aber Waoon left to become a corpo
rate agoounmnt for General Mogors, and Rice - by then a CP'A
prined the accounting saff ar Picker X-Ray, 0 manufacrarer of
hospital supplies.

From the outser of their parmership, Warson was the persan-
able “raimmaker,” making connecnions and necworking with
Ereat enthsisam. Rice war "Mr Innde,” r|.1.4|-:1nt:: sure thar

clients were filly served and =atisfied. [t was a rime when the
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Federal government welcomed the services
of firms that were ql.u]:iﬁm:l and statfed with
multicultural professionals. And char
5pt'|.||:'ri O POt EY for the African
American founders of Warson Hice, LLP

But not before they reached out 1o the
regronal offices of the established "Big 8"
accounting firms such as Dieloing Haskins
[new Deloiete Touche, LLFP rutgers univer-
sityh 1o learn from expetienced senior pro-
fessionals. "We called for appointments
with several of them and nor one mmed us
down.” recalls Rice, now 58, "They gave
us a5 much time and shared their expertise
Wi!'j L 2% W I'IH-EI'JHd. no unl‘:,r Bh :hnw us
how o qualify for government business,
bur also how o develop long-term rel
attonships,”

Warson Fice's firse sizable contract, from
the 1.5, Department of Labor, enabled the
firm 1o move o their own offices in down-
wown Cleveland and add staff.  Business
from the U5, Department of Commerce
and the Envircnmeneal Progection .ﬁ.g:nqr
followed, and then from several oter
Washingion agencies. Warson Rice had
developed an important governmenn niche,
which 'I'J'u:].' sistain to this day.

The firm grew steadily, inivially by
recruiting talent from graduating senpors
from universities as far away as Florida
ABM, and as near as Cleveland Seate and
Dhio Stare, down the road in Columbas,
In 1976, Watson met Ron Thompking, an
impressive, Flonda-based professtonal with
solid Big 8 experience. Thompking was 2
partner of Koon, Thompkins &

Washingron, LI, which became
Thomplkans & Cao, in 1982, Owver the next
10 years, that firm developed 2 considerable
practice specializing in healthcare services, a
particularly lucrative market in senior-cin-
zen-laden south Florida, When Thompkins
8 Co, merged with Watson Rice in 1992,
on their specialties w strengthen their oper-
ations in gevernment, nonprofic and join
VENTUIE Praciices,

The connection with Thompkins was
not the only significant developmens for
Warsan Rice back in the 70s. Dunng that
oime, Watson met Bennie Hadnor, founder
of a firm bearing his name that specialized
in qualicy contred and rraining for govern-
ment audits. These were timely wpics dur-
ing the Carter administration, which acrive-
ly soughr qualified minority-operated firms
to |_:|:r-|:rl.-i|:|=' accounnng services for federal
ApEncies,

The muti:ng lel toa merger i 19E2
and soon thereafrer, Hadnou was named
the firm's Mew York m:mgi:ng partner.
Warson Rice's government practice grew
'rapilﬂ:r. generating $1 million in fees during
the first two years after the merger,
Contracts with the Departments of Labor
and Energy provided substantial revenue,
especially from reviews of oil companies
pricing praciices during the Middle
East embargn.

The growing New York pracrice generat-
ed an impressive and diverse client roster,
i.nl:lu:l.ins the Nﬂl«'vl:ll'lt Eil‘_!." Ht#ll’h &
Hospital Services, Coca-Cola Bottling Co,

the MAACT Legal Defense Fund, the New
York Ciry Department -:d".l'nging. and eaghe
McDonald's fast-food franchises. As dhe
company expanded, they moved offices sev-
eral rimes, finally making One Park Avenue
Iill.'.i]' |!||:|I1:1t. H:u]huli :]m :cn-zd on I'i;nrm:r
MNew York Ciry's Mayor David Dinkins'
Financial Commiree.
Oeher milestones include Warson Rice's
1942 contract with the Resoletion Trus:
Corp. o help close the Carverer Savings,
one of Mew Jersey's largest banks. The firm
opened offices in Rutherford, New Jersey,
ar first for che 60 members of i staff
ﬂjilE.nl:'li L] |J'.||.- F‘:N.'IEITI'I.'I., iﬂd IﬂTﬂr [0 o=
source the Warson Rice accounting depan-
ment. The office alse warked with the
MNewark Public Schools, the Urban League
and starewide lang-term care factlines.

Today. Hadnor keads Wacson Rice -
with biUing.'. of 38 million in the spiric of
the company’s co-founder and wisionary
leader, Watson, who died in 1999.The
emphasis cononues to be traiming and
excellence in the development of curting-
cﬂg«: upmt;nns. The firm s 5|'|.'|Wq;h|}'
moving toward a paperbess practice, produc-
it its own software « systems and rechnal-
ogy - with continuous infusions of the pro-
fession's latest techniques. The journey
from their humble origins, when two men
Svhn.l'ﬂtd | dr:th.. ld:‘phnm: line in-r.l addinﬁ
machine, to twenty-firss cenpuryy stare-of -
the-art |.'||:|l:rul:i|:|r|.'| has been Inng,. .I‘!I.II: qq;ud:r'
and highly successful,

Il Soleecbrrer ix a public relettons con-
nultant wive rerider in Mew Fork



