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NATTONAL REGISTER CRITERIA STATEMENT

The American Waltham Watch Company complex possesses integrity of location, design, set-
ting, materials, workmanship, feeling and association. Known consecutively as the

Boston Watch Company, the American Watch Company, the American Waltham Watch Company,.

and the Weltham Watch Company, this was the first watch compaqy in America to produce a
complete watch under one roof. It may be regarded as the "mother factory" of several U.S.
watch manufacturing companies including the Elgin Company in Illinois. It also garnered

a strong international reputation. As the largest single employer in Waltham, "the Watch"
enjoyed considerable political power in the city in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
It was a pioneer in the provision of safe and hygenic working conditions for employees,

and was also actively involved in the creation of housing, thus playing an important fole

in the development of the South Side. Finally, it is a massive and extremely well-preserved
turn—-of-the-century factory complex exhibiting well detailed elements of Queen Anne and '
Romanesque Revival style design. It meets criteria A and C of the National Register.

ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE Describe important architectural features and evaluate in terms of
other areas within the communitv.

The American Waltham Watch Company District is an area of approximately 8,2 acres, bounded by
Prospect St. on the north, Crescent St. on the east, the line of Robbins Road

on the South and the Charles River on the west. The district contains the various masonry
components of the former American Watch Company. Stretching nearly 1000 feet along Crescent

St. and the Charles River, this plant dates from the late 1870's to the 1910's. Its 5-story
buttressed, corbelled, towered and pinnacled segments, with their regimental rows of tall windows
form a surprisingly cohesive whole and constitute one of the most memorable industrial- complexes

in America. '"The Watch’s" buildings blend elements of the Queen Anne and Romanesque Revival
styles. The American Watch Company's buildings were heralded during the late 1880's as "The
Model Factory." Its interior design provided for employee safety and comfort, as well as

productivity. This plant's narrow, well-illuminated wings contained long rows of watchmaker
work areas adjacent to tall windows. Fireproof construction was utilized throughout the complex.
Several rooms were devoted to recreation, first aid and even child day care. The plant  river-
side location was chosen, in part, for aesthetic reasons. In addition, Crescent and Robbins
Parks were developed across the street from the factory to provide a dust-free zone and

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE Explain historical importance of area and how the area relates to the
development of other areas of the community.

The American Waltham Watch Company, rechristened as such for the third time in 1885 figures
prominencly in the annals of late 19th/early 20th century American (and international) watch
manufacturing. This company is descended from the Boston Watch Co. Founded On the present
watch factory's site in 1854, the Boston Watch Co. was the firSt"warEH™ manufacturlng company
in the world to produce a complete watch under one roof. By the late 1880's the American
Waltham Watch Co. was known as a ''model factory" because of the company's commitment to
providing safe and hygienic working conditions for its employees.

The American Watch Company's origins are inextricably bound to Aaron L. Dennison's 1840s
study of the possibility of making watches by machine instead of by hand using what is now
known as the "Interchangeable System.'" Dennison's interest and improvements in machineg led
him to be called the "father of the interchangeable parts." According to Susan Hurly,
"watch making by the mid nineteenth century was still a cottage industry. Separate pieces
would be contracted out to workers, then assembled together by hand at the factory. Because
pieces were made by hand they were not standardized, a main spring or a screw from one watch
could not fit another."

The Boston Watch Co. at Waltham was the offspring of Edward Howard's American
*Horologe Co. at Roxbury, Ma. Between 1849-1853, Aaron L. Dennison, in conjunction with
Edward Howard, D.P. Davis and Samuel Curtis lay the groundwork--via the study of English
watch factories and experimentation with watch machinery--for the establishment of the
Boston Watch Co. in 1854. (continued)
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ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

campus-like setting for the factory (these parks currently serve as parking lots).

The first watch factory on this site was built in 1854, five years after Waltham's
purchase of the South Side from Newton. The first plant was known as the Boston Watch
Co. It consisted of '"the little quadrangle 2-story mud wall factory with a frontage of
perhaps 75'. Evidently this building's "mud wall" construction was considered most
"up-to-date." The material employed in the wall's construction was a sort of concrete,
not composed of crushed stones and hydraulic cement but of common ground as found on
the premises in combination with lime mortar. These two "mud wall" buildings were
extremely narrow--the average width measuring only 16' with 9' high ceilings. The
narrowness of this first watch company's components set a precedent for later watch
manufacturing structures on this site and elsewhere in the U.S. Interior work rooms
were illuminated by tall, closely spaced windows. In 1864-65, this factory was extensively
enlarged by the construction of 2-3 story wood frame mansardic wings. This mid-1860's
expansion set the precedent for the format of the present complex, encompassing towered
pavillions, long wings, and multiple interior courtyards. Late 19th c. engravings indicate
that these courtyards were well-landscaped with paths, trees, shrubs and even a picturesque
garden house. '"A detailed description of "the Watch's'" 1864-1865 expansion is provided
in D.H. Hurd's History of Middlesex Co. By the mid-1860's this factory complex consisted
of "a short two-story wing build at the front (dating to 1854)--the lower story being
devoted to the uses of the gilding department and the upper one to the work of fitting
the "trains." Further additions were made by constructing other wings parallel with the
street, the original two-story flat roof corridor building giving place to one of brick,
with an additional story which was used as a finishing room. A second corridor's
building was built, also of brick. This was located about a hundred feet south of the
first, and the two connected by a two-story workshop; another similar wing extended about
eighty feet to the south of this second corridor. In addition to these, the machine shop
wing was extended toward the river, and two wings parallel with the front, but between it
and the river, were build. Besides these a second engine house and boiler house were
built and equipped. With the exception of the two corridor buildings and the engine and
boiler houses, all of these buildings were constructed with wooden frames filled in
with solid brick."

The last of the 1854 "mud wall" buildings was demolished in 1879. Wood frame
components dating to 1864/65 survived until the early 1900s.

The present watch company complex evolved over the period of roughly the late
1870's-1910's (the watch's earliest components, have been variously dated to 1873,
1876, 1878). The present brick factory complex represents a more permanent form of
construction. Its various components averaged an interior width of 24'4". Windows
are grouped in a manner which accommodates heavier intervening piers without =wt--zz:-
reducing the total illuminating space. Structured iron employed in the fabric of these
buildings insured strength and stability--the supporting walls are both rigid and also
made to maintain the floor as well, thereby avoiding the interference of support columns
or posts which were necessarily emploved in all previous buildings. Fireproof construction
was utilized in "the Watch's' post 1870's structural components because of 'the immense
value of the great number of automatic machines which are grouped so closely in many of the
rooms." In 188l, an elaborate executive office building was built at the Prospect St.
extremity of the complex. By the late 1880's, this factory =ncompassed 'mumercus wings
extending toward the river and enclosing three inner spacious courtyards, besides an
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ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE (cont'd)

elegant suite of offices at one end and an observatory at the other." During the
1890's and early 1900's the factory's riverside property was expanded via land fill
to accommodate the construction of wings.

By 1888, this plant possessed 3,300 windows and about 5 acres of floor. Most
of the work benches were constructed of cherry plank. The buildings were protectad by
1,600 automatic sprinklers. The machinery was valued at over one half million dollars.
In addition, the factory was equipped with a complete telephone system, comprising
30 telephones and a central office linked to each of the 23 departments.

By 1903 "The Watch'" was in the midst of an extensive expansion program which
involved 'the removal of the counting room, 105' east, the extension of the east front
wing to meet it, the construction of the east octagonal tower and the remodelling of
the buildings to gain another story and do away with fire hazardous attics.'" The
octagonal tower between the extended wing and the Counting room was described as being
""75" in height with an iron stairway running spirally from the basement to the upper
floor." The.-1903 factory enlargement also included the construction of "a new brick
isolated building 160' x 60' wide for the storage of inflammable supplies." Access to
this storage facility was through a "fireproof subway." 1In addition, a new wing from
the "north front to the river'" was in the planning stages (completed by 1911). In 1903,
efforts were made to organize '"The Watch plant' into a systematic arrangement.
Production began on the ground floor of the plant. There the raw materials were received
and the first operations were performed. The succeeding steps were performed on the
upper floors, with final process on the top floor. The goods were then sent to the second
floor to be packed and shipped. Organizational efforts evidently collapsed because
ultimately the work on the watch dials was distributed on all five floors. The factory
complex remained essentially unchanged after 1913, with 56 major sections of floor space.
In 1938, the factory was organized into three divisions, each producing a separate line
of products, watches; clocks and speedometers, respectively. Today, this complex houses
a variety of small businesses and manufacturing comy&migs, The factory is remarkably
intact and well preserved.

The American Waltham Watch Company Complex does not include any non-contributing components.
All of its sections are interconnected except for two large one story, wood-frame sheds on
the river side; the southern shed is enclosed by a hip roof, while the northern shed is en—‘

closed by a gable roof. Both appear to date from the early 20th century.
RESOURCE COUNT: 3 contributing (C) buildings
VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION & JUSTIFICATION: The nomination is confined to the American

Waltham Watch Company Complex and the lot on which it stands. This recognizes its unique
contribution to Waltham's historical development.
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HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE (cont'd)

Aaron L. Dennison was initially interested in a site for his watch factory
on Stoney Brook, at the extreme eastern boundary of the town of Weston, but eventually
chose the 160 acre "Bemis Farm" on Waltham's South Side for the watch factory's site.
Associated with Dennison's factory was the Waltham Improvement Company which was
incorporated in March, 1854 with a capital of 100,000. This company purchased most
of the Bemis Farm land and laid it out into building lots, with main thoroughfares
and intersecting streets. This area, later "The Watch" neighborhood, encompassed the
Crescent shaped area west of Moody St. to the Charles River.

Gitelman notes that '"Waltham was chosen because of its proximity to Boston,
because of the availability of large tracts of relatively cheap land and because the
town fathers were willing to invest their funds to attract industry.”" It should be
also added that the South Side site was chosen because it was relatively dust free——
an important consideration in watch making.

The Boston Watch Company brought with it to Waltham approximately 50 workers—-—
among the contingent were men recruited from the English watch industry and native
born American merchants. For many years 'the Watch" in Waltham was the main domestic
source of the supply of skilled watch workers--many were to occupy high-level positions
in competing companies, notably Elgin Watch in Illinois.

The Boston Watch Co. was not a financial success. In 1857, this factory became
the property of the Appleton and Tracy Co. of Philadelphia. On February 8, 1859, this
watch factory's name was changed, by act of the Legislature, to the American Watch Cea.
Aaron L. Dennison was retained as the plant's superintendant, but it was Royal: E.
Robbins, as treasurer and general manager, who became the main power at the American
Watch Co. Mr. Dennison left the company to work in Europe in 1862. Dennison's
departure was precipitated by Royal E. Robbins lack of confidence in Dennison's
plan to sell reasonably priced watches to the Union soldiers during the Civil War.
Dennison's plan was proven to be highly profitable and he left the company with a
$4,000.00 settlement. Royal E. Robbins would remain treasurer and general manager of
the American Watch Co. for 45 years.

Mr. Robbins was beorn in Kensington, a parish of Berlin, Conn. on March 10, 1824,
From 1841-1846 he worked for his uncle, Chauncey Robbins in the Birmingham, England
firm of Robbins and Martin. This firm was engaged in the purchase of goods of English
manufacture~-including a considerable quantity of watches. In 1846, he returned to
New York and worked as an importer of English watches. In May 1858, he went to Waltham
in the interest of Tracey and Appleton of Philadelphia, who were manufacturers of watch
cases. Robbins purchased the Boston Watch Co. for Tracey and Appleton but this firm's
ownership of the watch factory was brief. By the early 1860's Robbins controlled
American Watch Co.

By 1864 Robbins, the company's chief executive was drawing an annual salary of
$16,000. His own earnings from the company totaled $275,000 for one year, making the
company the most profitable in the world.

The American Watch Co. was so profitable that it experienced only a few
months of financial reversals during the Panic of 1873/1874. The steady increase in
the volume of business made necessary a corresponding increase of capital. On
August 3, 1870, half a million dollars were added--making a total of $1,250,000.
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Only three years later the capital was increased to $1,500,000. The American

Watch Co's display of products at the Centennial celebration in Philadelphia, in

1876, further enhanced this company's reputation. Further improvements in this
company's watches, both in quality of workmanship and in mechanical devices, was
realized by D.H. Church, a highly skilled Chicago watch maker. He produced a device for
- still further improving stem-winding watches, involving the elimination of "hand-
setting lever, which involved the necessity of opening the case during the operation

of setting the hands--this new form of watch constructicn was called the "pendant

set.”

By 1885, this company became known as the American Waltham Watch Company--by
an act of the state legislature this company was permitted to increase its capital
to $4,000,000. 1In 1888 this company became the focus of sociologist John Swinton's
study--largely as the result of this report. The A.W.W. Co. became known world-wide
as a "model factory'--a progressive company that provided its employ2es with lucrative
stock options, comfortable working conditions, and high quality housing.

By the late 1880's control of the town govermment was fully in the hands of
Waltham watch employees. Watch Company employees included three directors of the public
library, the fire chief, the postmaster, half its aldermen and even the Mayor
(H.N. Fisher, see Form on 120 Crescent St.).

Mr. Robbins' death in 1902 brought a struggle for control of the company. This
struggle and increase in.competition threatened the financial status of the company
and in 1910, the Robbins f amily sold their interests in the company. In 1906, the
word "American'" was dropped from the title of the company, and except for a short time
between 1923-5, the name Waltham Watch Company was used.

Poor management prevailed in the intervening years, when WWI brought diversified
products such as time fuses, speedometers and blood pressuregauges. This made for
much activity but little profit. The depression of 1921 founa tne company in desparate
straits. The banks soon took over management and a series of changes resulted until
Israel E. Boucher and Frederick C. Dumaine were made general manager and president,
respectively. They managed the company for 20 years. It was not an easy 20 years,
as it included strikes which created problems in production and hard feelings.

In 1926 however the company turned a profit for the first time since 1919. Operations
were satisfactory for the next few years until the depression of the 1930's began.
Wages were cut, lower-priced models were produced and conditions improved gradually.
In 1942, the company again turned to war work.

In 1945, Dumaine retired. His years with the company had been successful. The
company was profitable and had cash on hand, but claims were made that these successes
had been gained by a loss in the quality of the Waltham Watch.

As ambitious, expensive, national advertising campaign was unsuccessful and heavy
losses followed WWII. The company filed for bankruptcy in December, 1948. The company
and its 2,500 employees were helped by loans from the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation (RFC), but problems with the loans led the RFC to take over the corporation
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HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE (cont'd)

in 1950. Legal problems plagued the company until 1952, when a private source of
capital was found and the management of the company taken away from the RFC.

The company continued to produce at least until 1962. The factory buildings are
currently owned by the Waltham Precision Instruments Company, and spaces within the
complex are leased to approximately 30 tenants.
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