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Town Wl t ham Massachusetts
Address 169 EIm Street

Historic Name American Watch Tool

Compery
Use Present industrial
Original industrial
DESCRIPTION

Date 1877, 1879, 1881, 1901, 1916
Source Sanderson - Watham |ndustries

Style late 19th/earlv 7nt-h r.
industrial

Architect unknown

Exterior Wall Fabric brick

Outbuildings - garage-NC

Major Alterations (with dates) mid-
section added in 1881, front section
added in 1901, north ell added 1916

Condition good

Moved no Dati n/a
Acreage 7A>272\ sq.ft. (oN-M7
Setting located in industrial area

adjacent to railroad tracks, faces

playing field.

Recorded by Edward W. Gordon
Organization Wadtham Hist. Camm

Date June, 1986
revised by C Jenkins 3/88



NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA STATEMENT (if applicable)

The American Watch Tool Compaty possesses integrity of location, design, setting,
materials, workmanship, feeling and associations with Waltham's most important |ate-
19th century industry. Founded in 1877, it was the first spin-off company from the
American Watham Watch Company. During the late-19th century, it was one of the most
successful off-spring of the "Watch". 1t is also important as a well-preserved, small-
scale industrial complex that has evolved from 1877-1916. |t meets criteria A and C

of the National Register of Historic Places.

( ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE Describe important architectural features and
evaluate in terms of other buildings within the community.

The American Watch Tool Company's four masonry components provide a unique
opportunity to study the structural evolution of an industrial complex which has
expanded over a forty year period (1877 -1916), to meet the needs of watch tool
and automobile manufacturing concerns. A/l of the building's components are
constructed of brick, and stand two stories tall. The large, rectangular, 7-bay
X 7-bay segment adjacent to the street exhibits a main facade, with three
regimental rows of 6-window bays (small square windows at basement level).
These windows contain 6/6 wood sash with lintels, composed of two rows of header
bricks. To the right of windows is an entrance way which is surmounted by an

. tall, multi-pane transom. This segment culminates in an angled brickwork
-, cornice, and is enclosed by a flat roof. This section dates to 1901.

(cont)

HI STORI CAL SI GNI FI CANCE Explain therole owners played i nlocal or state
history and how t hebuilding relates tothedevelopment of t hecommunity.

The Anerican Watch Tool Conpany's roots nay be traced back t othe Anerican
Watch Conpany's (see form on 185-241 Crescent Street) financial difficulties
brought on by the Civil War. Royal E Robbins, Anerican Watch Conpany treasurer
and general manager, retained "The Watch's" full work force t omanufacture afew
| athes for watch repairer®s use- this manufacturing side line produced
i ndependent | athe-manufacturers, as well as lathes. Several skilled machinists
left the American Watch Conpany t ofound their own businesses. The American
Wat ch Tool Conpany was the first such "spin-off" conpany from "The Watch."

In 1872, three A WGQonpany enployees - John V/hitconb, GCeorge Ballou and Henry
Fisher, left the A° W Gonpany t oform an independent watch tool manufacturing
factory. John \#iitcorab was born i n Rutland, Vernont in 1832. From the age of 13
until his 28th year, he was a seanman on whaling expeditions. He began work at
"The VM atch" in 1863. George Ballou was born i n Pawtucket, Rhode Island, in 1846.
At age 12, he began work as an apprentice machinist for Cole Brothers,
manufacturers of fire engines andrifles for the US government. After working
for Brown and Sharpe Manufacturing Conpany i n Provi dence, Rhode Island and t he
Butt onhol e Machi ne Conpany i n

(cont)

Bl BLI OGRAPHY and/ or REFERENCES

Maps/ Atl ases - 1874, 1881, 1883, 1886, 1898, 1900

VWl t ham Watertown Directories, early 20th century

Sanderson, E L., Waltham Industries, 1957

Charles River MiseumFiles, Catalogue of American Watch Tool Conpany, 1884 8/ 85
Val t ham Free Press, Decenber 18th, 1885

M ddl esex References - Decenber 3, 1880, 1557:157



WALI hAM NA  NKA
Anerican Witch Tool Go. #53
169 H mStreet

H STCR CAL S N F CANCE, conti nued

firmto purchase property on HmStreet, andt oeventually increase the
facilities for doing mechanical work.

The 1874 Atlas shows 8 vacant |ots on the west side of Benefit Street (later
Bm Street), extending fromthe Charles River t oa pond at the bend i n Benefit
Street. The American Vétch Tool onpany would be built on the seventh and
eighth lots. By 1886, this factory i s shown as roughly L-shaped i n
configuration. Qddly, the 1898 Bird' s-eye-view nap shows this conpany withits
U shaped addition (see the Second rowof insets, |lower [eft hand corner of the
1898 nap) .

In any event, |and was purchased on the Watertown Branch of the Fitchburg
Railway and a two-storied brick building was conpleted in 1877. M. \ebster
subsequently introduced a |ine of machines for the manufacture of watches, based
on those inthe Vatham factory, but with inprovements. The size of theH m
Street plant wes increased i n 1879 and 1882. During the early 1880's, about
fitty nen were enployed - alnmost all of themwere highly skilled i n machine,
tool and di emaki ng.

The Anerican Vatch Tool Conpany played a significant role i nthe devel opment
of other watch tool companies, nost notably, Benedict and Burnhamis Waterbury
Véatch Gonpany. M. Vebster was selected by this conpany t o design and
superintend the construction of the Waterbury building. V/athams prem er
architect, Henry W Hartwell, was the Waterbury factory's architect.

During the 1880's, the American Vtch Tool Conpany produced "pinion cutters,
staff-turning-lathes, epicyloidal machines, punches and dies, mlling nachines
and slide spindlelathes"

In 1898, Silas A Barton succeeded M. W*hitconb as general manager. Born i n
Wre, Massachusetts in 1846, M. Barton cane t oVl thami n 1890. H was t he
founder of the Lynn Electric Light Gonpany i n 1882.

In 1901, an addition was nade t othe front of the factory, obscuring the
early 1880's hip-roof and cupol a-croraed section. This addition brought the f
front of the factory tothe street-line. The early 1900's were a turbul ent
decade for the American Ivatch Tool Gonpany with the firm fading-out, andthen
maki ng a dramatic el eventh-hour "coneback". | n Septenber, 1902, the Loop-Lock
Machi ne Gonpany, nmakers of shoe machinery, obtained control of "The W'atch' tool
business, and carried it onuntil February 15, 1904.

Officials of the Metz Conpany, autonobile nanufacturers, obtained control of
the American Vétch Tool (onpany during the 1910's (Evidently the sawtooth roof
addition was added i n 1916, before the Metz takeover). During the second
decade of the 20th-century, the Metz conpany was the |argest autonobile
manufacturer outside Detroit. By 1950, the Bel gian Spinning Gonoanv owneH this

property
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Anmerican Watch Tool Co. #53
169 Elm Street

ARCH TECTURAL SI GNI FI CANCE, continued

To the rear of the 1901 segnent are two structures - the md-section dates
to 1881, the long rear segment was built in 1887. The mid-section's nmain facade
is presently obscured by the 1901 addition. |t s4-bay, side-wall features
standard size windows with multi-pane sash and |intels conposed of two rows of
header bricks. This segment culmnates i nan angled brickwork cornice, and is
enclosed by a slate shinglehip-roof - still intact is the hip-roof's
rectangul ar, hip-roofedcupola. To the rear of the mddle segnment is a |long
rectangul ar structure (12 bays) with a projecting 1-bay x 1-bay stairwell at the
9th bay. This segnent culmnates in an angled brickwork cornice and i s enclosed

by a flat roof. Projecting fromthe rear segnment's side wall, is a |ow,
1-story, cinder-block addition.
Al'so noteworthy is that addition which extends from the north wall . Its

most unusual feature i s the saw-tooth-roof, which i s designed to be glazed
toward the north, providing strong, even light to the work space below. A nuch
nore extensive saw-tooth-roof encloses the old Metz auto factory at Sey on
Street. The 1916 addition i s characterizedhby planar brick surfaces with
openings limted to a large delivery entrance on the Elm Street wall. |t sroof
is topped by four saw "teeth".

H STCR CAL S| GNl FI CANCE, continued

Chel sea, Massachusetts, he began work at the American Watch Conpany i n 1869.

Henry N Fisher (see formon 120 Crescent Street) was born i n New Hanpshire
in 1844. H v,as severely wounded i n the battle of Antietam i n Septenber, 1862.
M. Fisher figured promnently i nthe business, political and social affairs of
late 19th/early 20th-century Waltham I n addition to acting i n an advisory
capacity to Ballou, Witney and Conpany, he was a foreman of the American Vatch
Conpany' s escapenent department, nayor of Valtham president of Valtham National
Bank, etc..

In 1874, M. Balloureturned to the American Watch Conpany. The Waltham
Shop, which he had been instrumental i nstarting, was carried on by V/hitney and
Fi sher under the name of J. E Vthitconb and Conpany. This firm exhibited their
wat chmaker's |athes to great acclaimat the Centennial Expositionin
Phil adel phia. More importantly, Anbrose Webster joined this conpany on Novenber
1, 1876; and the nane Anerican Watch Tool Conpany was taken.

Born i n Southbridge, Massachusetts in 1832, M. Webster was "the first
trained machinist to be hired by the watch factory". H had been trained at the
Springfield, Massachusetts arsenal, coming to Valtham i n 1857. V/ebster rose to
the rank of Assistant Superintendent at "The Watch". H designed and built nany
enchines for watch manufacturing. H iscredited as "the first to design and
build a pinion or gear cutting machine with automatic indexing of the work."
Arnbr ose Webster brought the American Watch Tool Conpany the capital which
enabled the
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