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The American VWl tham Watch Conpany conpl ex possesses integrity of location, design, set-
ting, materials, workmanship, feeling and association. Known consecutively as the

Bost on Watch Conpany, the Anerican Watch Conpany, the American Wl t ham Watch Gonpany, .

and the Wl tham Watch Conpany, this was the first watch conpany in Anerica to produce a

compl ete watch under one roof. | tmy be regarded as the "mother factory" of several US
wat ch manufacturing conpanies including the Elgin Conpany in Illinois. | t al so garnered

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

and was also actively involvedin the creation of housing, thus playingan important role

in the devel opment of the South Side, Finally, i tis a massive and extremely well-preserved
turn-of-the-century factory conplex exhibiting well detailed elenments of Queen Anne and
Romanesque Revival style design. |t meets criteria Aand C of the National Register.

ARHTECTURN. SAGNHCANE  Describe inportant architectural features and evaluate in terns of
other areas wthin the conmunity.

The American Waltham Watch Conpany District i s 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
conponents of the former Anmerican Watch Conpany. Stretching nearly 1000 feet along Crescent

S. and the Charles River, this plant dates from the late 1870's to the 1910's. |t sb-story
buttressed, corbelled, towered and pinnacled segnents, with their regimental rows of tall w ndows
forma surprisingly cohesive whole and constitute one of the most menorable industrial- conplexes

in America. "The Wtch'.s" buildings blend elements of the Queen Anne and Ronanesque Revi val
styles. The American Watch Conpany's buildings were heralded during the late 1880's as "The
Model Factory." ltsinterior design provided for enployee safety and confort, as well as

productivity. This plant's narrow, well-illuminated wings contained long rows of watchmaker

wor k areas adjacent to tall w ndows. Fireproof construction was utilized throughout the conplex.
Several roons were devoted to recreation, first aid and even child day care. The_plant river-
side location was chosen, inpart, for aesthetic reasons. | n addition. Crescent and Robbins
Parks were devel oped across the street fromthe factory to provide a dust-free zone and
HSITARCL SAGNHCANE Explain historical inportance of area and how the area relatesto the
devel opnent of other areas of the conmunity.

The Anerican Waltham Watch Conpany, rechristenedas such for the third time in1885 figures
promnencly in the annals of late 19th/early 20th century American (and international) watch
manufacturing. This conpany i s descended from the Boston Watch G. Founded on the present
watch factory's site in 1854, the Boston Watch (. was the fifSi-'"waFch**manufacturing conpany
in the world to produce a conplete watch under one roof. By the late 1880's the American
Val tham Watch G. was known as a "nodel factory" because of the conpany's commitnent to
providing safe and hygienic working conditions for it senployees.

The American Watch Conpany'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 inprovenments in mchintfjf |ed
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
woul d be contracted out to workers, then assenbled together by hand at the factory. Because
pi eces were nade by hand they were not standardized, a main spring or a screw fromone watch
could not fit another,"

The Boston Watch G. at Walthamwas the offspring of Edward Howard' s Anerican
-Horologe (. at Roxbury, M. Bet ween 1849- 1853, Aaron L. Dennison, in conjunctionwith
Edward Howard, DP. Davis and Sanuel Curtis |ay the groundwork—via the study of English
watch factories and experimentationwith watch machinery—for the establishment of the
"Boston Watch Co. i n 1854. (continued)
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ARCH TECTURAL S| GN FI CANCE

campus-like setting for the factory (these parks currently serve as parking lots).
The first watch factory onthis site was built in 1854, five years after Waltham s
purchase of the South Side fromNewton. The first plant was known as the Boston Watch

G@. | tconsisted of "the little quadrangle 2-story nud wall factory with a frontage of
perhaps 75 . Evidently this building's "nud wall" construction was consi dered nost
"up-to-date." The material enployed i nthe wall's construction was a sort of concrete,

not conposed of crushed stones and hydraulic cement but of common ground as found on

the premses i nconmbinationwith lime mortar. These two "nud wall" buildings were
extremely narrow—the average width measuring only 16" with 9 high ceilings. The
narrowness of this first watch conpany's conponents set a precedent for |ater watch
manufacturing structures onthis site and elsewhere inthe US Interior work roons

were illiminated by tall, closely spaced wi ndows. | n1864-65, this factory was extensively

enlarged by the construction of 2-3 story wood frame mansardic wings. This md-1860"s
expansi on set the precedent for the format of the present conplex, enconpassing towered
pavillions, long wings, andmultiple interior courtyards. Late 19th c. engravings indicate
that these courtyardswere well-landscaped with paths, trees, shrubs and even a picturesque
garden house. "A detailed description of "the Watch's" 1864-1865 expansion i sprovided

in DH Hurd' s History of Mddlesex Go. By the md-1860"s this factory conplex consisted
of "a short two-storywng build at the front (dating to1854)—the |ower story being
devoted t othe uses of the gilding department and the upper cnetothe work of fitting

the "trains." Further additions were nmade by constructing other wings parallel with the
street, the original two-story flat roof corridor building giving place t oone 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, andthe two connected by a two-storyworkshop; another simlar w ng extended about
eighty feet tothe south of this second corridor. | naddition tothese, the nachine shop

wi ng was extended toward the river, and twowi ngs parallel with the front, but between i t
and the river, were build. Besides these a second engine house andboiler house were
huilt and equipped. Wth the exceptionof the twocorridor buildings andthe engine and
boiler houses, all of these buildings were constructed with wooden frames filledi n

with solid brick."

The last of t hel1l854 "nud wall" buildings was denmolished in 1879, Vood frame
conponents dating t o 1864/65 survived until the early 1900s.

The present watch conpany conpl ex evolved over the period of roughly the late
1870's-1910's (thewatch's earliest conponents, have been variously dated t o 1873,
1876, 1878). The present brick factory conplex represents a nore permanent formof
construction. |tsvarious conponents averaged an interior width of 24'4". Wndows
are  grouped i n a manner which acconmodates heavier intervening piers without
reducing the total illumnating space. Structured iron enployed i nthe fabric of these
bui l dings insured strength and stability—the supporting walls are both rigid and al so
made to maintainthe floor as well, thereby avoiding the interference of support colums
or posts which were necessarily enployed inall previous buildings. Fireproof construction
was utilized in"the Watch's" post 1870's structural conponents because of "the imrense
val ue of the great nunber of automatic machines which are grouped so closely i nnmany of the
roons.” |1 nl1881, an el aborateexecutiveoffice building was built at the Prospect St.
extremty of the conmplex. By the late 1880's, this factory enconpassed "numerous W ngs
extending toward the river and enclosingthree inner spacious courtyards, besides an



VWALTHAM MA MRA
Ameri can Wal tham Watch Co. Area C
p. 20of 5

ARCH TECTURAL SI OGN FI CANCE (cont' d)

el egant suite of offices at one end and anobservatory at the other." During the
1890's and early 1900's the factory's riverside property was expanded via land fill
to accommodate the constructionof wings.

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

By 1903 "The Watch" wasin the mdst of anextensive expansion program which
involved "the removal of the counting room 105 east, the extension of the east front
wing to neet it, the construction of the east octagonal tower and the remodelling of
the buildings to gain another story and doaway with fire hazardous attics," The
octagonal tower between the expended wing and the Counting roomwas described as being
"75" inheight with aniron stairway running spirally from the basenent to the upper
floor," The-1903 factory enlargement also included the constructionof "anewhbrick
isolated building 160° x 60" wide for the storage of inflammable supplies," Access to
this storage facility was through a "fireproof subway," |I|n addition, anewwng from
the "northfront to the river" wasin the planning stages (conpleted by 1911), In 1903,
efforts were nmade to organize "The Watch plant" into a systematic arrangenent.
Production began onthe ground floor of the plant. There the raw materials were received
and the first operations were performed. Thesucceeding steps were performed onthe
upper floors, with final process onthe top floor. Thegoods were then sent to the second
floor to bepacked and shipped. Organizational efforts evidently collapsed because
ultimately the work onthe watch dials wasdistributed onall five floors. Thefactory
conpl ex remained essentially unchanged after 1913, with 56 mjor sections of floor space.
In 1938, the factory was organized into three divisions, each producing a separate line
of products, watches; clocks and speedonmeters, respectively. Today, this conplex houses
a variety of small businesses and manufacturing confApfcxits. Thefactory is remarkably
intact and well preserved.

The Anerican Walt ham Watch Gonpany Conpl ex does not include any non-contributingconponents.
All of itssections are interconnected except for two |arge one story, wood-frame sheds on
the river side; the southern shed is enclosed by ahip roof, while the northern shed i s en-|
closed by a gable roof. Both appear to date from the early 20th century.

RESORE GANI: 3 contributing (C buildings

VERBAL BONDARY DESCR PTI ON & JUSTI FI CATION:.  Thenom nation is confined to the American
Wl t ham Wat ch Conpany Conpl ex and the | ot onwhich i t stands. This recognizes it s unique
contribution to Waltham s historical devel opnent.
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Aaron L, Dennison was initially interested i nasite for hiswatch factory
on Stoney Brook, at t heextreme eastern boundary of thetown of Weston, but eventually
chose the 160 acre "Benmis Farni on WAl thamis South Side for t hewatch factory's site.
Associated with Dennison's factory was t heWaltham | nprovement Gonpany whi ch was
incorporated i nMrch, 1854 with a capital of 100,000, This conpany purchased nost
of theBems Farmland and laid it out into building lots, with main thoroughfares
and intersecting streets. This area, later "The Watch" nei ghborhood, enconpassedt he
Crescent shaped area west of Mbody St, tot heCharles River.

G telman notes that "Walthamwas chosen because of its proximty t o Bost on,
because of theavailability of large tracts of relatively cheap land and because t he
town fathers were willing toinvest their funds toattract industry.” I tshould be
al so added that theSouth Side site was chosen because it was relatively dust free—
an inmportant consideration i nwatch making.

The Boston Watch Conpany brought with it t oWltham approximately 50 wor ker s—
anong t hecontingent were nen recruited fromthekEnglish watch industry and native
born American merchants. For nany years "the Watch" i nWalthamwas t hemain domestic
source of thesupply of skilled watch workers—any were tooccupy high-level positions
in conpeting companies, notably Elgin Watch i n Illinois.

The Boston Watch Co, was not a financial success. | n1857, this factory became
the property of theAppleton and Tracy . of Philadel phia, O February 8, 1859, this
watch factory's name was changed, by act of thelegislature, totheAnerican Watch Ca.
Aaron L, Dennison was retained as theplant's superintendant, but it was Royal; E
Robbi ns, as treasurer and general manager, who becane the main power at t he Anerican.
Watch Go, M. Dennison left theconpany t owork i n Europe i n1862, Dennison's
departure was precipitated by Royal E Robbins' |ack of confidencei n Dennison's
plan tosell reasonably priced watches totheUnion soldiers during theCivil VWar.
Dennison's plan was proven to be highly profitable and he left theconpany with a
$4, 000,00 settlement. Royal E Robbins would remain treasurer and general manager of
the American Watch Co. for 45 years,

M, Robbins was born i nKensington, a parish of Berlin, Conn, on March 10, 1824.
From 1841-1846 he worked for hi s uncle, Chauncey Robbins i ntheBirmngham England
firm of Robbins and Martin, This firmwas engaged i nthepurchase of goods of English
manufacture—ncluding a considerable quantity of watches. | n 1846, he returnedto
New York and worked as an importer of English watches. | n May 1858, he went t oWaltham
in theinterest of Tracey and Appl eton of Philadel phia, who were manufacturers of watch
cases. Robbins purchased t he Boston Watch Go. for Tracey and Appl eton but this firms
ownership of thewatch factory was brief. By theearly 1860's Robbins controlled
Anerican Watch Co.

By 1864 Robbins, t heconpany's chief executive was draw ng an annual salary of
$16,000. Hi s own earnings fromtheconpany totaled $275,000 for one year, making t he
conpany t he nost profitable i nthe world.

The Anerican Watch Go. was so profitable that it experiencedonly afew
months of financial reversals during thePanic of 1873/1874, The steady increasei n
the volume of business nade necessary a correspondi ngincrease of capital.
August 3, 1870, half amillion dollars were added—mking a total of $1,250, 000,
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H STCR CAL SI GN FI CANCE (cont' d)

Only three years later the capital was increased to $1,500,000. The American

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

1876, further enhanced this conpany's reputation. Further inprovenents in this
conpany' s wat ches, both inquality of worlnnanship and i n mechanical devices, was
realized by DH Church, a highly skilled Chicago watch maker. H produced a device for
still further improving stemw nding 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 construction was called the "pendant

set.

By 1885, this company became known as the American Waltham Wat ch Conpany—by
an act of the state legislature this conpany was permitted to increase it scapital
to $4,000,000, 1In 1888 this conpany became the focus of sociologist John Swinton's
study— argely as the result of this report. The AWW Q. becanme known worl d-wi de
as a "nodel factory"—a progressive conpany that provided it senplo}aes with lucrative
stock options, comfortable working conditions, and high quality housing.

By the late 1880's control of the town government was fully i n the hands of
Wal t ham wat ch enpl oyees. Watch Conpany enpl oyees included three directors of the public
library, the fire chief, the postmaster, half, it saldermen and even the Mayor
(HN Fisher, see Formon 120 Crescent St.).

M. Robbins' death i n 1902 brought a struggle for control of the conpany. This
struggle and increase in competitionthreatened the financial status of the conpany
and in 1910, the Robbins family sold their interests inthe conmpany. |n 1906, the
word "American" was dropped fromthe title of the company, and except for a short time
bet ween 1923-5, the name Wal t ham Wat ch Conpany was used.

Poor nmanagenent prevailed i nthe intervening years, when WY brought diversified
products such as time fuses, speedometers and blood pressure gauges ¢ This made for
much activity but little profit. The depression of 1921 founa tne conpany i n desparate
straits. The banks soon took over managenent and a series of changes resulted until
Israel E Boucher and Frederick C Dunaine were nade general nmanager and president,
respectively. They managed the conpany for 20 years. | tws not an easy 20 years,
as i tincluded strikes which created problems in production and hard feelings.

In 1926 however the conpany 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, |ower-priced mdels were produced and conditions inproved gradually.
In 1942, the conpany again turned to war work.

I'n 1945, Dumaine retired. His years with the conpany had been successful. The
conpany was profitable and had cash on hand, but claims were nade that these successes
had been gained by a loss i nthe quality of the Waltham Watch.

As ambitious, expensive, national advertising canpaign was unsuccessful and heavy
| osses followed WWI. The conpany filed for bankruptcy in Decenber, 1948. The conpany
and its2 500 enployees were helped by loans from the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation (RFC), but problens with the loans led the RC to take over thecorporation
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in 1950. Legal problems plagued the conmpany until 1952, when a private source of
capital was found and t he managenent of t he conpany taken away fromt he RC

The conpany continued toproduce at least until 1962. The factory buildings are
currently owned by t heWal thamPrecision Instruments Conpany, and spaces withinthe
conplex are leased t o approximtely 30 tenants.
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