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Tools for New England’s Clockmakers
and Watchmakers

Bob Frishman

Today there still exists a romanticized notion of early New
England clockmakers. We like to imagine an old, avuncular, if not a
bit grumpy, leather-aproned gent hunched over his crowded bench,
patiently filing a small piece of brass by candlelight (F; igure 1). Such
images, however, belie the intricacy of clockmaking and the skills it
demands. As seen even in fifteenth-century images of clockmakers,
more than a few hand tools were needed to create a complicated
accurate instrument that not only continued ticking but that kept
time somewhat closely commensurate with what the best timekeeper
of that era—the sundial—was displaying. While that non-
mechanical ancient instrument fold time, it did not keep time, but it
was the arbiter of accurate timekeeping for setting watches and
clocks until electrical time-distribution systems became widespread
after the middle of the nineteenth century.

Figure 1. Oil
on canvas
signed
“"Roberts,”
sold at
auction July
10,2021, Lot
16. Courtesy
of Schmitt
Horan & Co.







