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This story begins in the late 1800s in the 
small manufacturing town of Gardner, 

MA, where one of the numerous furniture- 
manufacturing companies (Heywood Broth-
ers Co.) was prospering and growing as the 
demand for homestead furniture increased. 
The city of Gardner was named after Colonel 
Thomas Gardner, who was killed at the bat-
tle of Bunker Hill. As more and more work-
ers were being employed, the need to record 
everyone’s working hours accurately grew 
increasingly important. “Time clerks” were 
hired and positioned at the factory doors to 
check workers “in-and-out” throughout the 
working day and record their hours to sup-
port payroll activities. It soon became appar-
ent that this was neither an effi cient nor accurate way of 
checking workers’ time on the job.

After graduating from Worcester Polytechnic Institute, 
in 1886 as a mechanical engineer, Edward Goodrich Wat-
kins (Figure 1) was employed in the engineering depart-
ment of Heywood Brothers Co. There he was asked to 
research and recommend a time recorder for use in the 
furniture-manufacturing factories.

The fi rst time recorders were invented in England in 

the late eighteenth century. The fi rst patent 
for one was issued to Samuel Day in 1803. 
One of the earliest devices was made by John 
Whitehurst for Josia Wedgewood, the found-
er of the famous Wedgewood pottery. It was 
called the Telltale Clock.1  

After several years of research, trials, and 
modifi cations of existing recording devices, 
the young engineer was not satisfi ed with 
any of the options available on the market. 
He then built his own time recorder. In 1888 
E. G. Watkins put his fi rst time recorder into 
operation in his own department but soon 
determined it was not user-friendly and was 
limited in the number of employees it could 
service. 

The push-button operation gave no indication that the 
worker was successful. It had neither a bell nor a clock face 
to tell the time. He did not believe the machine was good 
enough to apply for a patent. Watkins continued to mod-
ify the clock for the next six years. He fi nally patented a 
time clock in 1894 called the “Simplex” time recorder2  
because it was simple to use. (The fi rst patent was issued 
in 1894, No. 527304, but the reviewer has never seen a 
Heywood that looks like the one included in this patent. 
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Figure 1. Edward G. 
Watkins.
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The second patent, No. 540525, was 
issued in 1895 and includes the clock 
pictured in this article.) The 1894 
model was made of cast iron and had 
a bell that rang when a button identi-
cal to a typewriter key was pressed. It 
also had a clock face so workers could 
tell the time, and a 30-hour, 110 beat 
Marine movement made by the Seth 
Thomas Co. (Figure 2). Figures 3A, 
B, and C show the patent drawings 
for an 1895 version of the recording 
mechanism, which is similar to the 
earlier model, but increased to a 50 
employee model. Figure 4 shows the 
various patent dates for the original 
model and subsequent modifi cations.

The internal time recording mech-
anism consisted of a revolving cylin-

Figure 2. The clock’s 30-hour, 110 beat Marine movement was made by the Seth 
Thomas Co.

Figure 3A and B. Patent drawings for the 1895 recording mechanism. 3B shows the internal lever mechanism. 
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Figure 3C. The 1895 patent drawing shows the internal lever 
mechanism. 

Figure 4. Patent dates for the original model.

Figure 5, right. 
The 1895 model 

showing the 
cylindrical drum.

Figure 6, right. 
The time recorder 

with drum 
removed.
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drical drum connected to the clock and rotated as time 
passed (Figures 5 and 6). The drum was made of a hard 
rubber-like material and had a series of cylindrical grooves 

carved into it cor-
responding to the 
number of em-
ployees the clock 
was to record time 
for. Figure 7 shows 
a later version of 
the drum that is 

functionally the same. Each day a paper time sheet was 
attached (wrapped around) to the drum. The paper sheet 
had the individual employee numbers along the vertical 
axis and the time on the horizontal axis of the paper. Fig-
ure 8 depicts the multi-grooved cylinder with paper time 
sheet attached. This recording cylinder is enclosed within 
a cast-iron semi-cylindrical cover that opens downward to 
access the time sheet. 

When a worker arrived on the job, he would punch 
his numbered key, the bell would ring, and the key 
would activate a levered “pin” mechanism that perfo-
rated the paper sheet on the revolving cylinder. Figures 
3B and C are patent drawings that show the internal le-
ver mechanism. The employee would do the same upon 
leaving for the day. The cylinder would rotate once every 
24 hours—a 12-hour gear was available in later genera-
tion clocks—and the paper was preprinted with employ-

ee numbers and lined hours and quarter hours. A new 
sheet would be easily replaced onto the cylinder every 24 
hours, or 8-hour shift when appropriate. The accountants 
could determine how many hours the employees worked 
each day by calculating the hours between the punched 
hole for the beginning and the punched hole for the end 
of the shift. The term “punching the clock” used to be a 
common term in American society.

There was no hanger of any type used to secure the 
heavy recorder to a wall. The iron door used to cover the 
cylinder was unlocked. The cylinder was removed, four 
holes were drilled through the fl at steel back, and four 

long wood screws were 
used to anchor the unit 
to the wall. The cyl-
inder was reinstalled, 
and the iron cover was 
closed and locked, pre-
venting any chicanery.

Heywood Brothers 
opened its time record-
er division and started 
producing time clocks 
in 1894. Three models 
were produced. No. 0 
could accommodate 
30 workers and sold for 
$35. No. 1 for 50 work-
ers sold for $50, and 
No. 2 for 100 workers 
sold for $75.

Competition from 
other time recording 
companies, such as W. 
H. Bundy Time Record-
er Co., International 
Time Recorder (ITR—
later IBM), and Dey 
Time Recorder, made 

Figure 7. A later version of the drum

Figure 8. An illustration showng the 
paper sheet.

Figure 9. A Simplex time recorder.

© 2015 National Association of Watch and Clock Collectors, Inc. Reproduction prohibited without written permission.



128 • March/April 2015 • NAWCC Watch & Clock Bulletin www.nawcc.org

it diffi cult for Simplex 
to create a substantial 
market share. In 1900 
the Heywood-Wake-
fi eld Co., successors 
of Heywood Brothers 
Co., sold the patents, 
machinery, and stock 
to E. G. Watkins. 

In 1901 Watkins 
organized a separate 
company named the 
Simplex Time Record-
ing Co., which he in-
corporated the follow-
ing year. He remained 
Heywood-Wakefield’s 
chief engineer until 1918 when he left to devote all his 
time to his own company. Before World War I the com-
pany was thriving and manufactured various models of 
time recorders. In 1916 Simplex acquired W. H. Bundy 
Time Recorder of Syracuse, NY. The Bundy Time Recorder 
machinery, tools, and many key employees were subse-
quently moved to Gardner. As a result of this large acquisi-
tion, Simplex moved from the original small building into 
a new three-story factory on Sanborn Street.

The earliest time recorders produced by the Simplex 
Time Recorder Co. were practically identical to the Hey-
wood Brothers heavy cast-iron case clocks with the ex-
ceptions of replacing the Heywood Bros. name with the 
Simplex name on the dial surround and replacing the 
single-spring Seth Thomas lever movement with a dou-
ble-spring Seth Thomas lever movement. These differ-
ences can be seen by comparing the title fi gure, Figure 2, 
and Figure 9. 

As the company expanded, it replaced spring-driven 
time mechanisms with electric mechanisms. New prod-
ucts included electric time stamps and the portable 
watchman’s clock.

When E. G. Watkins died in 1942, Simplex had 45 of-
fi ces throughout the country and was the largest com-
pany devoted exclusively to manufacturing time recorder 
equipment. The Simplex Co. was then taken over by E. G. 
Watkins’ son Curtis (Figure 10).

Curtis G. Watkins became involved with his father’s 
company at an early age, working during summer vaca-
tions from college. He worked in every department at 
Simplex. In 1928 he became a permanent employee in 
the sales department. As sales manager Curtis traveled 
throughout the United States and abroad to open Sim-
plex branch offi ces. Upon his father’s death Curtis Wat-
kins became president of Simplex. During his tenure the 
number of employees rose from 200 to 2,000. The com-
pany produced more than 60 types of time recorders. In 
1958 Simplex acquired the time equipment division of 
IBM—by far Curtis Watkins’ crowning achievement. At 

the time IBM had almost four 
times the total sales of Sim-
plex, giving Simplex the ma-
jor share of the time-recorder 
and master time clock mar-
ket in the United States.

Curtis Watkins’ son E. G. 
“Chris” Watkins (Figure 11) 
assumed leadership of Sim-
plex upon his father’s death 
in 1967. Under his direction 
he extended branch offi ces 
in the United States, Cana-
da, Western Europe, Austra-
lia, and New Zealand. The 
company added the produc-
tion of fi re alarm systems by 
acquiring the Grinnell Fire 

Protection Co. New corporate headquarters were built in 
Gardner. Altogether, Simplex employed more than 4,000 
people—1,500 of whom were employed in Gardner. Near 
the end of the twentieth century the company began 
moving its operations from Gardner to the neighboring 
town of Westminster. In 2001 Simplex sold its operations 
to Tyco International Ltd. for $1.2 billion. Two years later 
the company was purchased by Kronos of Chelmsford, 
MA. It is now known as Kronos Win Star Group.

Simplex no longer exists in Gardner, but many exam-
ples of its products can be seen at the Gardner Museum.

Notes
1. Simplex Time Recorder, The Watkins Family History 

and Simplex … The First 100 Years (Gardner, MA, 1988): 7.
2. Simplex Time Recorder, The Watkins Family History 

and Simplex … The First 100 Years (Gardner, MA, 1988): 10.
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Figure 10. Curtis Watkins. Figure 11. E. G. “Chris” 
Watkins.
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