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THE TRUMBULL COUNTY CLOCK INDUSTRY, 1812-1836

The Trumbull County clock industry plays games with the title of this
session: Time and Money. The intention of the clockmakers, of course, was to
turn their skill at making time, or timepieces, into a profitable business--
money. Yet, for all their efforts, wooden-works clocks neither kept very
accurate time in the damp households of Ohio nor did this industry accrue much
wealth to either investors or mechanics as they attempted to overcome the dif-
ficulties of industrialization on the American frontier.

An inexpensive, easily assembled Tuxury item, wooden-works clocks are
best known as early nineteenth century products of Western Connecticut towns.
Local historians and antique dealers have always presumed that the few clocks
known to be available in the Trumbull County area were Connecticut parts assem-
bled and distributed in Ohio. However, in the 1820s and '30s, Ansel Merrell
and Lambert W. Lewis of Vienna, Trumbull County, Ohio, and Lewis's three
brothers who lived in Warren, Wheeler, Garry, and Charles, were making clocks
movements with wooden works in four factories. These men, their employees and
subcontractors produced wheels, plates, faces, hands, bells, weights and,
occasionally, cases for a very busy trade in the Warren area. They sold their
products through peddlers and local stores. This potentially thriving busi-
ness found investors among the most prosperous men of the Western Reserve in
addition to a few Connecticut investors. Challenged by a lack of ready cash
on the frontier, the 1819 depression, the change in taste from tall clocks to
shelf clocks, an influx of Connecticut-produced clocks, and the beginning of
the Jacksonian Bank Crisis, the business eventually petered out after the
death of three of the manufacturers.

First, let's examine the clock industry in America in the first two
decades of the nineteenth century. Up to this time, "a clock" meant a tall-
case clock, usually with brass works, produced by a craftsman who needed a
lengthy apprenticeship to have thg\ski]] to make the works. The case was made
by a local cabinet maker and was considered a valuable piece of furniture.
Innovations that transformed clock making from a craft to an industry occurred
in Western Connecticut, which also was one of the principal areas that supplied
early settlers to the Western Reserve. One early innovator in the field, Eli
Terry of Plymouth, Connecticut, recounted that he made both brass and wooden-
works clocks four at a time and sold his products on horseback in the 1790s.
Noting the increasing demand for the cheaper wooden-works clocks, the success
of selling clocks by itinerants other than the clockmaker, and the improve-
ment in roads that encouraged use of wagons as well as horseback to trans-
port the cumbersome tall clocks, Terry agreed to a contract to produce 4000
clocks without cases in three years. Terry often recounted that the first
year was spent in "fitting up the machinery," the second year in making 1000
clocks and the third in producing the other 3000. Terry's machines were driven
principally by water power. Through the use of belts and pulleys, the power
drove wood-turning tools, drills and saws that produced standardized, inter-
changeable wooden parts. As many as twelve wheels could be produced at once.
Other Connecticut manufacturers improved on Terry's designs, notably Asa Hopkins
who patented and licensed use of his machine to clock manufacturers. In this
way, several communities in Western Connecticut developed tall clock industries






