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KEEPING A CHECK ON THE WORKFORCE:  TIMEKEEPING 

TOKENS FROM THREE LOCAL FACTORIES 
 

George Niven 

 

Abstract 

This note records three rare survivors from the period when tokens were used to monitor and 

control timekeeping in local mills. 

 

Timekeeping and tallies 

With the growth of the factory system came the need for a method of recording the 

timekeeping and attendance of the employees. All the workers needed to start and finish work 

together, while their machines were under power, and particularly so where products moved 

along a production line from one set of workers to another. Strict timekeeping was also 

needed to monitor absenteeism and calculate exact wages for the hours actually worked.   

 

In the oldest method an attendance register was kept in a ‘time office’ adjacent to the factory 

gate. Workers reported to the office on arrival and the time was noted by a ‘timekeeper’. This 

method was simple and inexpensive and could be used by small firms that had relatively few 

workers, but it was clearly impracticable in factories where the workforce was large. Here a 

method based on a metal disc or token was adopted. Each worker was allotted a metal disc or 

token with a hole, bearing their personal identification number. A peg board was kept at the 

factory gate and, before the working day started, all the tokens were hung on this board. As 

each worker entered the gate they removed their token and placed it in a box kept for this 

purpose near the board. Separate boards could be maintained in each department so that the 

workers could remove their tokens without undue delay. Immediately after the scheduled 

time for entering the factory the box was firmly closed. Latecomers had to give their tokens 

to the timekeeper personally, so that the exact time of their arrival could be recorded. Any 

tokens left on the board represented absentee workers. Later that day the timekeeper entered 

the attendance details in a Daily Register, which was passed to the Wages Department.  Late 

arrival would result in the loss of up to half a day’s pay.  Persistent latecomers were soon 

‘stopped’ i.e. sacked.   

 

When they had been superseded by newer timekeeping technologies, these tokens were 

redundant; they had no value, monetary or aesthetic, unlike coins or medals.  Those that have 

survived have done so by chance, or as souvenirs of times past.  The tokens described below, 

from the author’s collection, are the only examples that he has encountered in his fifty years’ 

association with local industry.  The tokens (also known as checks or tallies) are from three 

local factories, namely James Williamson’s St. George’s Works and Lune Mills in Lancaster 

(Figures 1 and 2) and from Ford, Ayrton and Co.’s silk spinning mill at Low Bentham 

(Figure 3). 
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Figure 1 

Obverse: JAMES WILLIAMSON & SON around the outside, on a broad border. 

Reverse: * St. GEORGES WORKS * LANCASTER around the outside, on a broad border. 

Brass, 31.5 mm. diameter.  The numbers on both sides indicate the token’s re-use. 

 

      
 

Figure 2 

Obverse: JAS WILLIAMSON & SON around the outside,  

٠ LUNE MILLS ٠ LANCASTER around the centre, within a narrow border. 

Reverse: Blank, beaded border, with worker’s number.  Brass, 31mm. diameter. 

      

                                               
Figure 3  

Obverse: * LOW MILLS * BENTHAM around the outside, within a narrow border. 

Reverse: Blank.  Brass, 31mm. diameter. 
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The Low Mills token does not have a peg hole, so some other means of displaying the tokens 

must have been used, such as a suitably divided tray.  This would not have been a problem 

because the mill was always small. The maximum number of workers at any one time was 

230 in 1902, and over the years the average was probably little over a hundred (Pafford & 

Pafford 1974, 2). Lune Mills in 1902 had a workforce of 2700 (Gooderson, 1996, 78). 

 

The poor alignment of the numbers on the St. George’s Works and Low Mills tokens 

indicates that the digits were punched individually by hand, as required.  The good alignment 

and generally neater appearance of the Lune Mills example suggests that this may have been 

one of a set of tokens pre-numbered by the token’s manufacturer. 

 

It is impossible to date these tokens accurately, but they will probably have been in use 

during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.  The Williamson examples must 

post-date  December 1881 when James Williamson junior (later Lord Ashton) bought out his 

elder brother Thomas to become the sole owner of their late father’s business, and changed its 

name to ‘James Williamson and Son’ (Gooderson, 1996,73).  Ford, Ayrton and Co. Ltd. was 

set up in Leeds in 1870 and re-located to Bentham in 1877.  

 

By around 1910, nearly every sizeable workshop and factory had acquired a more exact, 

mechanical time-recording clock, and so had abandoned the token method. Details of these 

early mechanical time-recorders can be found on web sites such as www.workclocks.co.uk. 

 

In 1930 St. George’s Works had two time offices within the factory, each containing a Dey 

Time Register for 200 hands. Lune Mills at this date had six time offices throughout the site, 

five of which were fitted with Bundy Time Recorders.  Yet, the Entrance Lodge by the main 

gate (the original time office) still contained ‘Two large painted wood check boards, with 

painted and grained slide covers and brass checks’, which were probably by now obsolete. 

They were valued at £3 (Willis, 1930). 
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