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Rolex isn’t just the world’s biggest watch brand but one of the world’s biggest of all brands, known the globe over.
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YOU NEED HANS


The story goes that Hans Wilsdorf was sitting on a London double-decker bus when the name for his fledgling watch company came to him.


It was pronounceable for a speaker of any language; it was punchy, memorable and short, so would fit easily on any dial; and, he imagined, it echoed the sound of a mechanical watch being wound. Rolex would go on to become not just the biggest watch brand in the world in terms of name recognition but also one of the top five brands in the world full stop. Remarkable for a product that only the few rather than the many get to own. Ask someone with no interest in watches to name a watch company, ask them anywhere in the world, and they will almost certainly say: “Rolex”.


Yet Rolex is an enigma – even as it’s globally known, thanks to its sponsorship of high-profile sporting events, its resonance in film and pop culture and the fact that its designs are, arguably, the most widely copied in all watchmaking history. Its watches are not notably expensive – relative to the watches of many other historic makers at least – nor does it make only a few. The Geneva-based company is reputed to make around 800,000 pieces every year – more than other watchmakers produce in their entire histories. But Rolex does not discuss figures, or talk about all it does. “We don’t feel the need,” said chairman Bertrand Gros enigmatically in 2014.


And that’s true of so much else: Rolex rarely discusses anything about what it does. It is a private company in every sense of the word, owned by a non-profit trust and so not subject to the requirements of financial disclosure faced by publicly traded companies. It shares the culture of Swiss banking – opaque, distanced, impenetrable unless it sees advantage. Rolex operates out of what it calls its administrative “mega-blocks”. In Geneva, it combines offices and factory in a monolith designed by Addor, Juilliard & Bolliger; the gridded glass box headquarters were later transformed by brodbeck roulet, all those reflective surfaces seeming to bounce back any outside enquiries. In Lausanne, the Rolex Learning Centre, a “laboratory for learning”, is 20,000 square metres (215,000 square feet) of a single continuous undulation in profile, looking from the sky like nothing less than a huge main plate from the innards of one of its watches.


This is architecture that is eye-catching and yet also restrained. Much like Rolex, which rarely launches a new model that deviates radically from anything it was doing back in the 1960s or before. Even so, the brand can lay claim to having several stand-out and eminently wearable classics in its portfolio, each seemingly unisex in their appeal and each still in production – icons not just among watches but icons of design more broadly. Other watchmakers strive for decades to have maybe one.


That also means that on the outside its watches are all so familiar, at least superficially – thanks in part to the way its original designs have inspired so many cheaper imitations, and in part to the way their tireless cachet has seen them endlessly counterfeited. Rolex fanatics will say that it’s all in the tiniest of details, with even the placement or colour of the typography on a Rolex dial able to give rise to a huge premium on the secondary market.
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The Rolex association with Channel swimmers wasn’t limited to Mercedes Gleitze – Elsie Westenborg, aka Mickey West, attempted a crossing in 1930.





And yet the company has also pioneered airtightness, dustproofing, waterproofing and, latterly, materials science and the development of new alloys to improve the hardy functionality of its timepieces – all in-house, all the better to protect those precious, patented ideas. Since the 1990s Rolex has been almost entirely vertically integrated: if it does anything, it does it itself.


Many may aspire to own a Rolex – both watch fans, who may consider at least one Rolex to be an essential part of any collection, and those who want just one quality watch for life, who see a Rolex as the definitive watch. A Rolex has become the go-to spend for life’s benchmarks – a generous gift to mark a 21st birthday, or a gift to oneself to mark a first bonus. Few things quietly announce having “arrived” – for men and women alike – as a Rolex. The company could undoubtedly sell many, many more pieces than it makes.
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One of the earliest Rolex Oyster watches, before its Perpetual automatic movement, and marked “Precision” even before gaining COSC certification.





And yet, all the better to maintain that desirability, its new models are, notoriously, very hard to acquire – like other luxury goods companies, it seems to operate an unofficial system by which long-time, loyal customers of its lesser models are finally invited to buy one of its more rarefied ones. And everyone else can wait. Or buy at a premium at auction. Or, most likely, just look on dreamily.


Rolex is, then, a mass of intriguing, beguiling contradictions. It’s an industrial maker of mostly simple, form follows function, stainless steel watches that some say are overpriced and under-specced. And it’s true, Rolex is not the maker of the best watches in the world, if judged by technical complexity. It’s also the brand that is said to invest almost a third of its revenue in marketing – one of the conditions of Wilsdorf insisting the company be run as a foundation – somewhat suggesting a situation of style over substance, cool over content. What’s more a Rolex watch – through no fault of the company – came to symbolize a kind of vulgarity, a flashiness, a lack of imagination on the part of the consumer…


And yet, and yet… At the same time this is Rolex, transcending the naysayers, and so much bigger than all that. Certainly it is a testament to Rolex that despite these doubts, despite the seeming ubiquity of its products, the watches it makes are still so in demand, so much still a talisman of success. There is the aura of Oz around Rolex – the magic, the mythology and the mystique – though with this Oz the curtain is never pulled back to reveal the wizard.


Rolex really does generate a passion among its devotees that few other watch brands can claim. New model variations quickly acquire their own nicknames, be that a green bezelled “Hulk” or the “Smurf” with its bright blue dial. Small wonder, then, that the love of Rolex has been described as being something akin to a cult. It is not hard to understand why.
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A defining characteristic of Rolex – as on this Daytona – is the winding crown signed with the brand’s iconic five-point crown logo.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF ROLEX


Hans Wilsdorf’s introduction to the world of watches came at the age of 19.


Having attended boarding school and then business school, Wilsdorf travelled from his native Bavaria, now part of Germany, to La Chaux-de-Fonds, the epicentre of Swiss watchmaking, getting a job with a pearl dealer and then with Cuno Korten, an exporter of Swiss pocket watches. One of his jobs each day was to wind up several hundred of these in order to monitor their accuracy. The environs of his work perhaps only reassured him that the watch industry did not understand what modern customers needed – timepieces that were less fancy and more functional, more rational and, in some sense, more Germanic – and that this was a gap he could fill.


“My work there provided an excellent opportunity to study the watchmaking industry closely and to examine every type of watch produced both in Switzerland and abroad,” Wilsdorf noted in Rolex Jubilee Vade Mecum, a small book that he wrote himself in 1946.


In 1905, aged 24 and after completing his National Service back in Bavaria, Wilsdorf moved to London and became a British citizen. He borrowed some money from his mother and sister and, with his English brother-in-law, Alfred Davis, established Wilsdorf & Davis on London’s jewellery street, Hatton Garden, as an importer and distributor of Swiss watches. Davis was largely a silent partner, but Wilsdorf had big plans, with the intention for them to produce their own watch. This would be something simple and robust but handsome enough to be worn on the wrist, in line with a growing fashion, rather than hidden away in a pocket, as watches typically had been. The name for Wilsdorf’s new brand, Rolex, came to him while on a horse-drawn omnibus through London in 1908. He is said to have come up with over 100 possible names before settling on Rolex.


A NEW ERA


The naming of the company in this way was bold enough: until then a pocket watch almost exclusively carried the family names of its maker on the dial, suggesting as it did tradition, craft, provenance. In fact, it proved hard for Wilsdorf to find acceptance for this approach, such that he started out putting the Rolex name on just one in six of its watches, only slowly adding it to more. That would prove to be just the first of Rolex’s many innovations. In 1925, to get the Rolex name known, Wilsdorf not only created the brand’s five-point crown logo, but decided to spend what was then a small fortune on advertising. This paid off, with dealers gradually accepting that having “Rolex” on the dials of its watches was a sales benefit rather than a hindrance. The Art Deco-inspired Rolex Prince of 1928 was a major hit and helped establish Rolex as a serious name in watchmaking.
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Before the Oyster case or the Perpetual movement, Rolex focused on making watches in fashionable designs, but always pitching accuracy as its standout quality.





But Wilsdorf would be a fount of innovation. From the outset, he said, he also wanted to create no-nonsense watch designs, which is one reason why no Rolex has ever had a crystal caseback in order to view the movement – that would just make the movement less well-protected. He wanted watches that were suitable for both men and women too, essentially unisex bar some changes to sizing. This was another radical idea for the time, requiring the standardization of a range of movements of different sizes – an industrial, Fordist, high-level production line approach also new to the watch industry.




[image: 1960s, USA, Rolex, Magazine Advert]


Rolex entered the watch market when the very idea of wearing a watch on the wrist – as opposed to carrying it in a pocket – was still a novelty.





Within two years Wilsdorf had his company’s first product and had underscored its reliability by successfully submitting it to the Official Watch Rating Centre, in Bienne, for its Swiss Certificate of Chronometric Precision. Four years later a Rolex watch was awarded a class-A precision certificate by London’s Kew Observatory, a rating previously only given to the very best marine chronometers. But Rolex wasn’t just about its accuracy or durability – it also remodelled the industry with its emphasis on wristwatches, or “wristlet watches” as Wilsdorf referred to them in the parlance of the day, betting as he did in 1914 that in time the demand for pocket watches would die out completely.


Wilsdorf commented that he felt he was taking something of a gamble, since the wristwatch was not a popular idea at the time – in part because it was, he said, “contrary to the conception of masculinity”. But so few watchmakers thought it had a future also because of the challenges of reducing the size of a pocket watch movement to something that would fit on one’s wrist, while also remaining as reliable as a pocket watch; and then also making it robust enough to take the impact of being so exposed to dust, damp and the occasional knock. But, Wilsdorf figured, if ever a wristwatch was going to find demand, it would be in England, “a country of sportsmen par excellence”. He was to be proved right.


A MOVE TO SWITZERLAND


Rolex would probably have remained a British company – changing the course of watchmaking history as a result – were it not for the outbreak of the First World War. The heavy duties imposed on the export of luxury goods, and on the precious metals used to make Rolex watches, were devastating for the company during the war years, such that recovery after the war’s end seemed unlikely. And then there was the discrimination that Wilsdorf, as German-born, felt in Britain during this period. Such factors forced him to relocate to Geneva and start again. It was in Switzerland in 1919 that he registered his business, first as The Rolex Watch Company and then as Montres Rolex SA.


Rolex’s new location was both secure and at the heart of the watch business. But it’s as much the timing of the company’s inception that played to its strengths. The interwar years, and especially the 1920s – before the Wall Street Crash of 1929 – was a period of huge creativity and innovation: from the television to the vacuum cleaner, water skis to the Band-Aid, frozen food to the traffic light, there was a demand for technological advance. And this included wristwatches too. When, in 1926, Rolex launched the world’s first waterproof wristwatch, dubbed the Oyster for its hermetically sealed case, it was all in keeping with the spirit of the age.


But the period also further revealed Wilsdorf’s talent for marketing. In October 1927 Mercedes Gleitze had become the first British woman to swim the English Channel. When he heard about a proposed second cross-Channel swim, later that month, Wilsdorf approached her to become, effectively, Rolex’s first brand ambassador. She wore an Oyster on a ribbon around her neck for that second swim – and while the swim had to be abandoned after 10 hours, the Oyster at least emerged triumphant, still accurate. Wilsdorf wasn’t about to let this fact pass unnoticed: he took out an advertisement on the front page of the Daily Mail newspaper for “the wonder watch that defies the elements”. Rolex had made its mark. And it had got ahead of an industry that largely “persisted in clinging to the pocket watch as their chief product,” as Wilsdorf noted.
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Rolex was quick to realize the potential of one of its watches as a gift, especially to mark a landmark birthday or significant occasion.





Ironically, this very idea of a watch that defied the elements played against what Wilsdorf himself had once regarded as the appeal of the wristwatch, both as a force for renewal within the Swiss industry and as a driver for increased sales. He contended that if the pocket watch was more of an heirloom, passed down the generations unchanged, the wristwatch, being more visible, would be subject to the changes of fashion. Wearers would want to update their model periodically. Men and women alike would want to have not just one but several, each to better go with their chosen attire.
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