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INTRODUCTION


The year 2025 marked 120 years since Hans Wilsdorf and his brother-in-law, Alfred Davis, opened the doors of Wilsdorf & Davis. Ten years later, they changed the firm’s name to Rolex. The story of the company and the people behind it forms the heart of this book. I have chosen to break it down into 12 chapters, each covering one decade and starting with a summary of what was happening both within the company and in the world around it, and how the latter often influenced the former. The book is also about my 40 years of collecting, so it contains watches I have chosen to illustrate the company’s progression. I am sure everyone who reads it will, at some point, think to themselves, ‘Why didn’t he include…?’ Not all of the watches shown here are horologically or commercially important, but they are here for two reasons:


a. because each is a step on the road to where Rolex is now,


b. because I picked them.


The self-winding watch is more than 200 years old, and the waterproof watch over 100 years old, but we tend to think of them both as Rolex inventions. That’s because while Rolex did not invent them, it did develop, refine and market them. In many ways, I like to think that Hans Wilsdorf and Steve Jobs would have seen each other in themselves; Jobs was not a computer scientist and Wilsdorf was not a watchmaker – but they were both excellent marketers. Apple did not invent the MP3 player but made the iPod a huge success; Jobs did not invent the mouse icon interface but made the Mac the computer of choice for creatives; and he did not invent the touchscreen phone, but look at the iPhone now. The crowds outside Apple stores every year remind me of the annual online frenzy as Rolex drops its new collection. The truth is that you can buy a touchscreen phone affordably and a new watch at a very low price, and they will do their job perfectly adequately. Wilsdorf and Jobs turned consumer items into luxury products for which clients will pay a premium price.


While Wilsdorf may not have invented the waterproof watch or the automatic one, there is one area where he was a groundbreaker – accuracy. He pursued precision in watches relentlessly, a quest which started long before he moved to London to found Wilsdorf & Davis. The first-ever advertisement for Rolex, from 1914, talks about achieving a Kew certificate for timekeeping, and for the next 40 years that was the principal focus not only of Rolex’s advertising, but also of the company itself. While everyone knows the words ‘Oyster’ and ‘Perpetual’ and what they represent, few know about the Superbalance, the free-sprung early Datejusts or the ‘Kew A’ watches of the late 1940s. But each of them was an incremental step along the way to accuracy. Today, the Parachrom hairspring, the Chronergy escapement and the Syloxi hairspring are other incremental steps which have made the modern Rolex the most accurate mass-produced watch in the world. Most watch brands are perfectly happy to regulate their watches to the Swiss chronometer standard of -4 to +6 seconds a day; Rolex guarantee its models to -2 to +2.


With the 2025 launch of the Dynapulse escapement, Rolex has achieved what few brands have dared to think of, a mass-produced, lubrication-free, chronometer escapement. For Rolex, it’s a radical step, rather like the one Apple took in 2010 when it launched its in-house processor chip. It shows that Rolex, the firm known for incremental development, can take radical steps now and then, just as it did when it made the self-winding, waterproof, chronometer wristwatch unremarkable. Nobody knows what the next steps will be, but I am sure of only one thing – they will be superlative.


Please note: dimensions given are diameter for circular watches or length for rectangular watches. Dates given are for the watch examples shown, not the date of introduction.
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Rebberg, 1912.






1905–1915


THE WRISTWATCH CENTURY


How Hans Wilsdorf and Rolex rewrote timekeeping.


The story of the 20th century is, in many ways, the story of the wristwatch. From the trenches of World War I to the lunar surface, the wristwatch was a silent witness to humanity’s defining moments. And no brand is more entwined with this narrative than Rolex. Yet, to understand Rolex, we must first understand its visionary founder, Hans Wilsdorf – a man whose life was as precise and deliberate as the timepieces he created.


Hans Wilsdorf’s story is often reduced to a few bullet points: born in Germany, educated in Switzerland and later relocated to London, where he cofounded the firm Wilsdorf & Davis in 1905. But these facts barely scratch the surface. To grasp his genius, we must journey further back – to the early 19th century, when his grandfather, Karl Traugott Wilsdorf, left Saxony (the heartland of German watchmaking) for Bavaria.


At the time, Germany did not yet exist as a unified nation. Bavaria was a Catholic stronghold, culturally distinct from the Lutheran austerity of Saxony – a divide that shaped Hans’s upbringing. Born in March 1881, he grew up in Kulmbach, where his father managed a prosperous hardware business. His mother, Anna Maisel, came from the town’s wealthiest family, who were the owners of a renowned brewery. Yet Hans was an outsider: a Protestant in a Catholic town, a bright student in a rigid system, and an orphan by the age of 12 after both his parents died within a year of each other.


Shipped off to boarding school in Coburg, 50 kilometres (31 miles) away, Hans mastered English, French and mathematics – skills that would later prove invaluable. Coburg’s ties to Britain (through Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s consort) exposed him to Anglophone culture, while a Swiss classmate’s stories ignited his fascination with Switzerland. But first, like all Bavarian men, he endured three years of compulsory military service. Opting for the Einjährig-Freiwilliger programme, he completed his duty in just one year, likely in the Engineering Corps like his elder brother – a choice that spared him frontline combat and honed his technical mindset.


In 1900, Wilsdorf left Bavaria forever, and settled in La Chaux-de-Fonds, Switzerland. His first job was with a pearl exporter, where his fluent English landed him correspondence work. But his true calling emerged when he joined Cuno Korten, a watch exporter supplying retailers across the British Empire.


At the time, watch branding was virtually non-existent. Retailers such as Tiffany and Bailey, Banks & Biddle dictated that their names appear on dials, while manufacturers remained anonymous. Wilsdorf saw an opportunity: accuracy as a selling point. Without permission, he began testing movements from each batch, identifying the rare few that kept near-perfect time. Submitting these to observatories, he secured chronometer certifications – a feat unheard of for mid-priced watches. His employers rejoiced, but Wilsdorf stored the lesson for later: precision could defy convention.


The story of the 20th century is, in many ways, the story of the wristwatch. From the trenches of World War I to the lunar surface, the wristwatch was a silent witness to humanity’s defining moments.


By 1903, Wilsdorf recognized London as the epicentre of global trade. He arrived in the city when the British Empire was at its height, and at a time when commerce ruled supreme. After a brief stint with an unknown watch importer, he partnered with Alfred Davis in 1905, founding Wilsdorf & Davis at 83 Hatton Garden, in London’s jewellery district.


Its first products were not wristwatches but travel clocks – compact, leather-cased timepieces for the era’s burgeoning number of railway travellers. Yet competition was fierce, and Wilsdorf pivoted to ladies’ wristwatches, leveraging Swiss-made cylinder escapement movements. These early pieces bore no distinguishing marks until 1907, when British hallmarking laws required imported watches to carry a sponsor’s mark – the now-iconic W&D cartouche.


The turning point came when Wilsdorf visited Jean Aegler’s workshop in Bienne, Switzerland. Aegler specialized in petite, high-quality movements – perfect for wristwatches. Defying logic, Wilsdorf placed an enormous order (reportedly worth hundreds of thousands of Swiss francs), likely backed by Davis’s finances.


The partnership was transformative. In 1910, Aegler’s 11-ligne movement earned the first-ever chronometer certification for a small wristwatch from the Bienne Observatory. Four years later, another Aegler movement survived the Kew Observatory’s brutal 45-day trials – a test designed for naval deck watches. By then, World War I had begun, and men were abandoning pocket watches for rugged wristwatches.


By the end of the war, Wilsdorf & Davis had rebranded as Rolex and relocated to Switzerland to avoid postwar British taxes. The Aegler partnership endured, formalized in 1913 with an exclusive deal for the British Empire. (Aegler retained ties to Gruen in the US, a subplot in Rolex’s later rivalry with American brands.)


Hans Wilsdorf and Jean Aegler – both young, fatherless and obsessed with precision – had rewritten the rules of horology. The wristwatch was no longer a novelty but a necessity, and Rolex was its undisputed champion.





[image: A Rolex lady’s 9-carat gold watch with enamel dial and an expanding bracelet.]


An early lady’s 9ct gold Half-Hunter-style wristwatch, with a fired enamel dial and fitted with a Britannia Ltd expanding bracelet.






1907


LADIES’ WATCH


The very first wristwatches ever sold by Rolex were gold ladies’ models, very similar to the watch shown on the right.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1907


• Dial: Brass, white fired enamel


• Movement: 8¾ ligne Rebberg


• Case material: 9ct gold


• Dimensions: 27mm





When Alfred Davis and his brother-inlaw Hans Wilsdorf opened Wilsdorf & Davis in London’s Hatton Garden in 1905, some men were already wearing wristwatches, but they were few and far between. The wristwatch was essentially a feminine object, as much a piece of jewellery as a timepiece, yet even so, few women wore one. But things were about to change with the rise of the working woman. At the turn of the century, around one-quarter of women in the UK were employed, but the vast majority either were in domestic service or worked in factories and neither of these groups needed or could afford a wristwatch. However, a new cohort of women, the daughters of the middle classes, began to enter the workplace and they found employment in roles which had not previously existed, working in the new department stores or as secretaries and typists in commercial offices. They needed a watch as there were trains and omnibuses to catch, appointments to schedule, telephone calls to note the time of and, with decent wages, they could afford a watch.


Thus, it made sense for Wilsdorf & Davis to concentrate on the women’s market and they had a significant advantage – their relationship with Aegler (see here). In an early advertisement for the firm, the business was called ‘Vve. Jean Aegler’ (vve is short for veuve, the French word for widow), meaning that the company was actually named ‘Widow of Jean Aegler’. The advertisement was in French except for one phrase which was in French and German, to reach a wider audience: Montres pour dames and Damenuhren or ‘Women’s watches’, for that was the firm’s speciality.


Most small movements of this period used cylinder escapements, but Aegler was one of the few firms that specialized in small lever escapement movements. Cylinder movements had one advantage: watches that used them could be much slimmer than ones with a lever escapement. But to Wilsdorf the advantages of the lever watches – better timekeeping and less frequent servicing – far outweighed this benefit.


The vast majority of women’s watches featured just an hour and a minute hand, usually blued steel to make them easily visible at a glance on a white enamel dial. The creativity lay in the design of the case and bracelet. Early cases were almost always 9-carat gold, often pink gold, and while most were round, square and octagonal cases are frequently seen. The sides, and sometimes the bezels, were engraved with floral or Greek key patterns. These watches were sometimes fitted with silk or leather straps, but the vast majority were supplied with expanding bracelets. At this time, Rolex (or Wilsdorf & Davis as it was then) did not put its name on the dial, and so it was the aesthetics of the case and bracelet which sold the watch. This is why we see so many different case designs from this period – the tiniest difference in style could make a sale.


[image: A Rolex lady’s watch with a square, enamel dial that has curved sides and a gold bracelet.]
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These early ladies’ watches almost always had fired enamel dials, but this one is rather special with the hand-painted Roman numerals and the XII in red enamel. Britannia Ltd were the English makers of the expanding bracelet, and Rolex was one of the first firms to fit these bracelets as standard.






1912


REBBERG


The relationship between Wilsdorf & Davis and Aegler bears fruit as wristwatches for men take on a prominent role during World War I.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1912


• Dial: Brass, black fired enamel, radium numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 35mm





The thing which changed everything for Wilsdorf & Davis was when Wilsdorf decided to only use movements from the firm ‘Les fils de Jean Aegler, fabrique Rebberg’, which translates as ‘Sons of Jean Aegler; Rebberg factory’. This raises the question: does the phrase ‘Rebberg factory’ relate to the location of the factory in the Rebberg section of Bienne, or was it the factory which made Rebberg watches? We may never know, but what we do know is that it was at some point after 1906, when the two sons of Jean Aegler assumed the running of the firm, that Wilsdorf travelled to Bienne and placed his large order with Hermann Aegler, who he specifically mentions in the Vade Mecum.


The first order was for ladies’ and men’s wristwatches fitted with leather straps. It seems that W&D had no problem in selling them, as soon after this first order, Hans was making regular trips to Bienne, placing larger and larger orders with Hermann Aegler, and before long he was able to place the largest order ever given for wristwatches. In his writings, Hans says that the order ‘amounted to several hundred thousand Swiss Francs’. This was obviously a very large sum of money, but it is important to realise that, at the time, Switzerland was primarily an agrarian society with concomitant low wages and a currency which was valued at around 25 Francs to the Pound Sterling, meaning that 100,000 Swiss Francs was a little over £4,000. Wilsdorf states ‘several hundred thousand’ without listing an actual amount, but we know that it was 200,000 or more, otherwise he couldn’t use the word ‘several’. So let’s assume that his initial order was 500,000 Swiss Francs, which was around £20,000. Nowadays this wouldn’t even buy you an entry-level Audi, but over a century ago, this was a huge sum of money, sufficient to buy four full-size steam locomotives.


Wilsdorf & Davis bought movements from Aegler in several sizes, ranging from 7’’’ to 13’’’ (’’’ meaning ‘ligne’). The Rebberg movement was very successful because it was one of the first industrially produced movements available in several sizes, but all with identical plate layouts. In the period between their first deal and the end of the 1920s, Rolex became Aegler’s largest customer, but Aegler wasn’t one to put all his eggs in one basket and he continued to sell movements to other firms. Aegler advertisements from the time mention Rolex, but also Rebberg and Final as two other brands that were made by them. And in 1912, this fact was acknowledged when the firm’s name was changed once again; now it was ‘Les fils de Jean Aegler, fabrique de montres Rebberg, Final & Rolex’, or ‘The sons of Jean Aegler, manufacturer of Rebberg, Final & Rolex watches’. It is interesting to note that the in-house brands get top billing above Rolex. This is now descending into farce, but the following year the firm’s name was changed once again; it became simply ‘Aegler SA’. SA is short for Société Anonyme, meaning it was incorporated as a limited company with shareholders, and one of those shareholders was Hans Wilsdorf.
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Rebberg movements were at the heart of almost every early Rolex, although Aegler sold these movements to many other watch manufacturers and also sold complete watches themselves. Both practices ceased by the mid-1930s, and the firm only made and sold movements to Rolex from then on.






1915


VARIATIONS ON A THEME


The first attempts at disconnecting wristwatch design from pocket watch design.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1915


• Dial: Brass, white fired enamel, black numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 36mm





The first wristwatches for men could be regarded as either scaled-up ladies’ watches or scaled-down pocket watches. They featured a uniform three-piece design: the case centre held the movement, dial and hands, while the case back and the bezel held the glass and were attached to the centre by hinges.


This design had been around for over a century and functioned well for pocket watches. But pocket watches lived a privileged life compared with early wristwatches. Snug in a waistcoat pocket, sitting upright in one position, they were usually kept at a constant temperature and protected from the environment.


The life of a wristwatch was different: it was exposed to the elements, never in one position for more than a few minutes and subject to the jolts and bangs of everyday life. No wonder early men’s wristwatches had a poor reputation and needed more frequent servicing than the pocket watches of the day. One of the biggest dangers to the wristwatch was contact between the glass and a solid object, and so, once again, systems which had been used for pocket watches were miniaturized for the wristwatch. Both Hunter and Half-Hunter designs (see here) were produced. The former used a solid cover over the dial, which was opened by pressing a button in the centre of the crown or just below it, and the spring-loaded lid would flip up, enabling the time to be read. This was remarkably inconvenient as both hands were required to tell the time and to close the lid, but the major problem was that this design essentially negated the advantage of being able to tell the time at a glance – you might as well use a pocket watch. The Half-Hunter also had a sprung lid over the glass, but a porthole in the centre enabled you to see the hands, and the position of the hours was reproduced on the cover so that all the benefits of the wristwatch were retained.


What if you already had a watch and wanted to protect it? This was where the watch grille came in. An external frame was attached to the watch strap. It consisted of a grid of horizontal and vertical metal rods which made it difficult, but not impossible, to read the time. The grille could be removed if the watch no longer needed the protection. These came into wide use during World War I, and it is interesting to note that the first-ever Swiss patent granted to Hans Wilsdorf, number 77129, was for a watch grille design. Unfortunately for Hans it was awarded to him six days after the armistice was signed at Compiègne.





[image: A Rolex watch with black strap, white fired enamel dial, seconds hand and silver case.]


Although sweep seconds hands had been seen on pocket watches for more than a hundred years by this point, they were very much a novelty on wristwatches. Rolex actually charged a substantial premium over the cost of a subsidiary seconds watch until the late 1930s. The case shown here is a perfect example of a reduced-scale pocket watch, with visible hinges for both the case back and bezel.






1915


TRENCH WATCHES


No longer an affectation or a luxury, the wristwatch becomes an essential item in the trenches of World War I.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1915


• Dial: Brass, white fired enamel, black numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 36mm





While some British Army officers might have worn a wristwatch in the early days of World War I, their use had not yet become widespread due to their lack of accuracy. Small watches are inherently less accurate than large ones as their ability to keep time is governed by the balance wheel. A large balance wheel has greater inertia than a smaller one and, therefore, is much less likely to be affected by movement and occasional shocks. Thus, pocket watches were inherently more accurate than the newfangled wristwatch. For Wilsdorf and his potential clients, this was the biggest hurdle to overcome – an inaccurate watch is probably less use than no watch at all. Wilsdorf could not overcome the basic prejudice that wristwatches were essentially a feminine adornment, but he could overcome the opinion that they did not perform accurately.


As early as 1909, Wilsdorf convinced Aegler, his movement manufacturer (see here), to choose the best-performing ladies’ sized movement from a recent batch and adjust it to perform as well as possible. On 22 March 1910, the observatory at Bienne, Switzerland, awarded a chronometer certificate to an 11’’’ 25mm diameter watch produced by Aegler. This was the first chronometer certificate ever awarded to a watch of this size – essentially a lady’s fob watch movement. Wilsdorf publicized the event widely in the press.


The relationship between Aegler and Wilsdorf & Davis was formalized in 1913 when Aegler agreed that Wilsdorf & Davis would have the exclusive right to use its movements in Britain and its empire. The agreement was not global because Aegler was already working with the Gruen watch company in the US and did not want to end that relationship.


Almost as if to celebrate the new working relationship, and its dependence on the UK and the British Empire, Aegler submitted another watch (perhaps even the same one) to the King’s Royal Observatory at Kew, London, for testing. This tiny lady’s movement was subjected to the same tests as tourbillons and karrusels, yet it still achieved the coveted ‘A’ certificate. The tests took 45 days at three different temperatures and five positions and, on 15 July 1914, the watch completed them successfully and the certificate was issued. Less than two weeks later, the world was at war.





[image: A Rolex watch with brown strap, white fired enamel dial, seconds hand and silver case.]


This is a good time to define what a trench watch is. Horological historian David Boettcher’s definition is ‘the two principal features are luminous dials and unbreakable crystals, and the ultimate is a wristwatch with a luminous dial, unbreakable crystal and waterproof Borgel case’. I am certainly not going to argue with the first two; my only query on the final point is that not all screwed cases were made by Borgel.






1915


TRENCH WATCHES


It has always been known that 'conflict breeds creativity', and while everyone knows about the tanks and airships of World War I, it also accelerated the evolution of the wristwatch.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1915


• Dial: Brass, white fired enamel, black numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 35mm





When Wilsdorf & Davis began in 1905, the wristwatch was almost exclusively a feminine object, and even then not many women owned one. The only men who wore one were officers in the British Army, and they were few and far between. Prior to World War I, Britain maintained a rather small standing army – almost all of the nation’s military resources were poured into the Royal Navy.


If they were thought of at all, men’s wristwatches were considered to be dainty and to lack accuracy. Men carried a pocket watch snug in the lower pocket of their waistcoat, and used a precious metal chain to attach it to a nearby buttonhole. Compared to the much larger movements in pocket watches, the wristwatches of the day were small and inherently inaccurate. The only downside to the pocket watch was that using it was inconvenient. Checking the time meant reaching across the body, extracting the watch, reading the time and then replacing the watch in the pocket. In stressful situations this was not always possible. The earliest known military users of wrist timepieces were British infantry officers fighting on the northwest frontier of India in the 1880s. They put their pocket watches in leather holders which were attached to leather wristbands known as wristlets. Over the next two decades, as officers were dispatched to the next hot spot, they took their wristlets with them, other officers saw them, quickly grasped their convenience and purchased their own. British cavalry officers in the 1880–81 Boer War in South Africa quickly caught on to the idea and were often photographed wearing wristlets.


By 1911, South Africa was one of the two locations outside the UK and Switzerland where Wilsdorf & Davis had offices (the other being Yokohama, Japan). They found a ready market for their early wristwatches in Africa and India, tropical locations where it was really too hot to wear the three-piece suit which was the necessary uniform if one carried a pocket watch. These markets were probably among the first where male civilians adopted the wristwatch, as distinct from the wristlet.


World War I was not just the first industrialized conflict, it was also the first synchronized one – a war dependent on timing. Artillery barrages had to happen simultaneously across the field, and – more importantly – they had to cease at precisely the same time so that the attacking infantry would not fall victim to their own fire. For this reason, the wristwatch became an essential item that an officer needed before going into battle.


Officers were given £50 to equip themselves with all the items needed and were expected to purchase a wristwatch from this outfit allowance. Men in the other ranks who wanted one relied on gifts from family or friends. I have seen several watches from this period with engravings indicating that the watch was a gift before the wearer embarked for the front. Newspaper advertisements promoted the wristwatch as the ideal gift for a soldier, and by the end of the war a sizeable proportion of the men who returned did so wearing one. The man’s wristwatch had arrived.


[image: A Rolex pocket watch with the cover flipped open.]





[image: A Rolex watch with the Half-Hunter silver case, white fired enamel and a small circular dial at the bottom indicating seconds.]


The Half-Hunter case shown here is a miniaturized version of the pocket watch style. It was especially popular during World War I, as the cover and its secondary glass gave some protection to the watch glass and the enamel dial below. The danger to the watch wasn’t so much from enemy action as from knocking against solid objects during everyday use.






1915


FIRST CALENDAR


Only ten years after Wilsdorf & Davis was founded, and 30 years before the Datejust was launched, Rolex sold their first calendar watches.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1915


• Dial: Brass, fired white enamel, radium numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg, sweep seconds


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 35mm





One of the things which makes collecting Rolex watches so challenging is that it is almost impossible to arrive at a fixed conclusion. It is not just that the accepted wisdom is often wrong, it is that at the moment you think that you understand something, the narrative changes.


For example, the accepted dateline for the Rolex calendar watch is:


• 1945 Datejust


• 1947 DatoCompax


• 1950 Moonphase


• 1956 Day-Date


In November 1945 the reference 4467 Datejust had the honour of being the firm’s first calendar watch. It was launched to celebrate the 40th anniversary of Rolex’s foundation.


But that was not really true. The first Rolex calendar watch had been sold 30 years earlier, in 1915. Based on the classic Rebberg 13’’’ movement, it featured a sweep seconds hand – unusual for this period – and a central calendar hand that pointed to the date numerals which were arrayed around the extreme periphery of the dial. To the best of my knowledge, this was one of the first wristwatches with four concentric hands on the centre pinion. Oddly, the calendar hand – for reasons yet unknown – revolves around the dial in an anticlockwise direction. This may well have been the first wristwatch with four centrally mounted hands, but it was most definitely the first with three hands going in one direction and another in the opposite direction. I guess that it was mechanically simpler to do it this way.


The four examples of this watch that I have seen were all sold in the UK and have Swiss and UK hallmarks dating to 1915/1916. But the case numbers do not seem to be in any sequence, which makes me think that they were made to order. What I do not understand is that, while they were obviously more expensive than regular watches from the period, none of the watches I have seen were cased in gold – they were all sterling silver – which was the least expensive case material at the time.


I believe that these were custom orders because every one of them is unique in some way. For example, the first one I saw had an unsigned dial. It was a simple enamel dial with the nice touch of a red 12 but, unbelievably, the winder was at 9. Without a doubt, this makes it the earliest left-handed Rolex ever produced. The second one had a conventional case hinged at the front and back, an interesting Rolex signature on the dial and very prominent radium Arabic numerals and hands. The most recent one was identical to this watch, but it lacked the name Rolex on the dial.





[image: A Rolex watch with brown strap, white fired enamel dial, silver case and seconds and dates hand. An onion-shaped crown is on the right side.]


A common feature seen on many of these early silver wristwatches is the oversized ‘onion’ shaped crown in gold-coloured brass, with deep flutes. This design enabled easy winding and setting under all circumstances, although its large size meant that it could easily be caught on clothing.





CHAPTER TWO


1916–1925


Changing Cases


Nurse’s Watch


Hermetic


Rectangular Watches





[image: A Rolex watch with brown strap and a rectangular dial.]


Rectangular Watch, 1925.






1916–1925


ROLEX LEAVES LONDON


Wartime taxes and import duties force Rolex to move to Geneva.


Hans Wilsdorf had come to London for commercial reasons. When he arrived in 1903, London was the centre of the British Empire and the trading hub of the world, and Britain and Germany were allies and friends. Queen Victoria had married into one of the German royal families – the Saxe-Coburg-Gotha branch – and six of her nine children would marry into other branches. Britain’s ‘natural’ enemy was the French, with whom it had been intermittently at war for almost a thousand years. It is worth remembering that British and Prussian troops fought together to defeat Napoleon at Waterloo, and while the Prussians defeated France in the Franco-Prussian War of 1871, Britain stood on the sidelines. When that war was over, the German princely states then united under Prussian leadership to form the German Reich (empire). Britain viewed this new continental power as a counterweight to Russia and France, both of whom had previously threatened British expansionist policies. Germany was seen as a fellow liberal constitutional monarchy and was respected for its poets, musicians and philosophers.


It was in this atmosphere that many Germans came to England. They worked principally as waiters, but many of the more enterprising individuals opened butchers’ shops, specializing in sausages. However, all of this changed when the new German emperor, Wilhelm, decided that he was not satisfied with having Europe’s strongest army; he also wanted Europe’s strongest navy and embarked on a battleship building spree. This immediately presented a challenge to the Royal Navy’s centuries-old domination of the high seas, and British public opinion began to swing against Germany. Then two things happened: Britain began to build a relationship with France under the new king, Edward VII, resulting in the Entente Cordiale of 1904, and the editors of British newspapers began a virulent anti-German campaign in which each vied with the other to emphasize the danger Germany posed to the British Empire.


While London had been a welcoming place for Wilsdorf when he arrived in 1903, a decade later, even before the outbreak of war, it was no longer a nice place in which to be German. Realizing this he took British nationality in 1912, a year after his marriage to his English secretary, Florence Frances May Crotty.


On the outbreak of World War I, British public opinion swung from hostility to outright hysteria, with newspapers declaring that there were between 60,000 and 300,000 German spies in Britain, even though the pre-war German population in the UK never rose above 40,000.


Once the war began and the German army advanced into the Low Countries, reports of (real or imagined) German atrocities in Belgium reached the newspapers. This news then combined with the prevailing wave of anti-German sentiment, boiling over into acts of mass civil disobedience. German-owned businesses were vandalized, anti-German riots erupted, and thousands of German civilians were arrested and interned. Under these circumstances, a business with a German name faced a significant handicap; thus, the name Wilsdorf & Davis was discarded and the business rebranded as Rolex, a trademark that had been registered in 1908 as a brand name but never as a business. The first step had been taken.


At the start of World War I, Wilsdorf & Davis was an Anglo-German-owned firm, headquartered in London [...] At the end of the war, Rolex was a Swiss firm based in Geneva, casing movements made in Bienne, focussed on wristwatches and selling to the world.


Mass conscription in World War I by all the combatants produced armies numbering in the millions; and so it became necessary to co-ordinate the movement of men, munitions and materials tightly. To facilitate this, the British army issued pocket watches to its officers. They proved to be useful for staff officers and supply officers; however, the men who needed them the most, the ones on the front line, found that they were less than utilitarian – retrieving a pocket watch from under the layers of clothing worn in the trenches was no easy matter. This became obvious very quickly, and by 1915 a wristwatch headed the War Office list of equipment a British officer was expected to own when leaving for the front.


No one knows who wore the first wristwatch during World War I, but it was most likely an officer in the British Army who was serving with Empire troops.


Before the turn of the century, British cavalry officers serving in north-west India had purchased leather devices which enabled a pocket watch to be worn on the wrist. These were much more efficient than carrying the watch in a waistcoat pocket but, due to their size, were cumbersome and restricted the flexibility of the wrist on which they were worn. When these officers were transferred to South Africa to fight in the Boer War (1880–81), other officers saw a watch being worn on the wrist, and immediately grasped the benefits of a watch which was always visible and subsequently purchased their own leather watch holder.


Within a year of the outbreak of World War I, wristwatches were common among officers and were also being purchased by non-commissioned officers such as sergeants and corporals. The male wristwatch had arrived, and Rolex was one of the principal beneficiaries.


In 1915, to raise funds for the war effort, a tax was introduced on the import of luxury goods. Unfortunately for Rolex, this included wristwatches. The tax of 33.3 per cent was charged on items imported into Britain, even if they were destined for subsequent export. As much of Rolex’s production was destined for the Empire, this placed an unbearable burden on it, so the decision was made to open an office inside Aegler’s Bienne factory in Switzerland. Previously the movements had been checked and then cased at the company’s London office; this work was now carried out in Switzerland for all watches, not just those destined for export from the UK, which now (of course) never touched British soil.


Britain’s first budget after the end of the war raised personal taxes to such a level that Wilsdorf left Britain for Switzerland. He settled in Geneva where he opened an office and relocated the people who had been checking and casing the Aegler movements. The head office remained in London but from this moment on, Rolex became a Swiss firm.


At the start of World War I, Wilsdorf & Davis was an Anglo-German-owned firm, headquartered in London, importing pocket watches, clocks and wristwatches and selling to the British Empire. At the end of the war, Rolex was a Swiss firm based in Geneva, casing movements made in Bienne, focussed on wristwatches and selling to the world. And if you want an accurate and concise description of the company today, that is one that will certainly suffice.





[image: An advertisement for Rolex watches with dials of different sizes in a UK magazine advert.]


A Rolex UK magazine advert from the 1920s, issued after Rolex moved to Switzerland. Notice that ladies’ watches are very much in the majority – just the rectangular watch at the top of the advert is a men’s watch.






1916


CHANGING CASES


With factories and coal fires everywhere, wristwatches needed protection not from water, but rather from the ever-prevalent dust: here is an early attempt.




• Model number: No model number


• Date: 1916


• Dial: Brass, fired enamel, radium numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 36mm





If asked, most people would say that Hans Wilsdorf’s two greatest inventions could be summed up with the two words ‘Oyster’ and ‘Perpetual’. He popularized waterproof and self-winding watches and those two words are on the dial of pretty much every Rolex sold today. But I would argue that his greatest invention was not those two, but rather one which can be summarized in another word found on the dial – ‘chronometer’.


Wilsdorf knew that a wristwatch could not become ubiquitous unless it was accurate, and making it waterproof and automatic were essential for this. Having a hermetically sealed watch was important for accuracy. This is why.


Back in the early 1920s, when Wilsdorf and his team began their horological experiments, watch lubrication had hardly moved on since Abraham-Louis Breguet said, ‘Give me the perfect oil, and I will give you the perfect watch’, almost 200 years before. Most of the oils used came from natural sources, either seed or animal oils; sperm whale oil in particular was highly valued. The oil should allow the wheel teeth to slide easily past each other, but the problem was that any dust or dirt that entered the watch would be attracted to these natural oils and settle on them. Before long – a matter of a few months – the oil would turn into a kind of waxy grinding paste and tiny sections of the teeth would be worn away, settle in the paste and make it more abrasive. Eventually the movement would gum up as the paste solidified.


Wilsdorf realized that preventing dust from entering the watch case was as important as – if not more important – than making it waterproof. A waterproof watch was not really a big priority – nobody ever swam wearing a watch back then – but it was a unique selling point that differentiated Rolex from all the other brands. It also meant that the watch would also be dust- and dirt-proof. So, from as early as 1915, Wilsdorf began to experiment with ways to protect his movements.


Waterproof pocket watches had been available for years; François Borgel had been making screwed pocket watch cases since the early 1890s. When the wristwatch came along, Borgel made smaller versions of his case for these new movements. Many firms adopted them, including Longines, Zenith and Rolex. I have seen an example of a Borgel-cased Rolex wristwatch with a UK hallmark for 1911/12, meaning that these watches were distributed well before World War I. Its unique construction consisted of three components: a cup-shaped main case which replaced the case centre and back of a conventional watch; a screwed metal ring which held the movement, dial and hands; and a bezel which was attached to the screwed metal ring. The crown protruded from the case body and had two positions. In the regular state, it allowed the watch to be wound, and it could also be pulled out, allowing the bezel and movement to be unscrewed and removed. There were three possible areas where dust or moisture could enter: the join between the bezel and the case, the crown and the push pin. However, all had some degree of protection: the milling on the bezel allowed it to be screwed tightly against the body, while the crown was pulled tight against the case tube by a spring, and the push pin was kept secure by a strip of sprung steel holding it in its default position. All in all, the Borgel case was as impermeable as could be expected for the time.





[image: A Rolex watch with black strap, black dial, large numerals and milling on the edge of the silver case.]


The coin edge-style milling on the front and back of this case enabled the watchmaker to use their fingers to screw the two components tightly into the case body, thereby making it dustproof. It’s obvious that this style of milling was the inspiration for the milling on the early Oysters. The big breakthrough was designing a tool which enabled the front and back to be screwed much tighter than ever possible just by hand.






1923


NURSE’S WATCH


Wilsdorf spots a gap in the market and designs a watch to fill that gap. Is this the first Rolex ‘tool’ watch, the ancestor of the Submariner and GMT-Master?




• Model number: SN3564


• Date: 1923


• Dial: Brass, white fired enamel, black numerals


• Movement: 13 ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 35mm





It comes as no surprise to anyone who knows me that I am drawn to the more unusual watch specimens. During World War I and the following years, Rolex made tens of thousands of wristwatches powered by the ubiquitous Rebberg 13’’’ movement. Of these, 99 per cent were silver- or gunmetal-cased wristwatches, known as ‘Trench watches’. But not this one – this was designed for nurses. It has only one lug, and was attached to the front of a nurse’s uniform, using pins, a ribbon or a leather tab, hanging upside down but still quickly readable.


The design meant that there was little chance of dirt, bacteria or any other contamination to find a hiding place, as was possible with a wristwatch, which – by its very design – would be much closer to the patient during treatment.


The whole watch looks strange – it only has one lug and the subsidiary seconds hand is in the 3 position, rather than the conventional 6. This dial layout is a consequence of using a normal wristwatch movement turned through 90-degrees anticlockwise. It places the winder in the 12 position and the seconds at 3 and, in order for this to work, a special dial was produced. Like most dials of this period, it is porcelain with a high gloss outer surface and a matte centre. However, unlike most wristwatches of the period, it is a one-piece dial with the subsidiary seconds simply printed on the dial surface. Wristwatches often used a two-piece dial where the subsidiary seconds dial was a separate component, inserted into a hole in the dial. This was a much more complex method of construction, but it allowed the seconds dial to be sunk below the surface of the dial and this then permitted the seconds hand to be below the surface of the main dial, allowing the hour and minute hands in turn to be lower, reducing the overall height of the watch. But not on this watch.


[image: A Rolex watch with black strap, black dial and large numerals and a Rolex pocket watch with silver case and white fired enamel dial.]


What I also find interesting about it is that this is a utilitarian watch, designed to be used while doing a specific job – it has no other reason to exist. So, you might expect a pragmatic design. Instead it has painted Roman numerals, which are quite small and the most delicate fleurde-lys hands; it is almost as if the guy who designed it – and it would have been a guy – thought to himself, ‘This is a woman’s watch, so it needs to be pretty’.


And that is a big part of why I love this watch; it is a study in contradictions. It is a watch for a woman, but it is as big as a man’s watch. It needs to be easily read to fulfil its role, yet it uses delicate, almost spidery, hands and numerals, requiring more than a quick glance. But, more than anything, I love it because it is a classic example of Wilsdorf seeing a gap in the market and quickly filling it. He had either seen, or been told about, nurses pinning the strap of a wristwatch to their uniforms, making it easy to glance at the time while their hands were otherwise occupied. He modified the existing wristwatch case, rotated the dial through 90 degrees and it became the subject of Swiss Patent 109,335 – one of his very first patents.





[image: A Rolex pocket watch with white fired enamel dial, silver case and a circular dial on the right side, indicating seconds.]


Cases like this were completely handmade, although some machinery was used during the process. The separate components would be individually produced before all being given to the case maker, who assembled the hinges and soldered on the large strap lug before completing the final step of fitting the glass.






1924


HERMETIC


One of the first attempts at making a wristwatch waterproof. While it worked, it proved cumbersome to use and was eventually superseded by the Oyster.




• Model number: 937


• Date: 1924


• Dial: Brass, white fired enamel


• Movement: 9¾ ligne Rebberg


• Case material: Sterling silver


• Dimensions: 32mm





Prior to the introduction of the Oyster, Rolex had experimented with several case designs. All of them differed from the Oyster in one major aspect: they were designed and made by specialist case companies. Even if they were signed ‘Rolex’ inside the case back, they were not exclusive to the company.


Throughout the late 1910s and into the mid-1920s, the multitude of independent case makers in Switzerland tried dozens of ideas for new forms, but I am going to focus on three that Rolex used. They were all very different but had one thing in common – they used a one-piece case, thereby eliminating one entry point for external substances.


The Borgel (see here) case also used a monocoque case with a screwed bezel, but the movement, dial and hands were attached to the bezel. These three kept the movement in its normal location but differed in every other aspect.


Pretty much every two-piece case had a screwed removable bezel similar to the Borgel one, but an interesting design from the start of the 1920s did not. It used a case back that screwed into an integrated case and bezel. It might have been aesthetically pleasing, but I think that it was worse from a functional point of view. The single ‘seam’ was now at the wearer’s wrist where perspiration, flakes of skin and other detritus might be found. I have only seen a couple of examples of this design, so I think I can easily classify it as a failure.


[image: A Rolex watch with metal strap and a case back that can be screwed into an integrated case and bezel.]


The next design was the ‘Neo-Borgel’ design. The layout was identical to the Borgel, with the movement and other parts attached to the screwed bezel. But it omitted the push-piece at 4 used to set the hands. The Borgel case had a two-position winder: the first wound the movement, the second either allowed the bezel to be unscrewed or – if the push-piece was actuated – to set the hands. This design had a three-position crown and the final position enabled the bezel to be unscrewed.


The final design pretty much got it right, except that it was remarkably inconvenient in daily use. The Hermetic protected the watch by containing the entire timepiece inside a monocoque cup-shaped case with a screwed bezel. However, this meant that to wind the watch the bezel had to be unscrewed, placed to one side, the watch swung out on its hinge and wound. Then the process had to be carried out in reverse to close the case. There was one other problem with this design: the cases were made from silver or gold, both quite soft metals where the daily unscrewing of the bezels meant that the milling would slowly wear away until it was almost gone. Once the milling had been removed it proved impossible to create a moisture-proof seal.





[image: A Rolex watch with metal strap, white fired enamel dial, sterling silver case and a circular dial at the bottom indicating seconds.]


The Hermetic should be seen as just one of many stepping stones Rolex walked on during their efforts to produce a wristwatch which was not only waterproof, but also easy to use. The main problem with it, in the eyes of Rolex, was that the design was also used by several larger competitors. Rolex wanted their own unique design, so that they could stand out from the crowd.






1925


RECTANGULAR WATCHES


Wristwatches started to move away from being shrunken pocket watches, and case and dial design began to take on much more important roles.




• Model number: 2536


• Date: 1925


• Dial: Brass, matt silvered, raised gilt numerals


• Movement: Calibre HW


• Case material: 9ct gold


• Dimensions: 38mm





Nowadays, I estimate that 90 per cent of all watches sold are essentially round. This makes sense as the dials are circular and so are most movements. This was the case when Rolex was still Wilsdorf & Davis as they were simply scaled-down versions of the pocket watch movements that manufacturers were used to producing. But simply scaling down a pocket watch movement brought problems. While most of the components in a movement are tiny, there are two vital ones where bigger is better. The winding barrel and the balance are both circular – if you place these two circles inside another circle (the case), you can see that each of the smaller circles has to measure less than half the diameter of the larger circle. In fact, in a watch movement they need to be even less than half the diameter to make space for the centre post that holds the hands.


Making both the balance wheel and the winding barrel small has detrimental effects on the performance of the watch. A tiny balance wheel has little inertia, and so is easily affected by movement and position, while a small winding barrel cannot contain enough coiled energy to keep a watch running for an acceptable length of time.


The first wristwatches were purely functional, and when World War I was over, style regained its place in society. Everything from architecture to women’s fashions changed quickly – and watches were not left behind. Until the 1920s, most watches were circular or a variation of it, while some were octagonal and others were tonneau-(barrel-) shaped. The era saw the arrival of the first wristwatches that broke the mould. These were rectangular or square but used existing circular movements, which limited their design. If a watch is much longer than it is wide, but still uses a circular movement, the small seconds dial will no longer be at the bottom of the dial, but somewhere between the centre post with the hands and the base of the dial. Many early rectangular watches solved this problem by omitting the subsidiary seconds hand and dial altogether; this was not popular as the major role of this hand was not to keep track of the passing seconds, it was as an assurance that the watch was still running.


[image: A Rolex watch with a brown, rectangular dial.]


Style is an inherent component of fashion, as is change, and the introduction of shaped watches gave manufacturers and retailers the opportunity to offer the style-conscious public something new and different. Normally form follows function, as it had been with round dials and watches, but now function followed form as watch manufacturers embraced the shaped watch and began to design movements to fit them.





[image: A Rolex Observatory watch with a rectangular dial, 9-carat gold case, raised gilt numbers and a small circular dial at the bottom indicating seconds.]


The word ‘Observatory’ on the dial is a clever piece of marketing by Hans Wilsdorf. By the 1920s Rolex were well known for being one of the few wristwatch firms sending their watches for chronometer testing. These tests were done at astronomical observatories, which were among the few places where super accurate clocks were used. By putting ‘Observatory’ on the watch it implies that the watch has been tested, but it hadn’t.
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