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Frédérique Constant: Affordably In-house 
The suspicion of the British when faced with an apparent ‘bargain’ is legendary and it is this 

attitude that has been the cause of Frédérique Constant’s past image problem in the UK. But 

working with a new distributor and PR team, the brand is making headway in persuading the 

British public that when it comes to watches the term ‘accessible luxury’ is not merely a platitude 

but something within the grasp of almost everyone. Robin Swithinbank
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Charlie Chaplain once said getting used to luxury was the saddest 
thing he could imagine. Picasso quipped he didn’t own any of his own 
paintings, because they were a luxury he couldn’t afford. A war-weary 
Napoleon whined that bed was so great a luxury, he wouldn’t swap it 
for all the thrones in the world. Coco Chanel opined, quite reasonably, 
“luxury must be comfortable, otherwise it is not luxury”. 

In the vernacular of our day, luxury is expensive, exclusive, and 
extravagant. Latin scholars will note the ex- prefixes – luxury is out of 
reach for most. But what would happen if luxury became accessible? 
Would it cease to be luxury? The UK watch buyer hasn’t found a 
satisfactory answer to this question yet. Torn between aspirations of 
post-Empire grandeur and determined pragmatism, Brits like to sneer 
at the poor taste of the riff raff, while simultaneously maintaining we 
have no time for frippery. Faced with luxury and value at the same 
time, we balk, disengage and walk away, discombobulated, affronted 
even. It doesn’t make sense to us.

Like when Bill Gates told the world he wasn’t interested in the internet, 
this can cost us, which is why watch enthusiasts should take a proper 
look at independent Genevan watch house Frédérique Constant, 
which is building a reputation for selling quality watches at what it 
calls ‘accessible’ prices. 

More for less
Though its name sounds like the product of generations of Swiss 
watchmaking patriarchs Frédérique Constant was in fact set up by 
Dutch couple Peter Stas and Aletta Bax in 1988. What was initially 
their hobby (Stas worked for Phillips, Bax was a lawyer) has grown to 
100,000 watches a year in over 100 countries. 

Each watch is hand-assembled and tested in the brand’s own 
manufacture; opened in 2006 in the Genevan municipality of Plan-
les-Ouates where it neighbours are Patek Philippe and Harry Winston. 
Five per cent of these watches use in-house movements and all are 
designed with classical watchmaking values in mind.
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So far, so good. But the crunch is the price. Frédérique Constant’s 
entry-level mechanical watch costs just £630. It’s called the Junior 
Automatic, is aimed at young men entering the mechanical watch 
world (no doubt via generous and stylish parents) and features a 
hand-polished stainless steel case, hand-applied indexes and date 
indication. Most of the automatic pieces in the collection sit within 
the price range of £1,000 to £4,000, and the Maxime Manufacture 
Automatic, with its in-house developed and produced calibre, is just 
£1,950 in steel. 

Costs are kept low by refining the watchmaking process so that it is 
more logical and efficient and by then passing these savings on to 
the consumer. And, as an additional bonus, there are no expensive 
brand ambassadors being paid to wear the latest launch. That, at 
least, is the patter. And, putting their money where their mouth is, 
the  watchmakers at Frédérique Constant backed up the claim in 
2008 by launching an in-house tourbillon with a cutting-edge silicon 
escapement that retails for a thrifty £31,130.

Opposite page (clockwise from bottom left): Frédérique Constant’s manufacture Tourbillon; 
Frédérique Constant Junior is a collection of timepieces for boys aged between 12 and 16 
years. 2010’s launch piece was a contemporary automatic with a recommended retail price of 
£630; The Maxime Manufacture Automatic is equipped with the in-house calibre FC-700 built 
on 26 jewels and featuring a decorated golden rotor visible through the watch’s transparent 
caseback; The Slim Line Collection is a series of flat models, based on quartz movements 
with a thickness of just 1.9mm; For 2011, the Vintage Racing Trio has been launched – three 
automatic chronographs each bearing an engraving of the Peking to Paris vintage rally on the 
rotor in recognition of Frédérique Constant’s sponsorship of the 2010 event. Current plans are 
to release a new vintage racing piece each year. 

This page (clockwise from top left): The in-house Tourbillon contains a silicium escapement 
wheel and takes the company to a whole new level of engineering skill and craftsmanship; 
The new Amour Heart Beat Ladies Automatic Collection features a 34mm dial bearing the 
word ‘Amour’ with a diamond-set, heart-shaped opening at 12 o’clock, revealing the balance 
of the automatic caliber; In 2010, to celebrate the continuing relationship with the Austin 
Healey Owner Clubs, Frédérique Constant presented two limited edition Healey Chrono-
Automatic timepieces, with rose gold plated case and chocolate dial or steel case with silver 
dial, green accents and brown leather strap. 
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Too good to be true?
Now, if you know anything about watch 
industry norms, you’ll recognise these prices 
are cheap. Dirt-cheap. You may feel that if 
something’s cheap to buy, it’s cheaply made, 
so won’t be luxury quality. Stas’s mission is to 
convince us this doesn’t have to be the case.

“What was happening in the early 2000s was 
sometimes ridiculous,” he begins. “Some 
brands were asking SFr.15,000 for a watch 
with an ETA movement inside worth a few 
hundred francs. We know in the industry how 
it works, but I believe there is a certain way of 
doing things in life and that it’s better to pass 
on cost savings to the customer and create a 
fair valuation of the product.

“In Switzerland many people think a watch 
for €2,000 is the entry model. But when I 
go around the world, I learn that for many 
people a watch at that price is a luxury 
investment. In the watch industry, this is 
sometimes misunderstood. There’s a feeling 
that a real watch must be tens of thousands. 
Our watches are intended for people who are 
a bit further away from the centre of gravity of 
the watch industry.’

Back with the vernacular, he doesn’t want 
to rip off his customers. Why? Because he’s 
aiming at people like himself. He and Bax 
set the company up in their late-20s, when 
building a family and paying the mortgage 
were priorities. Seeing the luxury Swiss 
timepieces they aspired to out of reach, 

they decided to make watches they liked 
that people like them could afford. From 
that came the company’s mantra ‘accessible 
luxury’. Stas swiftly dismisses the suggestion 
that this means they make cheap versions of 
luxury watches – “that doesn’t make sense,” 
he reasons.

In which case, what exactly does it mean? 
Ralph Simons, Frédérique Constant’s 
International Commercial Director, gives 
his take: “The concept behind Frédérique 
Constant has always been to create high 
quality, classical, Geneva-made timepieces 
at sensible price points. There are numerous 
end-consumers that have or are developing 
a passion for Swiss watches, without the 
willingness, or the ability, to spend €10,000. 
Frédérique Constant offers this important 
group of people access to the world of Swiss 
watchmaking, at a retail price that won’t 
break the bank. So people get their slice of 
luxury at an accessible price.”

The real deal
On paper, prices are certainly accessible 
compared to other luxury Genevan watch 
houses. But the mantra only holds true if the 
product is actually any good. Time for some 
old-fashioned analysis. 

A quick glance, and it’s clear the collection is 
as classical as a 19th-century piano concerto. 
Aesthetic design comparisons with Breguet, 
Patek Philippe and other top-end watch 
houses aren’t misplaced – Stas freely admits 

there are similarities, but only because of 
his company’s belief in traditional Swiss 
watchmaking values, which have been set by 
all that went before. 

Not every piece looks destined to woo a 
British consumer – the Delight, for example, 
looks dated – but the Classics Collection is 
rife with winners; the Healey and Runabout 
automatic chronos are charming and 
versatile; the ladies automatic Double Heart 
Beat is as gracious a watch as you’ll find 
(and the company’s top seller globally); and 
the pieces based on in-house movements, 
including the tourbillon and the Maxime, are 
scene stealers.

Subjective reflections on the design to one 
side, quality observations zero in on the 
materials used and hand finishing, which 
combine to make the watches feel luxurious to 
the touch. The solid smoothness of the cases 
suggests no sign of cut corners, while details 
come in rafts – Clou de Paris and sunburst 
guilloché dials, sapphire crystal casebacks 
(or captivating little portholes in some 
instances), Côtes de Genève finishing on 
movements, engraved clasps, faceted hands 
and indexes, even chronograph push buttons 
get textured surfaces for grip. Evidence of 
quality craftsmanship is everywhere.

At present, no piece carries the Geneva Seal 
or COSC-certification marks of distinction. 
Of the latter, Stas admits it might be nice 
to introduce it to some models, but only if 
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the cost is right (submitting watches for 
certification adds to the retail value). Asked 
if his watches would pass the test, he’s 
unequivocal. “Yes. No problem. We test 
every watch movement here both before and 
after it’s cased, which is more stringent than 
the COSC test.”

There are clear signs of creativity and 
innovation, too. Frédérique Constant claims 
to have been the first to create an opening 
in the dial through to the movement (the first 
Heart Beat collection of 1994), but that in a 
moment of carelessness failed to register 
the novelty before it was copied. The newer 
Heart Beat Manufacture collection, which 
brings the balance wheel and spiral to the 
surface beneath an opening in the dial, is a 
Frédérique Constant innovation – this time, 
they have registered it. The tourbillon’s low-
maintenance silicon escapement is one of ten 
in-house calibres. 

Safe to say, you don’t expect to find these 
horological enhancements in timepieces that 
are comparable in price to watches made 
by fashion brands and mass market watch 
houses, many of them working with quartz. 
But with Frédérique Constant, you do.

Numbers games
According to Stas, this counter-cultural, 
accessible-luxury business model is working. 
Every year since 1994, Frédérique Constant 
has reported an average of 20-35 per cent 
growth, including 45 per cent last year (albeit 

the figure is warped by 2009’s recession). 
He claims the company is making a healthy 
profit, even on low margins. Stas and Bax 
own 95 per cent of the business and guard 
those margins closely and you sense other 
watch houses are as keen to extract them 
as the Romans were the recipe to Getafix’s 
magic potion. The company is largely self-
sufficient, repaying on only one loan taken 
out to fund half the manufacture build cost. 
That means no toxic debts to furnish, and no 
hidden costs to pass onto the customer.

So you get to a point where discovering 
Frédérique Constant is like finding the lost 
family silver hidden under the floorboards. 
You wonder why you never looked there 
before. One of the reasons is presence. The 
brand is turning its attention towards the 
UK market, having convinced the rest of 
the world of its credentials, and is planning 
to near treble its presence in retailers over 
the next three years. Last year, less than 
one per cent of the company’s business was 
accounted for in the UK. Plans are to double 
that this year alone. 

The big question remains whether the British 
watch buyer will take it to heart. Both Stas and 
Simons feel the UK is, if anything, even more 
attuned to today’s conservative tastes than 
other countries where the company has been 
successful. “People like our classical product 
at a more accessible price – it fits the current 
economic climate,” says Stas, echoing a view 
held across the industry. “Our customers are 

looking for genuine value, not necessarily 
value for money. We offer products with a 
genuine value.”

“With the UK being a relatively conservative 
market, it can be expected that our brand will 
do well,” adds Simons. “Our Classic Slimline, 
Classic Automatic and Index Clear Vision are 
currently generating a lot of interest.”

Stas famously drives a VW Phaeton, eschewing 
the so-called, top-end luxury automotive 
manufacturers. “It’s a very high quality product, 
with great performance,” he explains. “It’s 
very modest and understated, while at the 
same time being a beautiful product, but it 
doesn’t radiate extravagance. And that,” he 
concludes, “is Frédérique Constant”.

Further information: 
www.frederique-constant.com

Opposite page (clockwise from left): The limited edition 

Runabout is an automatic chronograph that pays tribute to 

the legendary Runabout yachts of the 1920s; Frédérique 

Constant’s in-house movement has allowed it to join a select 

band of Swiss manufactures; The company workshops in 

Plan-les-Ouates, are a blend of tradition and high-tech.

This page, top left: Peter & Aletta Stas. 

Bottom right: At the end of last year, Frédérique Constant 

collaborated with Cohiba in the US to create a series of steel 

and rose gold-plated watches (limited to 188 pieces each) 

housed in an elegant humidor.  


