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American 
Collection

The

5 Blame Mad Men. Before its first episode was broadcast, vintage American 

watches enjoyed a stable market - mainly in the US - with realistic, approachable 

pricing. Then it all changed, thanks to the TV series that spearheaded revivals 

for skinny neckties, short back and sides, foundation undergarments for women 

and other Eisenhower-to-Kennedy-era Americana.

Ken Kessler
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Until Don Draper acquired his Rolex 

Explorer in the fourth series of Mad 

Men, the show’s characters were 

walking reminders of the heyday 

of American wristwatches. If what 

I hear from vintage watch dealers 

is correct, the programme has had 

the same effect on wrist wear as on 

fashion and three-martini lunches: 

expect the prices and popularity of 

collectible US-made wristwatches 

to head skyward.

Not that they’ll ever attain the 

price levels of vintage Swiss-

made timepieces, despite the best 

products of some makes – various 

Elgin, Gruen, Hamilton and Illinois 

models, for example – matching 

them for quality. The finest 

watches ever to issue from the 

USA, including some spectacular 

Waltham pocket watches, only ever 

attain the heights of Swiss models 

if they happen to have been owned 

by celebrities (as reported in QP45).

But collectors are consistent in 

their disdain, even when it comes 

to movements. A Valjoux 72 

manual chronograph movement 

fetches more when powering 

a Rolex rather than a Universal 

Geneve and, although Gruen’s Duo-

Dials contained the exact same 

movements as some Rolex Princes, 

the latter consistently fetch five 

figures, the former rarely exceed 

$1,000-2,000.

Perhaps the lack of respect outside 

of the US is understandable. The 

American mechanical wristwatch 

industry enjoyed only a short 

lifespan, all but disappearing in 

the 1960s and 1970s. Any once-

American brands you see in the 

shops today – and most can still 

be found in the ‘fashion’ sector – 

are either Chinese or Swiss-made 

and American in name only. In the 

‘serious’ sector, Hamilton, Ball 

and more recently Ingersoll, have 

kept their old names alive with a 

a Hamilton Flintridge 
in white gold, circa 
1929. Tonneau shaped 
case with push lever 
to lift lid to expose 
art deco enamel dial. 
This is the rare cal 979 
version of which only 
142 were made. 

b Elgin green gold 
‘Presentation’ model 
with extended 
hinged lugs, blue 
square enamel bezel, 
matte silver dial 
and gothic style gilt 
hands. Features a 15 
jewel manual wind 
movement.

c A 1940s Gruen YGF 
Pan American with 
fancy lug round case, 
two-tone dial with 12 
hour and inner 24 hour 
indexes, stylised hands 
and 17 jewel manual 
wind movement with 
sweep seconds. 

d Waltham SS US 
military circa 1940s 
with richly patinated 
original dial featuring 
luminous indexes and 
hands. 17 jewel manual 
wind movement with 
subsidiary seconds. 

e Illinois WGF ‘Trophy’ 
stepped rectangular 
case with cut corners 
circa 1930s. Silver 
satin dial with luminous 
indexes and hands,17 
jewel manual wind 
calibre 207 movement 
with subsidiary seconds. 

f Man’s Borel Cocktail 
watch YGF circa 1960s. 
Fancy lug case with 
skeletonised chapter 
with cut out quarters 
and 5 minute indexes. 
17 jewel manual wind 
movement with center 
psychedelic op art 
rotating disk. 

g Bulova Classic 
Moments showing one 
of 15 designs op artist 
Victor Vasarely created 
in the 1980s. Featuring 
matte black metal finish 
of oversized 40mm 
x 40mm case with 
matching finish original 
signed strap. 

h Gruen yellow gold 
Veri-Thin Precision, 
circa 1040s. Original 
black dial with diamond 
and tapered silver 
applied indexes. 17 
jewel manual wind 
movement with 
subsidiary seconds. 

i Lucien Piccard 34mm 
white gold dress watch 
with diamond set bezel 
circa 1960s. Features 
a custom-coloured 
brilliant cobalt blue 
dial with silver applied 
indexes and silver baton 
hands. 17 jewel manual 
wind movement with 
subsidiary seconds. 
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measure of dignity and have been joined by new brands  

such as Kobold, haute horlogerie RGM, Bozeman and 

others who wish to revive American watchmaking.

A sad demise
Why a once-enormous industry vanished is a mix of 

many causes. They include the inevitable arrival of 

quartz, of far more efficient Japanese suppliers in the 

affordable sector and the way that the Swiss simply 

cornered the quality end of the market after the Second 

World War. But much of the demise was self-inflicted.

However simplistic this sounds, American watch 

companies suffered from a lack of hunger for export. 

Leaving aside the vast Timex concern, with its roots 

in Ingersoll, American watches are like American cars: 

scarce in Europe. The reasons differ slightly – Yankee 

watches were fine objects representing excellent 

value for money and should have been huge in 

Europe, while Yank Tanks offered nothing to European 

drivers. But in both cases, there was no need for the 

manufacturers to make export a priority. After the 

Second World War, the home market could absorb 

everything US manufacturers could produce.

What this means for collectors is a mix of the good 

and the bad. Whatever the Mad Men effect might 

have on watches, the prices will remain sensible. But 

the downside is that American watches are not that 

common in Europe. At best, you may uncover the 

occasional Hamilton or Elgin, especially in areas that 

host or once hosted US military bases. If there’s any 

inducement for seeking out American watches, it has 

to be the great leveller: the internet. As you’d expect, 

eBay is bursting with the stuff.

And what a selection there is. At the top of the tree are 

Gruen, Hamilton and Elgin. The last named was founded 

in August 1864 as the Elgin National Watch Company 

by watchmaker JC Adams, taking its name from the site 

of the factory in Elgin, Illinois. Its wristwatches were 

sold in two ranges - the regular Elgin models and the 

upscale Lord Elgins. During the company’s lifespan, it 

embraced each of its contemporary eras with art deco 

models, futuristic timepieces, mechanical models with 

digital read-outs in windows, such as the so-called Golf 

Ball of 1950, and military watches in both World Wars.

Elgin was a manufacture in the current sense, with its 

own in-house movements, including the bumper-wind 

607 and 618 automatic calibres in vast quantities, 

as well as the respected 30-jewel 760 and 27 jewel 

761 movements. By 1951, Elgin had produced its 

50-millionth movement, but the end was in sight, as 

the Swiss had by that time taken over the field. It’s a 

story that would be repeated throughout the US watch 

industry. By the end of the 1960s, Elgin was finished 

manufacturing watches in the USA, and the current 

models seen online or in department stores have 

nothing to do with the original brand beyond the name.

j Gruen Curvex 
elongated stepped 
20mm x 47mm case 
with subsidiary seconds 
hand, circa 1930s.

k Longines yellow gold 
Hourglass circa 1950s. 
Silver satin faceted 
dial with gold applied 
indexes configured 
in figure of 8 shape. 
17 jewel manual 
wind Longines calibre 
9LT movement with 
subsidiary seconds. 

l 1950s Lord Elgin 
yellow gold rectangular 
case with stepped 
hooded lugs, two-tone 
satin dial with applied 
gold and printed black 
indexes with gold baton 
hands. 21 jewel manual 
wind movement with 
subsidiary seconds. 

m 1960s LeCoultre 
yellow gold, 28mm, 
dress watch with inner 
rectangular dial and 
raised picture frame 
bezel. Original silver 
satin dial with raised 
gold indexes.17 jewel 
manual wind 
movement. 

n 1950s Lord Elgin 
yellow gold 29mm 
case with hidden lugs. 
Original patinated 
silver satin dial with 
gold applied indexes 
and gold baton hands. 
21 jewel manual 
wind movement with 
subsidiary seconds. 

o Hamilton ‘Seckron’ 
Doctor’s watch circa 
1930s with black 
printed Arabic figures 
and original hands. 
Calibre 980A manual 
wind movement with 
unobstructed viewing 
of seconds.
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For sheer coolness, Elgins are hard to top, especially 

if you’ve succumbed to the retro look. The brand 

was bold, unafraid to produce outré cases, with 

enamel inlays, exotic dials and unique functions. 

And there aren’t many timepieces that can boast an 

endorsement from the greatest blues singer of all 

time. In 1936, Robert Johnson, sang, ‘She’s got Elgin 

movements from her head down to her toes’ in his 

recording of Walkin’ Blues. That’s a name-check for 

the ages.

Built in the USA
Gruen’s approach was slightly different, in that the 

company – like a number of others – sourced its 

movements in Switzerland but cased them in the 

USA. It was founded in Columbus, Ohio, in 1874 

by ex-pat German watchmaker Dietrich Gruen, 

who learned his craft both in his home country 

and in Switzerland. The company imported watch 

movements that featured safety pinion design 

for pocket watches, patented by Gruen in 1874, 

which prevented damage to the movement if the 

mainspring broke.

Within a decade, the company was producing its 

own movements as well, though sourcing from both 

Switzerland and Germany continued. The company 

even created a Swiss subsidiary in 1903, the Gruen 

Watch Manufacturing Company located in Biel/

Bienne; one of Gruen’s suppliers was Jean Aegler, 

who would later be a business partner of Rolex 

founder, Hans Wilsdorf.

In 1908, Gruen produced its first wristwatches, 

sold mainly to ladies, though the Great War would 

transform the way men perceived them, after wrist-

worn timekeepers had served so well for military 

use. Gruen built the Precision Factory in Biel/Bienne 

in 1922, where they would produce all of their top-

quality movements. Within a few years, Gruen was 

the largest watch brand in the USA. 

A true classic appeared in 1935, when the company 

released the first Curvex wristwatch, a model that 

has become the brand’s signature timepiece. It was 

designed to follow the arc of the wrist, and it inspired 

a vast range of models, from the gently curved to 

the extreme Edge-of Wrist models. These are among 

the most coveted of Gruens, alongside the VeriThins, 

Duo-Dials and Doctors’ watches, especially if fitted 

with solid-gold cases and unusual dials.

Gruen stopped civilian watchmaking during the 

Second World War to devote its facilities to the war 

effort, entering the post-war period 

with the advantage of having a factory 

in Switzerland. Gruen, however, 

produced a series of watches made 

entirely in the USA, known as the 

‘21’ series because the VeriThin 

movement it used contained that 

number of jewels. Also dating from 

the post-war period is the remarkable 

and quite rare Air-Flight, a model 

that – uniquely – showed the hours 

1-12 on a disc visible through a dozen 

small windows, ‘jumping’ to 13-24 at 

1pm. By 1953, the Gruen family had 

sold its shares, and the company was 

dismantled. Watch production continued 

in Biel/Bienne until 1977. 

The rock ‘n’ roll brand
And then there’s Hamilton. While both Gruen and 

Elgin might be better known for their movements, 

Hamilton was certainly their equal. Some even 

referred to it as ‘the Patek Philippe of America’, 

and that was no mere marketing conceit. Yes, 

the short-lived electric movement that powers 

the Ventura and Pacer – the models made famous by 

Elvis Presley – overshadows their other watches, but 

Hamilton was an innovative, visionary company. And 

if any US-made timepieces come close to realising 

Swiss values, it’s the Arbib-designed Hamiltons of 

the 1950s – as astonishing as any Patek Philippe 

asymmetric watches.

Established in 1892, the Hamilton Watch 

Company was located in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. 

Its investors’ objective was to build only watches 

of the highest quality. The first watch made 

under the Hamilton name was a 17-jewel 

pocket watch in 1893, quickly earning 

a reputation for producing superlative 

timepieces, accurate enough to earn the 

approval of railwaymen. The company issued 

its first wristwatch in 1917, designed expressly 

for those participating in The Great War, fitted 

with the smaller 0-sized 17-jewel 983 movement 

originally designed for women’s watches. These 

early Hamiltons are now highly collectible, regarded 

by some as among the finest wristwatches ever 

made entirely in the USA.

In 1928, Hamilton purchased the illustrious Illinois 

Watch Company, a manufacturer with a distinctive 

range of intricately detailed watches that may have 

inspired a run of peerless Hamilton models, most 

Above (from top to bottom):

The watch made popular 
by the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll 
himself – the Hamilton 
Ventura.

One of Hamilton’s most iconic 
pieces, the Piping Rock, was 
named after the Piping Rock 
Country Club in New York and 
was given to the 1928 New 
York Yankees in celebration of 
their World Series victory.

One of many Ball models 
celebrating the US railroad.

Highly collectible 1960s 
Hamilton Trent.
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notable for their exquisite, enamel-

inlaid bezels. Any of the following  

will cause American collectors’ hearts 

to go pitter-patter: The Coronado, The 

Piping Rock, The Spur, The Cabot and 

dozens of others. A number of them  

were even reissued during the past 

decade, as quartz-powered but no 

less handsome replicas. The original 

Hamiltons were issued in both solid gold 

and gold-filled cases.

Famously, Hamilton turned all production 

over to military watches during the 

Second World War. As more than 

1,000,000 of them were sent to the 

various theatres of war, such watches 

are plentiful around the world. Expect 

to pay from £100-£500 for a Hamilton 

military watch, depending on condition. 

Hamilton also produced watches for 

the British military, bearing the ‘Broad 

Arrow’; the W10 from the 1970s is 

relatively easy to find. Also plentiful are 

the various models issued during the 

Vietnam conflict.

Electric avenues
By 1957, Hamilton had produced almost 

13,000,000 watches. That same year, 

it introduced the world’s first electric 

watch, the Hamilton Electric 500, which 

put paid to Elgin’s attempts to be the 

first to market. In addition to electric 
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power, the watches featured some of 

the most outrageous cases ever seen 

on wristwatches, primarily asymmetrical 

and now highly coveted. Elvis Presley’s 

decision to wear a Ventura in the 1961 

film Blue Hawaii ensured its iconic status. 

The watch remains in the catalogue, also 

in – ironically – mechanical form. 

As with so many others, Hamilton 

suffered due to the quartz revolution 

from Asia, but it did have one final, 

admirable, mechanical fling: having 

acquired the Büren Watch Company in 

1966, it had a Swiss base from which 

to team up with Heuer, Breitling and 

Büren to develop the first automatic 

chronograph movement in the world. 

The race for this achievement took 

place against the Zenith El Primero 

and Seiko’s contender, all three teams 

claiming the title in 1969. Regardless  

of which came first, it was an amazing 

swan song for Hamilton’s career as a 

genuine manufacture.

That year, Hamilton completely ceased 

its American manufacturing operations, 

moving its operations to the Buren 

factory. Production continued until 1972. 

In 1971, the Omega & Tissot Holding 

Company Société Suisse pour l’Industrie 

Horlogère (SSIH) purchased Hamilton, 

and owns it to this day; SSIH is now 

know as the Swatch Group. And 

Hamiltons remain one of the best-

value mechanical watches money  

can buy.

It’s a huge field, but one with 

a sane entry-level. Assorted 

Walthams, art deco models 

from Illinois, Ingersoll and 

the Mickey Mouse watch, 

Bulova mechanicals and their 

ground-breaking Accutrons, 

Wakmanns with their superb 

Swiss chronograph movements, 

Lucien Piccard, Longines models 

for Wittnauer, Timex, Hampden, 

Benrus, Helbros, US-cased LeCoultres, 

US-only versions of Blancpain’s Fifty 

Fathoms – the list of American-made, 

American-cased or primarily American-

marketed watches is long and for the 

most part illustrious. What makes them so 

interesting for UK collectors, not counting 

the still astonishing, value-for-money, 

is the relative rarity on this side of the  

Pond. Put one on, and it won’t be long 

before you’re shopping for that retro 

skinny necktie.  8 

Further information: www.wannabuyawatch.com

This page and previous page: Ball 
Watch Company developed numerous 
advertising campaigns directed at the 
adventurous Americans of every era. 
Early advertisements targeted solely the 
railroad industry, then gradually expanded 
to include pioneering travellers of the rails. 
The focal point of all these presentations 
remained the same from 1891 on: 
“accuracy under adverse conditions”.
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