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 Good taste: it’s the first thing that springs to mind when the name ‘Ralph Lauren’ 

is mentioned – whether thinking of the apparel or the man himself. His unerring 

judgment seems to have shaped everything he creates or acquires. Those  

who know of Mr Lauren’s interests beyond his fashion empire are aware of a 

pursuit of his that illustrates this most fastidious, elegant mode of behaviour: 

his car collecting.

Ken Kessler
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It was with no small measure of glee that  

those in the watch world who are of an 

automotive bent read the following sentence 

in a recent communication: “Combining his 

passion for fine automobiles with his passion 

for fine timepieces, Ralph Lauren unveils this 

new timepiece design recalling the refined 

interior of his model 1938 Bugatti Type 57SC 

Atlantic Coupe.”

That won’t mean a lot to you if you’re not a car 

fanatic, and even then, you’d have to know your 

Bugattis. What that model designation refers to 

is a car so rare and so heart-stoppingly beautiful 

that one of the four examples built – three have 

survived – recently sold for an undisclosed sum, 

rumoured to be in the $30-40,000,000 bracket, 

making it the most expensive car on the planet. 

Even the replicas, one of which belongs to Jay 

Leno, command awe and respect.

Designed by Jean Bugatti – the son of Ettore, 

a man who was not unlike Lauren in his 

insistence on excellence – the Bugatti Atlantic 

wowed observers 75 years ago with styling 

that foreshadowed the Jaguars of the 1950s 

and still inspires carmakers today; Morgan’s 

recent Aero pays homage to Bugatti’s radical 

fastback form. Its riveted spine, a body 

fashioned of lightweight materials, its 

straight-eight supercharged engine: this 

was truly the current Veyron’s granddaddy.

All four of the originals differed in 

detail, as was the norm in an era 

where luxury cars were primarily 

bespoke. Ralph Lauren’s Atlantic, 

Chassis no. 57591, can be 

distinguished from the three 

earlier examples thanks to 

separate headlights, which 

were flush-mounted with 

the wings on the other 

three. Lauren bought the 

car over two decades 

ago; its previous owner 

Left: Lauren’s Atlantic, sprayed 
the obligatory fashion pack black. 

Opposite page, below and 
background: The new Sporting 
watch is reminiscent of the style 
and elegance of the grand tourers 
of the 1930s, featuring a wooden 
‘dashboard’ surround and a Calibre 
RL98295 movement by 
Richemont stablemate IWC.
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cherished it for almost 30 years. 

Impeccably restored, preserving its 

reputation as the most original of 

the three surviving Atlantics, the 

car earned ‘Best of Show’ at the 

prestigious Pebble Beach Concours 

d’Elegance in 1990.

Motoring inspiration
As Ralph Lauren himself has stated: 

“Every Bugatti is in a certain way an art 

object, from its dashboard to its tooling 

to its engine. Every detail on the car 

is like fine art, or maybe I should say, 

like a very fine watch.” He has been 

inspired by cars before, when creating 

luggage and furniture. By applying 

the aesthetic standards and practices 

of his Bugatti to a wristwatch, he 

is following a tradition that married 

automobiles and timepieces as far 

back as the mid-1920s.

While we are awash with car/watch 

collaborations, it is worth noting that 

Bugatti has probably inspired more 

timepieces than any other marque. 

It began with the Mido watch in 

the shape of a Bugatti radiator, 

commissioned by Ettore as a gift 

for successful drivers and preferred 

clients. Perhaps a dozen survive, and 

you would be hard-pressed to find one 

for under £35,000. Around the same 

time, Ettore Bugatti had Breguet (his 

preferred clockmaker) produce a clock/

stopwatch for fitting into the hub 

of the Bugatti Type 41, also known 

as the Royale – the most exclusive, 

expensive limousine ever created.

Another name links Bugatti of yore 

to the new Ralph Lauren creation: 

Bugattis tended to be fitted with 

dials made by Jaeger – now a part 

of Richemont, which manufactures 

Ralph Lauren wristwatches. In 

between, Japy produced a watch 

to commemorate the Type 32 

racing car, MHR produced Bugatti 

wristwatches for the company prior 

to its acquisition by Volkswagen and 

Parmigiani Fleurier has created at 

least four models for the esteemed 

car maker.

Sporting classic
With the introduction of the new 

Sporting watch, Ralph Lauren has 

devised a timepiece so redolent of 

the grand tourers of the 1930s that 

you wonder why it doesn’t smell of 

Castrol. Its most visible automotive 

design fillip is the wooden surround 

to the inner dial. It’s as if someone has 

taken a coping saw to a car dashboard, 

lifted out a small clock and fitted it 

with a strap.

This vision of 1930s motoring is 

housed in a stainless steel case, 

secure against water ingress to 

50m; within beats a manual winding 

mechanical movement, the Calibre 

RL98295 made for Ralph Lauren by 

IWC. Made up of 156 components, it 

Left: Mido, ‘Bugatti’, 
produced in limited 
numbers and given 
by Ettore Bugatti, 
to Louis Chiron, the 
racing driver, circa 
1930. Sold at 
Antiquorum 15 
December 1990 for 
HK$8,806,250.

Below: Breguet 
Clock Stopwatch  
in Bugatti Royale 
steering wheel hub. 
© Ken Kessler.

Frederic Japy founded the first factory in the world for manufacturing watch movements  
in 1777, thus revolutionising the watch industry. 140 years later, Ettore Bugatti 
revolutionised the automobile industry with the quality and performances of his designs. 
In 1923, he designed an aerodynamic masterpiece, the Bugatti Type 32, a two-seat race 
car, derived from the profile of an airplane wing. As a tribute to this futuristic car, Japy later 
launched its Type 32 watch. 
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Further information: www.ralphlaurenwatches.com

provides a power reserve of 45 hours. 

The movement is finished with Côtes 

de Geneva stripes and perlage, visible 

through the sapphire caseback. Case 

size has not been stated, but one 

suspects its diameter will be in the 

low- to mid-40mm range.

Dial-side, the elm burl woodwork 

embraces a face revealing hours, 

minutes and seconds in a sub-dial at 

6 o’clock. The wood was chosen for 

its highly figured patterns and rarity, 

as well as its popularity amongst 

the designers of consoles of luxury 

automobiles. It contrasts with the 

matte black dial reminiscent not only 

of 1930s car gauges, but also of 

pilots’ watches of the era. An inner 

chapter ring reads off the minutes 

in quarter periods of 15/30/45/60, 

while the outer chapter ring features 

Arabic numerals and ‘open’ railroad 

track-style minute indices. The hands 

for the hours and minutes are sword-

shaped, while a skeletal arrow hand 

marks the seconds against a ‘closed’ 

railroad track chapter ring.

Other details serve to remind the 

wearer of the vintage car origins. The 

outer bezel is held in place by six steel 

screws, while the wooden component is 

secured via four blackened cross-head 

screws. Lastly, the watch is fitted with 

a black calf leather strap, reminiscent 

of the black leather seating in Ralph 

Lauren’s prized vintage automobile.

As handsome as this watch is in and of 

itself, it serves yet another, possibly 

unintentional purpose. True, the Ralph 

Lauren watch brand is still young, 

but its debut pieces have exhibited 

an ultra-conservative look that have 

been deemed too understated by 

some. With the new Sporting piece, 

the company has produced a watch 

that owes its look to no other watch 

producers. Its debt is only to the 

grandes routiers of the 1930s. Were 

they still with us, one suspects that 

Ettore and Jean might have worn the 

watch with a joyous mix of aplomb 

and insouciance.  8

Michel Parmigiani created a lasting classic when he developed the 
Parmigiani Type 370 Bugatti timepiece. Originally proposed to be 
sold only to buyers of the Bugatti Veyron supercar, the watch 
went on open sale due to exceptional demand. 
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