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Left and below: Unique and 
historically important yellow 
gold Nastrix automatic 
wristwatch worn by JFK and 
gifted to Aristotle Onassis by 
Jackie Kennedy. Made in 
1962 and sold with a letter 
of authenticity from Evelyn 
Lincoln (President Kennedy’s 
White House secretary) by 
Antiquorum, New York in 
March 2009 for $100,000.

The controversial Howard 
Hughes Patek sold by 

Christie’s earlier this year.

The Celebrity
 Collection

4 In the most rarefied strata of the world of watch collecting the ‘one-off’ is king. 

Naturally, that applies to all works of art: there’s only one example of Lempicka’s 

Self Portrait In Green Bugatti and Tracey Emin messed up but one bed for public 

consumption. But watches? Thoughts turn to bespoke pieces, each dubbed 

a piece unique by its maker, such as those from Jean Dunand. But a particular 

category of one-offs in watch acquisition, for obvious reasons, is afforded to 

pieces with special provenance: watches once possessed by celebrities.

Ken Kessler
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It’s a heady feeling indeed, acquiring 

a watch worn by any of the thousands 

of world-famous individuals of the past 

three centuries, from Marie Antoinette 

to Ghandi to Simon Cowell. They may 

be artists, politicians, scientists, they 

might have been heroes or villains, 

but what dictates the value is less the 

intrinsic value of the watch in question 

and more the level of their owners’ fame 

or notoriety. One suspects that a humble 

Timex once owned by Elvis will always 

command a greater auction sale price 

than even a Breguet Grand Complication 

owned by Jedward. 

Nothing unusual about this, you’re 

thinking, when handkerchiefs, cigarette 

butts, drinking glasses and just 

about any other of life’s detritus, if 

accompanied by genuine provenance 

connecting it to a notable individual, 

attain unimaginable values. This year, a 

half-smoked cigar of Churchill’s, with an 

estimate of £350, sold for £4,500 to a 

private collector from Hertfordshire. 

Churchill’s pocket watch, however, 

remains in the possession of his family, 

and is unlikely ever to be sold. 

For those who wish to combine a love 

for watches with their admiration 

or adoration of a specific individual, 

anticipate fierce competition and the 

likelihood of disappointment. There 

can only be one lucky possessor of, for 

example, JFK’s Cartier. And depending on 

both the watch and its owner, you could 

be bidding against museums established 

by the original manufacturers: the 

Swatch Group gobbles up important 

Breguets and Omegas, Patek Philippe’s 

museum is the resting place of one of 

Duke Ellington’s watches. If you merely 

miss out on an early Rolex Explorer 

or a clean Breguet Type XX, the odds 

are that another will turn up in auction 

in the near future. Not so a famous 

person’s personal timekeeper.

Because the owner is more important 

than the watch, there’s usually a 

disconnect between the watch’s 

intrinsic value and the eventual sales 

price. The rare exception occurs when 

the individual’s fame is matched by the 

watch’s quality, for example, Howard 

Hughes’ 1949 Patek Philippe ref. 1463 

chronograph, in which case, the final cost 

can be a double-whammy. The maths are 

simple: a beaten-up old Accurist might be 

worth £5. If it happened to belong to a 

pre-fame member of the Rolling Stones 

or Michael Caine, you can add three zeros.

Hughes’ Patek, even if owned by a 

completely anonymous, private individual, 

is a £100,000 plus item. Add his name 

to it, and you’re looking at a watch that 

fetched $254,500 at Christie’s New York 

auction in June of this year.

Cautionary tales
Interestingly, the Hughes Patek has also 

been the cause of much controversy 

because of concerns about its provenance 

uncovered by watch sleuths. Not even 

a photo will always suffice: a still from 

The Son of the Sheik will show Rudolph 

Valentino wearing his own Cartier Tank. 

But who’s to say – other than Cartier’s 

own records – if one appearing in a sale 

or auction purporting to be that exact 

watch actually is that watch?

As cautionary tales go, the Hughes 

watch is a perfect example. The 1463 

is one of the finest manual-wind 

chronographs ever made, beloved of 

collectors like Eric Clapton. Only a few 

hundred exist. All can be authenticated 

through Patek Philippe’s archives. Given 

that Hughes was a pilot, an engineer and 

eye-wateringly wealthy, he may very 

well have owned a ref. 1463. But he was 

also known for not wearing a watch.

As Christie’s sold the watch in 

question, one might assume with 

much justification a sense of security 

in its authenticity. But, following the 

sale, watch enthusiasts questioned 

the credibility of the provenance for a 

number of reasons; many obscure but 

still not to be dismissed lightly. With 

high-profile watches, controversy is 

rarer than one might think, but – as the 

values attained by celebrity-owned 

Roy Rogers’ stainless steel triple calendar Rolex, 
Oyster chronograph, anti-magnetique ref. 6036, 
circa 1952 fetched $50,000 when it went under 
the hammer at Christie’s earlier this year.

A Patek Philippe Perpetual Calendar Chronograph ref.1518 
with moonphases and custom strap, once the property of 
Gene Autry, realised a respectable $254,500 when it sold 
at Christie’s in 2010.

Buddy Holly’s diamond and white gold Omega wristwatch 
– a Christmas present from his wife – sold for $155,350.
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timepieces can be astronomical – one 

must be doubly cautious.

Featured in the same sale was 

cowboy actor/singer Roy Rogers’ 

stainless steel Rolex triple calendar 

chronograph ref. 6036, dating from 

1952 and also known to collectors as 

a ‘Jean-Claude Killy’, estimated to sell 

at $40,000-$60,000. Despite this 

watch effectively bearing two famous 

names – Rogers’ and Killy’s – it sold for 

a mere $50,000, smack in the middle 

of the estimate. Even without Rogers’ 

association, it’s worth more than 

that, suggesting that a famous name 

might not necessarily add to a watch’s 

intrinsic value.

Another silver screen cowboy did a 

bit better at Christie’s in New York in 

June. Gene Autry, the man who sang 

Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, 

could easily afford his 1948 Patek 

Philippe gold perpetual calendar 

chronograph wristwatch with 

moonphase and custom strap, with his 

signature in a gold plate affixed to the 

leather. This celebrity-linked ref. 1518 

fetched $254,500, but that was still 

low for that particular model. Perhaps 

cowboy actors lack the cachet of rock 

stars and royalty?

Iconic associations
James Dean’s gold-filled Standard 

Watch Co. pocket watch with Elgin 

movement, on the other hand is a 

fairly ordinary timepiece worth no 

more than a few hundred dollars. But, 

because it was the property of the 

most blindingly iconic young actor in 

Hollywood’s history, its estimate in 

auction was £35,000.

Dying young also assured the fame of 

Buddy Holly, who, unlike Dean, left a 

body of work that justifies his near-

mythological status as one of rock’s 

most important pioneers. His diamond 

and white gold Omega wristwatch 

was inscribed with “Buddy Holly 12-

1-58” on the back – the date his wife 

gave it to him as an early Christmas 

present. He died just over two months 

later. The watch was recovered from 

the site of the plane crash that took 

his life and was later worn by his 

father. The watch sold for $155,350.

Gandhi’s Zenith pocket watch was sold 

by Antiquorum in New York for a figure 

far in excess of the estimate price of 

$20-30,000. It went for $2,096,000 

including the buyer’s premium, 

despite the Indian government trying 

to halt the auction, claiming that the 

Perhaps one of the most 
coveted pieces of all time, 
Gandhi’s pocket watch 
fetched $2,096,000 when 
it was sold with other 
personal possessions that 
had belonged to the 
spiritual and political 
leader by Antiquorum in 
March 2009.

Left: Frank Sinatra’s Gruen 
was sold by the estate of 
Al Silvani, a close personal 
friend of Ol’ Blue Eyes, via 
Antiquorum in 2009 and 
fetched $6,000.
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items belonged to the people of India. While Indian 

officials were unable to stop the auction in New 

York City, the Gandhi watch has remained in Indian 

hands. Fortunately, the successful bidder was Vijay 

Mallya, owner of India’s Kingfisher Beer. 

At the same auction was a Nastrix with the unique 

quality of having been owned by two celebrities of 

epic status. This gold automatic belonged to both 

US president John F Kennedy and Greek shipping 

magnate, Aristotle Onassis, who married Kennedy’s 

widow. Known in collectors’ circles as ‘the Kennedy 

Onassis watch’, it is the only known item connecting 

JFK, Jacqueline Kennedy, and Aristotle Onassis. The 

watch sold for $120,000.

Crime pays
Mob links, too, have a certain appeal for some collectors. 

I have no idea what Al Capone or the Krays wore, but 

Giuseppe Bonanno, thought to be the inspiration for 

Vito Corleone in The Godfather, had the good taste to 

wear a 1950s Patek Philippe. Antiquorum auctioned it 

for $36,000. A watch linked to another Mob-connected 

celebrity, one Francis Albert Sinatra, didn’t fare quite 

so well. Despite the Ol’ Blue Eyes provenance, a pink 

gold 1944 Gruen veri-Thin with an estimate of $10-

$15,000 fetched a mere $5,000.

Amusingly, a quartz Cartier Pasha belonging 

to Frank’s fellow Rat Packer Sammy Davis sold 

for $10,500 – admittedly at the bottom of the 

estimate’s range, but high for the model in question. 

Fans of Sammy proved even more devoted when it 
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Left: Sammy Davis Jr’s Heuer Monaco ref.1133, 
automatic chronograph, made in 1969 sold  
..0this year by Antiquorum for $21,600.

Right and far right: In 
March 2009 Antiquorum 
offered the watch of 
Mafia boss Giuseppe 
Bonanno for sale. The 
Patek Philippe ref. 1516 
realised $36,000.

Antiquorum achieved $12,600 for Sammy 
Davis Jr’s Cartier Pasha in June 2009.  

The watch was given to him by Frank 
Sinatra in the late 1980s..
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came to acquiring a far cooler watch 

from the singer/dancer/actor/drummer/

impressionist’s collection. His superb 

1969 Heuer Monaco added $21,600 to 

Antiquorum’s sales figures. 

In 1954, actress Zsa Zsa Gabor gave a 

Vacheron Constantin to actor Marlon 

Brando to commemorate the release of 

On the Waterfront, for which he won an 

Oscar. Antiquorum sold it for six times 

its estimated value, an unknown buyer 

coughing up $18,000 for the privilege 

of wearing one of Brando’s timepieces. 

(I wonder where his early Rolex GMT 

‘Pepsi-Cola’ might be…)

There’s one name, however, that reigns 

supreme in adding value to a plethora 

of collectibles, from cars to bikes to, 

yes, watches. While not even one 

of the two iconic watches to which 

his name is attached – the Heuer 

Monaco and the Rolex Explorer 

II – Steve McQueen’s Rolex 

Submariner ref. 5512 sold 

for $234,000. Not bad 

for a watch worth a 

tenth of that.

But the watches of some celebs can be 

snapped up for a few quid. Bonhams 

shifted Spike Milligan’s Pulsar quartz in a 

job lot of the comedian’s personal effects, 

including a Belling heater, four pairs of 

various spectacles, a magnifying glass 

and a load of other bits and pieces for 

£384, inclusive of the buyer’s premium. 

And sometimes, watches with famous 

owners actually find you – although they 

may not be quite what you’d expected. 

Scriptwriter Laurence Marks, co-creator 

of The New Statesman among other hits, 

purchased a vintage Longines in 1985, 

while working in Hollywood. Years later, 

when he had it serviced, he learned that it 

wasn’t quite the watch a nice Jewish boy 

from Islington should be wearing: it once 

belonged to Joachim von Ribbentrop – the 

Foreign Minister of the 

Third Reich.  8

Steve McQueen’s Rolex ref. 5512 produced 
in 1967 sold at Antiquorum’s June 2009 
sale for an impressive $234,000. The 
Heuer Monaco worn by him in the 1971 
film Le Mans sold at the same sale for 
$87,600.

A Vacheron 
Constantin gifted 
to Marlon Brando 
by Zsa Zsa Gabor 
to commemorate 
the release of On 
the Waterfront in 
1954. Sold by 
Antiquorum for 
$18,000.

Albert Einstein’s wristwatch became the 
most expensive Longines in the world 

when it sold for $596,000 at 
Antiquorum’s 2008 New York auction.
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