
76 | Style

    Pocket Classics
1 Perhaps there’s an appetite for an old fashioned 

dignity in the air after the oversized, super-bling 

watch crassness of recent times, or maybe we’re 

entering a new era of sartorial refinery.  Either way 

pocket watches suddenly seem to be everywhere. 

Tom Stubbs
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Dealers report a sizable increase in 

enquiries about them (and the chains 

they dangle from). A formidable crop of 

pocket watches appeared in both Swiss 

watch fairs this year and, although 

last year’s Sherlock Holmes film is 

being widely credited for creating new 

interest, it’s doubtful a Guy Ritchie 

movie was motive for manufacturers 

to develop them. Notable style 

merchant Johnny Depp has been 

wearing a pocket watch, as have some 

leading menswear soothsayers. So, are 

we about to see a significant trend for 

pocket watches actually being worn 

and is the mood in men’s style aligned 

to accommodate this nostalgic mode 

of timepiece deployment?

Of course wristwatches weren’t always 

the norm. Back in the 19th century 

they were considered effeminate. As 

far back as the Boer war, watches had 

become affordable enough that even 

low ranking soldiers were expected 

to carry them. However, they found 

pocket watches impractical and 

contrived straps to wear them on the 

wrist. (Girard-Perregaux is credited 

with kitting the German Navy out with 

such devices in the 1880s). Subsequent 

skirmishes saw the wristwatch become 

a necessary piece of combat kit. 

Cartier produced the Santos-Dumont 

wristwatch in 1904, and although 

receiving some glamorous product 

placement on the wrist of Brazilian 

aviator Alberto Santos Dumont on 

the first public flight of an airplane 

in Europe on 23 October 1906, it was 

still considered rather girlie to wear 

in a civilian context. It wasn’t until 

soldiers returning from war continued 

to wear their battle wristwatches, 

that all stigma was banished. While 

many were sceptical about the 

accuracy of small devices, however, 

others pursued their progression. 

Hans Wilsdorf, founder of Rolex, was 

the first to develop wristwatches 

to a level that they should earn 

chronometer awards in Switzerland. 

Wristwatches became the height of 

modernity as development of tool and 

sports models insured their popularity 

overtook that of pocket versions.

Pocket watches thus became primarily 

of interest to collectors. As they’re 

generally bigger than those worn 

on the wrist one gets a great deal 

more watch action for your money: 

Functions, unusual case materials 

and settings, historical details, are all 

more abundant. Are they being worn 

though? I sought council from Richard 

Stenning of Charles Frodsham & Co 

Ltd, esteemed Chronometer, Watch 

and Clock Makers. “Collectors primarily 

‘enjoy’ their pocket watches rather 

than wear them. Watch collecting 

has been around for centuries, but 

nowadays wearers are few and far 

between. This is partially because 

the three-piece suit hasn’t been in 

vogue. Generally speaking, pocket 

watches are now worn for high days 

and holidays, marriages and formal 

functions, but equally there are a few 

‘eccentrics’ like myself who do wear 

them on a regular basis.”

Back to the future
Sartorial developments might just 

change this. The Noughties saw a 

tailoring renaissance with men getting 

into suits for non-work scenarios and 

Savile Row values became important 

again. This formalisation continues, 

and in recent years we are seeing 

a resurgence of three-piece suits. 

Daniel Craig wore first Brioni then 

Tom Ford three-piece ensembles in 

the last Bond films. Now Norton & 

Sons on Savile Row reports a three-

fold increase in the number being 

ordered of late.  Director Patrick Grant 

informs me: “We’ve had many more 

three-piece suits out the door in the 

past two years, to the point where 

waistcoat makers are in very short 

supply, having not had much to do for 

about two decades.” 

And it’s not just a British affair. In Milan 

Ermengildo Zegna showed handsome 

three-piece suiting with a Fifties 

With its slim leather cord strap the 
Hermès Arceau Pocket is reviving the 
discreet elegance of the pocketwatch 
with a contemporary twist. 
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accent and Dolce & Gabbana work their Sicilian, 

brooding peasant chic that heroes waistcoats. 

The work place has smartened up a notch or two 

again,and an advantage of a waistcoat, is that one 

remains ‘dressed’ when the jacket has been removed, 

affording you a formal appearance in shirt sleeves. 

Sherlock Holmes is a Victorian costume action film 

and it’s unlikely we’ll be donning tailcoats, bowler 

hats and foulards in its wake. However, the mood 

it evokes has style resonance. Genius Alexander 

McQueen (RIP) challenged drama and romance and 

made those qualities fashionable again. His menswear 

show for last winter was an incredible spectacle. A 

dark Victorian Street scene complete with fog saw 

a march of menacing, cane-wielding men styled in 

Sweeney Todd-inspired Victorian-esque garb. They 

looked brilliant in McQueen’s interpretation, and many 

elements were very wearable. Tastes for vintage has 

been building a head of steam so much that in the 

trendy quarters of East London certain types are 

even sporting formidable period moustaches.  

This mood is also prevailing in the realm of watch 

connoisseurs – and not just the purest collectors. Pocket 

watches in vintage styles are proving interesting in 

a way that would not have been imaginable a decade 

ago. Fine watches by Blancpain, Glashutte and Breguet 

are commanding much attention.

New old school
Glashutte’s Julius Assman cunningly functions as both 

pocket and wristwatch. With a fascinating looking 

retrograde hour display and skeletonised case revealing 

the flying tourbillon. Their new Pocket Watch No.1 is 

the first such model to be made by Glashütte since the 

unification of Germany and boasts a quarter repeater. 

Oldest operating watchhouse Blancpain, marks its 

275th anniversary with the New Villeret – in a red gold 

half hunter style case, the cover has a circular graining 

pattern worked inside and customers have the option 

of three styles of hand etched designs.  Noble Roman 

Numerals add classical presence. 

More classical still is Breguet’s reproduction of the 

Marie Antoinette watch, the fifth most complicated 

watch in the world. They’ve only made one (so far). 

They do still make three models to order, however, 

and clients can add alarms, minute repeaters or even 

the ‘unimprovable’  (to date) silicon escapement. This 

order takes between two to three years to deliver, 

so plenty of time to get a few Anderson & Sheppard 

three-piece suits run up. 

The pocket watch genre doesn’t restrict styling to 

vintage looking confines, however. Venerable Vacheron 
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Right: The men’s A/W09 catwalk 
show “The McQueensbury Rules” 
by the late Alexander McQueen 
was a nod to aristocratic 
elegance that was distinctly 
19th-century London. A sign 
that the hour of the pocket 
watch was soon to come?

Emphasising the traditional 
values that underlie Blancpain’s 
Villeret, 2010 sees the 
introduction of a manual wind, 
small seconds pocket watch. 

One of the most enduring screen 
moments is Steve McQueen checking 
his Patek Philippe pocket watch before 
the heist in The Thomas Crown Affair. 
Today, Patek collections will always 
include a pocket watch.

Richard Mille’s RM020 
features a tourbillon 
escapement driven by a 
double winding barrel and  
can be worn on a titanium 
watch chain or cradled on  
a desk stand.

Breguet’s reproduction 
of the Marie Antoinette 
watch – the fifth most 
complicated watch in 
the world. 
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Constantin delivers the exceedingly modern looking 

Patrimony Contemporaine. “Not succumbing to the 

current vintage craze, this pocket watch sets the tone 

for authentic contemporary dandyism”, the company 

proclaims. It is divine in its platinum simplicity and 

completely encapsulates the idea that pocket watches 

are going to be operating in a modern and collectable 

context. It looks great on its leather strap too.  

Also on leather, Hermes watches are always on the 

money style wise and they’ve been making pocket 

watches for the past three years at both commercial 

and exceptional levels. The Arceau moon phase is a 

deft blend of classic and modern style with italicised 

Arabic numerals, limited to 24 models in rose and 

24 in white gold. This year they showed a one off 

piece in white gold, with petrified wood and mother 

of pearl dial. I rather enjoyed their women’s Harnais 

from a couple of years ago that was designed for 

wrapping around the straps of a handbag. At a more 

affordable price point, I’d love to see a men’s pocket 

version of similar ilk.  

There are accessible options available. Personally, 

I enjoy the work of British maker J&T Windmills and 

wear the Milton in sterling silver with Albert chain. 

It’s a mechanical watch modelled on an original 

clock design from the 17th century, hand crafted 

in St Martin’s-Le-Grande, and is very charming. And 

Mondaine’s Bauhaus styling translates neatly into 

pocket format and is an interesting juxtaposition 

of schools, the metal snake chain working well in 

fashion led suit scenarios.

Arabic numerals, limited to 24 models in rose and 

24 in white gold. This year they showed a one off 

piece in white gold, with petrified wood and mother 

of pearl dial. I rather enjoyed their women’s Harnais 

from a couple of years ago that was designed for 

wrapping around the straps of a handbag. At a more 

affordable price point, I’d love to see a men’s pocket 

There are accessible options available. Personally, 

I enjoy the work of British maker J&T Windmills and 

wear the Milton in sterling silver with Albert chain. 

It’s a mechanical watch modelled on an original 

clock design from the 17th century, hand crafted 

in St Martin’s-Le-Grande, and is very charming. And 

Mondaine’s Bauhaus styling translates neatly into 

pocket format and is an interesting juxtaposition 

of schools, the metal snake chain working well in 

Here come the boys. Zegna’s 2010 
catwalk finale sets the tone for a  
more refined sense of male style.

The brushed stainless steel Mondaine 
Savonette is one of the brand’s most 
sophisticated and timeless watches.

Vacheron Constantin’s 
2009 Patrimony 
Contemporaine Pocket 
Watch, presents a 
combination of classical 
elegance and minimalist 
charm.
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Dressing up
Smart evening situations are an excellent opportunity 

to wear pocket watches, which begin to operate on a 

quasi jewellery level.  Chaumet’s Dandy pocket watch 

follows the Parisan jewellery house’s modern cocktail 

handwriting with Dandy dress stripe and satin 

fastening.  As you’d expect Richard Mille’s RM020 

is typically futuristic – almost Bladerunner in style 

– with mad looking bridges and digital readout style 

numerals. The chain is striking too, functioning as a 

piece of modern jewellery in itself. 

Men are now indulging in more forms of 

adornment and jewellery again. Bracelets 

and strings of beads worn next to prestige 

watches are a common sight among suited 

Mayfair power brokers. ‘Shirt jewellery’ such 

as collar pins and tie clips have appeared back 

on the radar too. Most men prefer some sort of 

practical excuse to decorate themselves though 

and watch chains are an ideal one. 

Stenning explains the traditions involved: “There are 

many different types of chains, available in various 

precious metals to suit the watch and with myriad link 

styles from the plain to the very ornate. The Double 

Albert chain, as traditionally worn with a three-piece 

suit, has either a fixed or sliding bar at the centre 

that attaches to a waistcoat. At one end the watch 

is attached to a swivel and, on a bolt ring at the 

other end, there is a memento of some sort, usually a 

sovereign holder, locket or gold pencil. Landed gentry 

would often have an intaglio seal attached, depicting 

their coat of arms.”  

The Breguet given to Churchill by the Duke of 

Marlborough in 1890 – and currently exhibited in the 

Cabinet War Rooms – illustrates this tradition. ‘The 

Turnip’ as Churchill nicknamed it was accompanied 

by a number of other items. A silver Napolean’s head, 

a V emblem reminiscent of the sign he gave to his 

cabinet in 1945, some love tokens from his wife, 

a sovereign holder and a emblem of the 1924 by-

election he narrowly lost. The Turnip accompanied 

Winston in his ‘vest’ everywhere. 

Non-three piece wearers should note – you don’t 

have to don a waistcoat to drop pocket watch style. 

Some run the chain from the button hole in a suit 

lapel and put the watch in the top pocket. The term 

‘fob’ actually refers to the short chain required 

for this deployment. This gave rise to my all time 

favourite piece of Cockney rhyming slang: ‘kettle 

on the hob, fob’. Many people refer to watches as 

‘kettles’ without knowing the origin.

Some renegade wearers even fasten the chain 

or cord to a belt loop and slip the watch into their 

trouser pocket. For me though it is all about the 

reconstruction of dressing but in a modern manner. 

For reference I can think of no more stylish example 

than the 1969 film The Thomas Crown Affair. 

Although he drives a Rolls Royce Silver Shadow and 

sits on antique furniture, McQueen’s character cuts a 

devoutly modernist dash in a Doug Hayward square 

bottom waistcoat suit with short length pants. 

Folding Persol 714 sunglasses are balanced by a 

double Albert style chain with a gold Patek Philippe, 

which he consults before activating his perfectly 

timed heist. Granted Steve was ‘advantaged’ on 

various levels such as being the world’s most stylish 

man and playing a multi-millionaire. But it remains 

the all time great Mod look bar none. Gentleman, 

take note of this perfect exercise in pocket watch 

application combines connoisseur collector with 

utter chic.  8 
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The Milton by British maker 
J&T Windmills is a mechanical 
watch modelled on an original 
clock design from the 17th 
century.

Left: Glashutte Original’s Julius Assman is a skeletonised, retrograde hour, flying tourbillon, and is housed in a detachable case, which 
can be removed from the wristwatch carriage and carried as a pocket watch.  Above and right: Churchill’s ‘Turnip’ Breguet together with 
personal keepsakes.
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