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    The 
Outer Space 
       Collection

 Every era and each generation has its heroes, from explorers to inventors, 

footballers to soldiers, rock stars to films stars. But, if you were a small  – or 

even a not so small – boy between the mid-1950s and mid-1980s, high 

on any list of role models were the astronauts, cosmonauts, Space Shuttle 

crews and others who left terra firma, headed for space. 

Ken Kessler
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Although space travel was almost entirely undertaken 

by the Americans and the Russians, their adventures 

popularised earlier Swiss inventions. Velcro was but one 

of them. Watches? Enough to inspire whole collections. 

And, while veteran watch connoisseurs know that very 

few models actually made it into space – and even fewer 

were designed expressly for space travel – hundreds were 

inspired by the idea of space travel. Added together, they 

form a surprisingly broad theme of affordable and useable 

timepieces, many available today as current models.

The right stuff
Without doubt, the most meaningful and serious of 

the space travel timepieces are those either tested or 

approved by NASA and the Russian Federal Space Agency 

(known variously as Roscosmos, FKA or RKA). Standing 

head, shoulders and wrist above all others, a model that 

must serve as the heart of any space-themed collection, 

is Omega’s Speedmaster Professional, which was covered 

by QP in Issue 9. Its story is familiar, but a brief recap will 

allow you to appreciate just why it is the cornerstone of 

the collection – and why Omega has been able to turn it 

into a mini-industry all of its own.

Although the Omega Speedmaster Professional chronograph 

– first sold as simply the Speedmaster in 1957  – was not 

the first watch in space, it is the first watch to pass NASA’s 

stringent testing for mission certification. What collectors 

use to augment its presence in their showcases are the 

watches astronauts and cosmonauts used in space which 

weren’t standard issue. Prior to NASA’s approval of the 

Omega, for example, John Glenn used a Heuer stopwatch 

when he piloted the first manned US orbital mission. 

Glenn’s colleague Walter Schirra took a Bulova Accutron 

and – unofficial at the time – an Omega Speedmaster into 

space in 1962, while a Breitling chronograph went into 

space that year with astronaut Scott Carpenter; deliciously 

and ironically it was a ‘Cosmonaute’, still available with its 

distinctive 24-hour dial.

Meanwhile, the cosmonauts were using Russian-made 

timekeepers for their travels, also off-the-shelf models 

rather than anything developed directly for space travel. 

Yuri Gagarin wore a Russian-made Shturmanskie pilot’s 

wristwatch when he orbited the earth in 1961, which – 

unlike other space watches – actually led to the founding 

of a brand: the maker we know as Poljot, Russian for ‘pilot’, 

the name entering usage in 1964. A year later, cosmonaut 

Alexei Leonov wore an FMWF Strela chronograph from the 

Poljot works, which became common issue for missions 

from that point onward. Vostok watches, too, were worn 

in space by the Russian cosmonauts, including Georgi 

Grechko and Yuri Romanenko, and the company may have 

been named for the Vostok space programme.The many faces of Omega’s Speedmaster: 1957, 1962 and 1966.
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NASA, however, wanted to test, authorise and standardise 

a specific watch, for all the right reasons: never has 

a more demanding set of circumstances than a space 

mission defined a watch’s functionality. Time, money and 

internal skill sets, though, dictated that NASA could not 

develop its own watch from a blank sheet of paper, so the 

hunt commenced for a watch that would meet all of the 

stringent standards the space agency felt were applicable.

A testing time
Following normal government procedures of sourcing 

equipment through bids from subcontractors is always 

subject to compromises and, inevitably, sleazy political 

pressure. Somehow, NASA was able to stand up to private 

interests and government chicanery, deciding instead 

to do the sensible thing. They purchased a selection of 

highly regarded, off-the-shelf watches with the potential 

to meet their requirements, watches they would test to 

extremes that no timekeepers had ever faced before.

Opposing them were government officials, including 

those from the Senate, who insisted that the watches 

would be ‘made in the USA’. Considering that by the early 

1960s, the home watch industry had been reduced to a 

handful of down-market brands, with the exception of 

mid-level Hamilton, the situation was clearly ludicrous. 

Pressure from above was exerted on NASA – especially 

by those representing Bulova’s interests – but still the 

organisation managed to resist. 

What happened is now the stuff of legend, and at least 

three books. In 1961, two NASA systems engineers 

purchased a selection of chronographs in Houston, 

Texas, acting like regular consumers, with no clues 

to their purpose. A completely standard, commercial 

Omega Speedmaster was acquired along with models 

from Longines, Rolex, Hamilton, Bulova and others. 

During the two-year testing period, none of the watch 

manufacturers were aware that NASA was testing their 

watches for space travel.
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Bulova Accutron was 
launched in 1960 
and the subsequent 
advertising campaign 
aimed to both give the 
public a glimpse of the 
technology inside and 
link the development 
programme which 
created Accutron to 
the US space program. 
The advertising 
worked brilliantly.
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NASA’s specification included chronograph 

functions for precise timing of operations, with 

manual winding deemed desirable because it was 

assumed that self-winding mechanisms might not 

operate properly in zero gravity conditions. The 

watch that would pass all the tests would have to 

work and survive in a vacuum and in zero gravity, 

be able to withstand exposure to unfiltered rays 

of sunlight, cope with temperatures of over 100°C 

and manage the G-forces of take-off and re-entry. 

This is not the place to embarrass the ‘losers’, for 

watches that passed the earliest tests would be 

regarded as tough little numbers by any measure. 

But by 1 March 1965, only three watches 

were still under consideration. One failed the 

water-resistance test twice before succumbing 

catastrophically during the heat-resistance trial, 

its large seconds hand having bent and twisted 

itself around the hour and minute hands. The 

second contender’s glass warped and parted 

from its case, while another sample from that 

brand failed the decompression test. Only the 

Speedmaster survived every test.

NASA archives show that the Omega ‘passed 

with flying colours,’ leading to approval of the 

Speedmaster for its first mission-qualified usage 

on 23 March 1965, when Virgil Grissom and John 

Young wore Speedmasters for the Gemini Titan 

III launch. In has been noted many times that for 

NASA, the Omega was possibly the most reliable, 

long-lived and least expensive component of the 

entire space programme. Aside from the cost of 

testing it, NASA stumped up no money whatsoever 

for its development as the watch had already been 

in production for eight years.

NASA’s sole change to the standard model was to 

replace the steel bracelet with an extended Velcro 

strap, so it could encompass 

the bulk of a spacesuit sleeve – a 

now-familiar image seen whenever 

Omega releases publicity materials 

to introduce a new model. As for 

Omega, they changed only one detail in 

recognition of the watch’s completion of the NASA 

testing regime and its first forays into space and 

it’s this which collectors burn into their memory: 

the company added the word ‘Professional’ to the 

dial in the summer of 1965. There is no better 

way to identify a pre-NASA Speedmaster than 

by the absence of that word. Naturally, there are 

cultists who covet those above the post-NASA 

testing models.

After NASA certified the Speedmaster, the watch 

underwent a series of real-life adventures that no 

other timepiece in history is ever likely to match. 

Every space mission in and of itself is a heroic 

achievement of the magnitude of an Everest 

assault, but the unimpeachable, iconic and truly 

peerless status of the Speedmaster Professional is 

exemplified by its arrival on the Moon. So powerful 

was this event that Omega was able to create the 

single greatest advertisement tag-line in watch 

marketing history, so brilliant that one hopes  

Mad Men survives into Series 10 so Don Draper 

can cook it up in a fictional brain-storming session: 

“Tested in Switzerland. Tested in Houston. Tested 

on the Moon”.

Hollywood enhanced the watch’s real-world 

recognition factor when the Omega Speedmaster 

Professional had its pivotal moment portrayed 

on the silver screen. Unlike those with fictional 

cinematic gloss, such as James Bond’s various 

watches, the Speedmaster Professional played 

a crucial role in the actual mission portrayed in 

the Tom Hanks-starring, Oscar-winning Apollo 13. 

Clockwise from above left: 

The Fortis Mars 500 is currently 
being trialled by Russia’s 
cosmonauts for the eventual 
landing of a crew on Mars. 

Bell & Ross designed the Sinn 
142 – know as the SPACE 
1 – chronograph to accompany 
Reinhart Furrer to the European 
Space Lab.

The 2010 limited edition Omega 
Speedmaster Professional 
Apollo-Soyuz 35th anniversary 
chronograph.

The Seiko Spacewalk 
chronograph as worn by Richard 
Garriott in October 2008.
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When that mission suffered massive 

equipment failures, the Speedmaster 

Pro enabled the crew to initiate re-

entry procedures manually, without 

the help of computers.

Countless are the variations and 

commemoratives which Omega has 

issued over the years, honouring any 

anniversary worthy of a new edition, 

so it’s possible to build up a collection 

just of Speedmaster Pros. Announced 

at this year’s Baselworld is a model 

in honour of the 35th anniversary of 

the Apollo-Soyuz joint venture, to 

be issued in an edition of only 1975 

pieces. Fitted with a stainless steel 

bracelet, its dial and counters are 

made from genuine meteorite.

Not alone in space
Omega’s Speedmaster Professional 

and later variants remain the primary 

choices for NASA, and while its 

presence in the firmament will forever 

overshadow any that may follow, 

other watchmakers have earned 

official approval. Like the Omega, 

the watches developed for space 

travel are available to the public, their 

undeniable appeal being that they are 

genuine, mission-qualified pieces of 

equipment that earth-bound space 

enthusiasts can actually own.

Among them is Fortis, who has been 

working with Russia’s cosmonauts 

for the eventual landing of a crew 

on Mars. They developed a watch for 

the simulation studies undertaken at 

the Institute for Biomedical Problems 

in Moscow, the Russians working 

in conjunction with the European 

Space Agency. The six participants 

wear Fortis’ mechanical B-42 Official 

Cosmonauts Day/Date Titanium Limited 

Edition Mars 500, which will also be 

used for the 520-day follow-up study.

Another Fortis in the programme may be 

one of the best-looking of all the space 

related watches, the unbearably cool 

B-42 Black Mars 500, with black bezel, 

black dial and orange Arabic numerals, 

indices and hands. Details include a 

three-part, black PVD-finish titanium 

42mm case, while the movement is 

a Valjoux 2836-2, suggesting that 

concerns about automatic winding in 

outer space have been overcome. Bell 

& Ross, known for supplying watches 

to aviators, has badged the Sinn 142 as 

the SPACE 1 chronograph to accompany 

Reinhart Furrer to the European Space 

Lab. This watch has been superseded 

by the SPACE 3, also developed to meet 

the needs of space missions.

Two of Seiko’s Spacewalk chronographs 

graced the wrist of video game designer 

and adventurer Richard Garriott, who 

became the sixth private individual 

to explore space in October 2008. 

During his 12-day mission to the ISS, 

the timekeepers worked faultlessly, 

providing a milestone achievement for 

Seiko’s unique ‘Spring Drive’ electro-

mechanical movement. This 

watch is now on offer to 

the public as the Seiko 

Commemorative Spring 

Drive Spacewalk, with 

the rather serious UK 

price of £20,000 – not 

far off what one of 

mechanical movement. This 

watch is now on offer to 

the public as the Seiko 

Commemorative Spring 

Drive Spacewalk, with 

the rather serious UK 

price of £20,000 – not 

far off what one of 

Seiko’s unique ‘Spring Drive’ electro-

mechanical movement. This mechanical movement. This 

watch is now on offer to 

the public as the Seiko 

Commemorative Spring 

Drive Spacewalk, with 

the rather serious UK 

price of £20,000 – not 

far off what one of 

Left, top to bottom: The Seiko Bellmatic and Rotary 
Switch Sports 100 as owned and worn in space by Richard 
Garriott’s father Owen, a former NASA astronaut. Hamilton’s 
2009 re-working of the 2001: A Space Odyssey watch.

Right: The Hamilton prop watch from the film  
2001: A Space Odyssey. 

official approval. Like the Omega, 

the watches developed for space 

travel are available to the public, their 

undeniable appeal being that they are 

genuine, mission-qualified pieces of 

equipment that earth-bound space 
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Garriott’s fetched in auction. Only 100 will 

be made, so its collector status is assured.

Meanwhile back on earth…
Given that the space race captured the 

world’s imagination, it’s no surprise that it 

inspired countless timepieces that would 

only ever get off the ground if you wore 

one on a plane journey. The words ‘space’, 

‘astronaut’, ‘pilot’, ‘Moon’, ‘stars’, ‘cosmonaut’ 

et al, have graced countless dials for 

watches designed to cash in on the craze. 

And you’ll be amazed at just which houses 

couldn’t resist the draw of outer space.

Yes, even dour Rolex cashed in with a 

model, but it was sold only in Japan. In the 

mid-1960s, they issued Explorers with the 

legend ‘Space Dweller’ – amusing since 

Rolex was one of the brands slaughtered 

by Omega during the NASA trials. But Rolex 

got the last laugh: the super-rare Space 

Dweller is now one of the most collectible 

and valuable of all Rolexes.

Also dazzled by stardust, Universal 

Geneve produced a chronograph named 

the ‘Space-Compax’, Bulova issued a see-

through version of the Accutron without 

a dial and called it ‘Space-View’, while 

another Accutron was dubbed ‘Astronaut’. 

That name, too, graced Hamilton’s digital 

Pulsar P2 Astronaut, as worn by Roger 

Moore in the James Bond movie, Live 

and Let Die. Hamilton also went into 

space metaphorically, producing a prop 

wristwatch for the film 2001: A Space 

Odyssey. It was reissued last year, so 

collectors can acquire a near-replica of 

the most important fictional space watch, 

while a radical re-working of it was show 

at Basel in March: similar case, but far more 

advanced in its behaviour.

Romain Jerome, though, has them all 

beaten for lunar credibility. The Moon Dust 

DNA, its dial bearing miniature craters to 

resemble the surface of the moon, may not 

have gone into space, but its parts actually 

came from space: real moon dust deposits 

coat the dial, the case used fragments 

from Apollo XI and Soyuz spacecraft, 

and the strap was made with fibres from 

a spacesuit worn at the International  

Space Station. 

For most of us, that’s as close as we’ll ever 

get to Armstrong’s and Aldrin’s footprints. 

For 2010, though, the new Moon Invader 

features on its back a relief map of the 

moon containing actual moon dust within 

a silver alloy; it will change colour over 

the years, after making contact with the 

wear’s skin. The Moon Invader is housed in 

a radical new 46mm case that’s clearly an 

evolution of the maker’s Titanic watches, 

but with an ultra-sleek form to evoke the 

shape and stance of a lunar module: its 

bezel and ball-and-socket lugs resemble 

the movable legs of a landing device.

Unquestionably, though, the ultimate 

space watch acquisition is any Omega 

Speedmaster Professional worn on an 

actual mission. Almost all are accounted for, 

enjoying pride of place in museums around 

the world, but there’s one for which Omega 

has offered a reward if it’s ever found. Buzz 

Aldrin’s Speedmaster Professional was 

‘lost in transit’ in or about 1971, while on 

its way to the Smithsonian Air and Space 

Museum, on loan for display. It may well 

be the first watch worn on the moon; Neil 

Armstrong left his own Speedmaster in 

the Lunar Module as a replacement for the 

in-cabin timer, which had malfunctioned. 

What’s certain is that Aldrin’s monumental 

watch was not, er, lost in space.  8

Far left: Romain Jerome’s Moon Dust DNA 
made from materials from space.

Left: The Moon Invader from Romain 
Jerome with ultra-sleek form to evoke the 
shape and stance of a lunar module.
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