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Sometimes I wonder whether I am the only person 

to think that the wristwatch should be a medium of 

self-expression in which the wearer takes pleasure 

rather than a pan-global trainspotting competition. 

Albeit trainspotting without the excitement of 

sitting muffled in a cagoule, at the end of a railway 

platform on a collapsible stool, thermos flask of 

weak instant coffee at the ready, numb digits 

protruding from fingerless gloves trembling with 

the thrill of seeing an Intercity express whizz past. 

Thirty years ago wristwatch collecting had not 

even reached infancy. Indeed, it had barely been 

conceived and ‘the field’, as no one at the time 

would have dreamed of calling it, was still the 

preserve of the amateur, who would buy beautiful 

watches for buttons in flea markets and jumble 

sales and wear them as a badge of difference from 

the quartz-tech timepieces of the era. I remember 

because I was one of those who, from time to time, 

would buy an old cushion-cased watch in silver, 

wear it until it broke down or the hands dropped 

off and then buy another.

Today we have become obsessed with perfection 

and in a way I blame the internet and all those 

websites annotating the minutest differences 

between watches. Take for instance the cult that 

has arisen around the number four on the green 

bezel Rolex Submariner. Some green bezel Subs 
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6 The antics of the Bamford and Sons engineers over 

the past six years are enough to chill the blood of 

horological old school purists. But for many other 

watch enthusiasts the temptation of owning a 

one-off, customised Daytona Cosmograph or TAG 

Heuer Monaco is too great to resist.

Nicholas Foulkes
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George Bamford created the beginnings of the 
Bamford Watch Department in 2004 with a 
collection of customised Rolex Daytonas. Today 
the Bamford website allows users to design 
their own Rolex, from one of several models 
by customising the bracelet, dial, date wheel, 
reversing engraving and adding a face engraving. 
All of this allows customers to take a ubiquitous 
model and create a unique watch like this 
Russian Dial Daytona (a special commission  
for the Patrick Hellmann Collection).
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have a ‘fat’ four and others have a more 

pointed one and am I the only who finds 

such distinctions ever so slightly 

absurd? I sometimes get the 

sense that there is a worldwide 

community of tens of thousands 

of lonely people in bedsit flats, 

subsisting on a diet of spaghetti 

hoops on toast, whose sole mission 

in life is to complete a taxonomic 

survey of every watch ever created. 

There is almost the sense that if 

every last idiosyncrasy is tabulated and 

recorded and if every last timepiece can be 

accounted for in the order of production, then 

somehow some sort of perfection will be reached, 

a completeness will be achieved and all will be well 

with the world.

In pursuit of individuality
Of course perfection is an illusion, completeness is 

overrated and all is unlikely ever to be well with the 

world. I rather like championing the individual in the 

face of orthodoxy and my friend James Gurney, the 

founder and editor of this journal of record we call QP, 

has decided that I put this inclination of mine to use in 

writing an occasional (given my notoriously imperfect 

management of my time) series about the process of 

personalising or even bespeaking a watch.

You see this entire obsession with detail also has a 

good side; as those unsatisfied with the prêt a porter 

offer have decided to take matters into their own 

hands. One such man is George Bamford. He has only 

been in the watch business a few years but already 

he has garnered the sort of brand awareness that 

many much bigger brands take decades to achieve.

Bamford is of course a scion of the earth-moving 

dynasty, whose bright yellow JCB excavators and 

construction vehicles have become so ubiquitous as 

to be synonymous with their function.  Rather like a 

Hoover, one uses the letters JCB as a blanket term – a 

genus denoting any kind of digger, tractor or loader. 
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Above: A Ferrari Colour Dial Daytona. 
Left: Following on from its customised 
Rolexes, Bamford & Sons expanded 
its bespoke range in 2009 to include 
the Tag Heuer Monaco. And, while 
TAG Heuer released some special 
40th anniversary editions that year, 
Bamford allowed enthusiasts to 
specify everything, from the dial 
colour and strap stitching to the date 
window and chronograph indices. 

A Bamford & Sons PVD Cosmograph Daytona Rolex made in 2004 sold at a 2008 Antiquorum auction in  
New York for $48,000. The piece was accompanied by, an obviously void, Rolex warranty. (Image Courtesy  
of Antiquorum Auctioneers.)
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A WImbledon-inspired Dial Daytona.
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However, it is mechanical objects on 

a rather different scale that have 

obsessed George Bamford. “I suppose 

that my passion for watches 

began when I was bought an 

old Breitling Navitimer by my 

parents; looking back I now 

know that it may not have 

been the most ‘correct’ watch, 

but I loved it and it was the 

coolest thing.”  

It was that Breitling which started 

him on his watch-collecting career, one 

which encompasses one of his biggest 

lifetime regrets – turning down the offer of 

a near perfect vertical collection of vintage 

Heuers, which he was offered while still at 

school. And that Breitling remains Bamford’s 

Rosebud moment and, in particular, it is the 

piece’s ‘imperfection’ that is important. For 

the purist a badly restored dial (or for that 

matter just a restored dial) and an incorrect 

handset are a little like the toll of the bell 

and the cries of ‘unclean’ that used to 

precede processions of lepers in Medieval 

times  – a warning to stay away. However 

for Bamford this was what made the watch 

special and different for him.

Bamford has an eye for detail. He studied 

photography at Parsons in New York and 

I have a theory that all photographers are 

perforce detail obsessives; trained to see 

things and register minutiae in an instant 

that the rest of us take time and close 

inspection to notice. However another 

part of the photographer’s métier is to tell 

a story – just think of all the greats, from 

Nadar to Lee Miller or Helmut Newton 

and all the stories their images tell.  And 

Bamford was obsessed with the story told 

by Rolex and in particular one legendary, 

semi-mythical model that he had heard 

about – a black Rolex made for the South 

African military over 20 years ago, 

presumably allowing them to tell the time 

on night-ops. He spent some time engaged 

on the fruitless task of tracking one down 

before he decided to press the fast forward 

button and make his own black Rolex. Now, 

five years on, his black Rolexes are 

appearing on fashionable wrists and have 

even begun turning up at auction.

Anything’s possible
At first Bamford concentrated on taking 

vintage models, dismantling the case and 

bracelets and subjecting them to the PVD 

treatment. “We started with Submariners 

and GMT Master 1675s from the 1970s,” 

he explains. I remember that those early 

models had a few teething problems as 

occasionally there were blind spots that 
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Bamford gives the Milgauss a 
look Rolex never would with 
this Customised Anniversary 
edition of 100 pieces.

Bamford’s travel watch tube featuring an outer anodised aluminium case 
with neoprene lining to house up to four watches.

Unable to track down the semi-mythical 
model made for the South African army 
over 20 years ago, Bamford decided to 
make his own black Rolex
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Further information: www.bamfordwatchdepartment.com

did not get blackened. However, the 

technology has moved on significantly 

since then with terms like ‘military grade’ 

and ‘diamond like carbon’ denoting 

ever more durable finishes. Moreover, 

through patient empiricism and lengthy 

experimentation, otherwise known as 

trial and error, Bamford has ironed out 

the irritating inconsistencies, often 

creating model-specific trays and frames 

in which to suspend the components 

during the treatment process.

Bamford continues: “[As the quality rose] 

demand increased for those pieces and 

I thought we should move onto more 

modern watches and that is what we 

have done; we do all the sports Rolexes. I 

want to make those Rolexes more special; 

having something that is a classic on your 

wrist but something that is different 

and personal.”  As well as working with 

contemporary Rolexes, the palette of 

colours has expanded dramatically; 

whether it is a Russian flag that is 

requested to adorn the dial of a Daytona,  

a dial required in a shade to match a 

vintage Ferrari, or indeed a Daytona 

executed in Wimbledon colours.  

“We have learnt that the customer is 

always right. It is about bringing the 

personal touch and anything he wants 

we will do.”  And Bamford’s customers 

certainly know what they want – one 

even dismantled the dashboard of 

his Porsche Speedster in order to be 

able to send Bamford the speedometer 

dial so that he could provide a perfect 

horological match for the vintage piece 

of instrumentation.

However, not everything is OTT and 

the customisation process can be as 

subtle as you like. For instance, I spent 

a few weeks helping the wife of a 

very good friend to create a watch for 

her husband’s birthday, in the end we 

chose a Deep Sea in black to which the 

only other amendment was his name in 

letters so small that you would need a 

loupe to read it. It did not leave his wrist 

all summer long. Certainly the Bamford 

Custom Rolex programme has been a 

great success and was included in the 

Japanese style maven Hiroshi Fujiwara’s 

2009 volume of Personal Effects. And to 

give some idea of the criteria Fujiwara 

employed, the other watch featured was 

a Patek Philippe ref. 5970 with Tiffany-

signed dial.

As the range of requests grows Bamford 

has added more services to the panoply 

of custom options. He is currently 

working with a specialist Parisian 

strap manufacturer to offer a range of 

options that will be limited only by the 

customer’s imagination. And alongside 

the special orders, Bamford is busy 

creating small runs of strictly limited 

pieces, whether for cult retailers in Japan 

or Paris (Colette took a special series of 

ten Bamford Milgauss) or indeed for 

himself. At the moment he is particularly 

proud of a collaboration that he worked 

on with Linley and which he calls the 

‘Action Man’ set: four black Rolexes –  

GMT, Submariner, Explorer and Daytona 

– in a box made to look like a black box 

flight recorder with watch winders, gas 

pistons and the trademark Linley secret 

compartment with the toolkit.

What Bamford has done is turn every 

aspect of his obsession for sports 

watches over to his customers; even 

the missed opportunities are put 

to good use. The first thing that 

visitors to the Bamford website 

see when invited to customise their 

own watch is a smart black TAG 

Heuer Monaco, on a punched croc band 

with distinctive red stitching. Clearly 

all those Heuers he didn’t buy left a 

lasting impression.  8
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The Bamford ‘Action 
Man’ set, created in 
collaboration with David 
Linley and containing 
four black Rolexes in a 
watch-winding case.

George Bamford.
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