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4 It’s a world of seemingly arcane patois and code-speak, four-digit numbers 

that could easily identify bank accounts in that other Swiss capital, Zurich. 

But the men conversing in hushed tones talk of a particularly Genevoise 

phenomenon – they worship at the altar of Patek Philippe. And the stakes 

can often be as high as those needed to qualify for whale status in Las 

Vegas. But not necessarily… 

Ken Kessler
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Why would moneyed men be seduced so thoroughly 

by a single watch brand, one as conservative and 

staid as Patek Philippe? It’s a combination of 

factors as intricate as the complications at the 

top of the Patek Philippe tree, yet it’s a formula 

so simple as to reflect the Bauhaus elegance of 

the Calatrava – the maker’s ‘entry level’ timepiece. 

Above all of the elements that make Patek Philippe 

so irresistible is the company’s history, one that 

encompasses the uninterrupted manufacturing of 

watches since 1839. This is a claim few can make, 

with far too many brands boasting of equally long 

tenure when, in reality, they might have been 

dormant for as long as a century. 

Most remarkable of all, Patek Philippe shares its 

status with only two other brands, a triumvirate 

that has owned the sector we might dub ‘the 

world’s finest watches’: the senior house Vacheron 

Constantin and the slightly younger Audemars 

Piguet. This trio of manufactures has seen off 

every wave of arrivistes and many are the heated 

debates as to which is best. But to think of one as 

superior to the others is as academic as trying to 

create a pecking order for three astounding wines 

or debating Ferrari versus Lamborghini versus 

Aston-Martin. It’s enough that all three houses 

survive. But it’s a fact that Patek Philippe has 

greater resonance with collectors.

This leads us directly to another aspect of the 

brand that it shares with one other maker, namely 

Rolex. Patek Philippe and its neighbour in Geneva 

are the only brands in the entire pantheon of 

watch collecting that never appear to depreciate. 

One can see vividly why such brands appeal to 

the well heeled, especially those who made their 

fortunes in the world of high finance: vintage 

Patek Philippes are investments, not flutters.

It’s a heady mix, then: genuine horological 

credibility, from a brand that has a plethora of 

watchmaking Grands Prix and a run of innovations 

to counter its conservative mien. There’s prestige, 

too, by the bushel, for Patek Philippe boasts clients 

that include genuine royalty as well as royalty 

of another sort, in the form of Duke Ellington. 

And he’s not the only musical aristocrat who has 

been partial to the brand – Miles Davis enjoyed his 

Pateks, while Eric Clapton collects them in serious 

numbers. In-between are authors, politicians, 

captains of industry, actors and myriad men (and 

women) of taste. It has always been this way, since 

1839. And it doesn’t look like it’s about to change.

Facing page: Original 
advertisements from 
the 1970s and 1980s 
promoting the then 
new Patek Philippe 
Nautilus. 

Above left: The original 
Jumbo Nautilus, ref. 
3700/1A.  Above 
centre and right: Patek 
Philippe’s big release 
of 2009 was the ladies’ 
Nautilus line in white 
gold, with or without 
diamonds or rose, 
yellow gold.
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Joining the club
If the above seems daunting, if there are intimations  

of the brand’s values precluding you from ownership, 

think again. I managed to acquire my 1956 Calatrava ref. 

96 after 25 years of craving one. While my encounter 

involved luck, timing and a discount, it was clear that the 

Calatrava would be the model I aspired to, for the Calatrava 

remains not only Patek Philippe’s base model, it is also its 

most respected and most accessible. Launched in 1932, it has 

featured in the catalogue ever since, spawning a family that 

encompasses a number of models, yet every variant remains 

distinctly a Calatrava. What continues to charm watch 

aficionados is the perfection of its design.

Like precious few others, notably the Jaeger-LeCoultre 

Reverso and Rolex’s sport watches, the Calatrava defies 

fashion. The passage of decades has not dented its appeal. 

An original from the 1930s in as-new condition would 

reveal its age only through its dimensions, small by today’s 

standards at typically 31mm or 33mm in diameter. But that’s 

another part of its appeal: the Calatrava is so discreet that it 

has been an indicator of the wearer’s impeccable taste since 

it first appeared.

Which brings us to yet another element of the Patek Philippe 

mystique. There isn’t a watch enthusiast alive today who 

is unaware of the brand’s status or prestige, but it wasn’t 

always so. Before the luxury goods boom of the 1980s, when 

everything with a high price tag, however obscure, suddenly 

acquired fame or notoriety outside of its core market, Patek 

Philippe catered to the few. Prior to the boom, Patek Philippe 

watches were known only to the sort of people who wore hand-

made shoes from cobblers who shunned publicity, who stayed 

in hotels unknown to tourists, whose shirts and suits never 

saw a peg or hanger on open display. And while the company 

now makes more watches in a year that it once did in a decade, 

the brand has managed to maintain its air of exclusivity.

As with any new watch, acquiring a fresh Patek Philippe simply 

requires money and entry into a shop that stocks the brand. 

Collectors, however, covet models with a few years on them, 

which invariably involves both specialist shops and auctions. 

encompasses a number of models, yet every variant remains 

distinctly a Calatrava. What continues to charm watch 

Like precious few others, notably the Jaeger-LeCoultre 

While my encounter involved luck, 
timing and a discount, it was 
clear that the Calatrava would  
be the model I aspired to
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a  Patek Philippe Nautilus Chronograph ref. 5980/1A 
in stainless steel, from the current collection.   
b  Patek Philippe Nautilus ref. 5711J in yellow gold, 
from the current collection.  c  Patek’s first Perpetual 
Calendar wristwatch jn regular production, launched  
in 1925.  d  An Aquanaut ref. 5066/1A, circa 1999.  
e  The Calatrava ref. 96 launched in 1932.
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What surprises those who have accepted the truism 

that every watch collector should own at least one 

Patek Philippe in his or her life is that affordable models 

abound – especially in the ‘pre-owned’ sector.

Exactly as you’d find with high-performance cars, 

there are plenty of original owners with either short 

attention spans or sudden changes in fortune. Nearly 

new Pateks are more common than you’d expect of 

so desirable an acquisition. As a result, those who 

regularly visit the vendors of pre-owned timepieces in 

Mayfair, including David Duggan and the Watch Club, 

will be aware that depreciation affects watches just as 

it does Porsches. It is possible to acquire regular models 

such as Calatravas and Aquanauts, with the benefit of 

substantial savings. It can reduce the entry-level price 

of Patek Philipp ownership to well below £10,000. But 

if half that price is more to your liking, there are other 

means to consider. And you would be well advised to 

fly to Italy for a day-trip, the savings vastly exceeding 

the cost of a return ticket.

Quite why we in the UK are abused by astronomical 

pricing continues to baffle me. A mere two hours away is 

a country full of shops willing to sell you pre-owned Patek 

Philippes, with boxes and papers, for prices so attractive 

that it’s worth the trip. Italy is so ripe with watches that 

it supports two magazines that only feature classified 

ads, like Exchange & Mart just for watches. The latest 

issue of Chrono Passion offered up the following:

A rare yellow gold ‘Cornice’ square dress •	

watch with chamfered corners, €3,500.

A 1962 Calatrava ref. 426, €5,000.•	

A 1987 yellow gold Calatrava ref. 3893, €6,800.•	

A 1990 ref. 3893 Calatrava in yellow gold, €7,000.•	

A rose gold Calatrava ref. 2500, €6,800•	

A stainless steel ref. 5066/1A Aquanaut •	

with the relevant extract from the 

Patek Philippe Archives, €6,450.

What you won’t find at these prices are the ‘hot’ 

watches, those which the market deems the most 

desirable and will always command high prices. Over 

the past decade, the Nautilus diving watch launched in 

the 1970s has become a serious cult item, especially 

the original oversized model called the ‘Jumbo’. 

£20,000 is not an unusual price to pay for this coveted 

treasure in stainless steel. Yet the similar Aquanaut 

has yet to be ‘discovered’, and remains a bargain. But 

chronographs? Triple calendars? Minute repeaters? 

There are no exceptions to the high-priced rule when a 

Patek Philippe grows complications.

Auction stars
Another characteristic of Patek Philippe is the affinity 

the brand has for auctions. Patek Philippes feature 

prominently in auctions around the world and are 

usually responsible for setting records every year. 

But it doesn’t mean that the only pieces to appear 

in auction are those aimed at billionaires. It is, 

however, worth setting the mood for Patek-

hunting in auctions.

A sophisticated New Yorker of my 

acquaintance, and who is now married to 

her own dot com billionaire, used to attend 

Patek Philippe-only auctions in the Big 

Apple. She was musing about the scene, 

recalling the tension in the air, the smell of 

(illegal in the USA) Cuban cigars, the fevered 

gibberish consisting of the aforementioned four-

Another characteristic of Patek Philippe is the affinity 

the brand has for auctions. Patek Philippes feature 

prominently in auctions around the world and are 

usually responsible for setting records every year. 

But it doesn’t mean that the only pieces to appear 

in auction are those aimed at billionaires. It is, 

however, worth setting the mood for Patek-

(illegal in the USA) Cuban cigars, the fevered 

gibberish consisting of the aforementioned four-
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Above left: The most recent men’s addition to the Aquanaut collection, the ref. 5167R 
in rose gold.  Above centre: The honey-beige Aquanaut Luce, ref. 5069/1G in white gold 
launched in 2008. This model is the Haute Joaillerie version of the Aquanaut.

Above and below:  
In the 1930s, Henry 
Graves Jr and James 
Ward Packard were 
involved in a friendly 
horological rivalry, 
which resulted in 
Patek Philippe creating 
the watch now 
known as the Graves 
Supercomplication. The 
gold pocket-watch has 
24 functions and was 
the most complicated 
timepiece ever made 
until 1989 when 
Patek Philippe created 
Calibre 89. After Graves’ 
death, the watch was 
auctioned at Sotheby’s 
in December 1999 and 
sold for $11,000,000, 
at that time the most 
expensive timepiece 
ever sold. The piece 
now resides at the 
Patek Philippe museum 
in Geneva.
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Antiquorum, New York  
9 December 2009   
The star lot of the sale was an outstanding 
three-dial Patek Philippe ref. 3974 in 
platinum that sold for a record price of 
$1,200,000 after intense worldwide 
competition in the auction room.

Antiquorum, Geneva  
4 October 2009
Another world record achieved for a Patek 
Philippe ref. 5059P platinum wristwatch 
with perpetual calendar and retrograde date. 
Sale price SFr.114,000

Christie’s, Hong Kong 
2 December 2009
A Patek Philippe ref. 3974, yellow gold 
perpetual calendar minute repeating 
wristwatch. Sold for £197,358. 

Patrizzi & Co, New York  
7 October 2009
A double-faced Sky Moon Tourbillon ref. 
5002 – the most complicated wristwatch 
ever produced by Patek Philippe – in the 
rarest metal/dial combination of yellow gold 
and black dial. Sold for $1,200,000. 

Patrizzi & Co, New York  
14 December 2009
A Patek Philippe yellow gold round-button 
chronograph ref. 2499 from the Second 
Series was the top seller of the auction, 
achieving $720,000.

Only Watch, Monaco  
24 September 2009
For 2009’s Only Watch charity auction, Patek 
Philippe presented a ref. 5106 Celestial 
model in rose gold with date indication –  
the first time that the company has added  
a date to the Celestial wristwatch. Winning 
bid, €535,000.

Auction Highlights
digit numbers. It was unbridled enthusiasm 

that reminded her of kids at a comic book 

convention, or Trekkies let off the leash, 

despite the high-powered, testosterone-

fuelled, alpha-male nature of the crowd.

“I am astonished that the writers of Sex 

& the City never set an episode in a Patek 

Philippe auction,” she mused. “I have 

never seen so many eligible millionaires 

in one room.” Her remarks applied in 

particular to the breed of Patek Philippe 

collector found in New York – and there 

are enough of them there who adhere to 

the stereotype to warrant identification 

as a sub-genre of collector – but it has 

counterparts in the other pockets of 

Patek Philippe worship. 

The New Yorkers vie with connoisseurs 

from Switzerland, Germany, Hong Kong 

and Japan in particular, and they seek 

out specific models with the fervour of 

collectors of fine art. Those who have 

observed the prices fetched by Patek 

Philippe complications know that the 

analogy goes beyond the intellectual love 

that drives the run of the mill collector to 

the fiscal considerations that occupy only 

the seriously wealthy.

Which suggests two sorts of auctions to 

frequent: Patek-only auctions which will 

be bursting with top-end pieces, or more 

general watch auctions encompassing 

any and all brands, with a smattering of 

accessible pieces. Recent results attest 

to affordable offerings, watches that will 

enable you to position yourself on the 

Patek Philippe ladder, for prices that will 

barely acquire a TAG Heuer or an Omega. 

Savour these for a moment, from an 

auction in December 2009:

A 1940s yellow gold rectangular •	

dress watch, 25.5x28.5mm. 

SFr.4800 (£2,873).

A 1937, ref. 433 in yellow gold, •	

curved rectangular watch, with an 

extract from the Patek Philippe 

Archives. SFr.10,800 (£6,464).

Pink gold ref. 1450, 1956, with  •	

rectangular ‘bombé’ case and extract 

from the Archive. SFr.9,600 (£5,745).
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A 1948 ref. 96 Calatrava, classic •	

model. SFr.5,040 (£3,016).

It goes on like this for auction after auction. If 

you stick with houses like Christie’s, Bonhams, 

Antiquorum, Patrizzi, Sotheby’s and the like, the 

watches will have been carefully vetted. And if 

they’re accompanied by ‘an Extract from the Patek 

Philippe Archives’, that means they possess a 

certificate ensuring their provenance. It’s a document 

which Patek Philippe supplies to a watch owner for 

a nominal fee, which – once the owner has supplied 

the case and movement numbers – will confirm the 

model, its original metal, the date of manufacture 

and often the date it was sold.

Buying into the brand
Just what do you acquire when you purchase a 

Patek Philippe – any Patek Philippe? Allow me to 

explain the psychological effect – I know it only too 

well after my 25-year-long quest. As obsessed as 

I was with owning a Patek, I had always coveted a 

Calatrava for its purity, I wasn’t sure which model I 

wanted, but I favoured a smooth bezel, small seconds 

and preferably a model without the Clous de Paris 

hob-nail bezel. Clean, classic, simple – that’s all. And 

believe me, I’d have been happy with any of them.

In the intervening years, though, I had worn watches 

of 38mm and above, almost exclusively, so the 

Caltrava, once I acquired it, somehow seemed too 

dainty, too small. I had lusted after that watch for a 

quarter-century, but its size – its size, for goodness 

sake! – was damping my ardour. And yet… every time 

I wear it, I feel somehow empowered. Not ego, not 

attitude, but a feeling of contentment, precisely 

the sense of well-being one experiences after a 

professional shave on Jermyn Street, when wearing 

a pair of fine, hand-made, Italian shoes, or when 

writing a note with an exquisitely crafted Delta or 

Tibaldi or Montegrappa pen.

However much that verbiage smacks of this writer 

suddenly moving to the Left Coast and indulging 

in mind-altering substances, it’s nothing of the 

sort. Neither is it advert-writer hype: the spiritual 

enhancement is caused by the intrinsic worth of the 

object. It is directly related to the thrill one experiences 

when observing a work of art, or hearing music that 

qualifies as transcendent. It is familiar to every one of 

you, every time you wear a favourite timepiece. The 

only difference is that, with a Patek Philippe, you’re 

also tapping into nearly 175 years’ worth of tradition.

Own a Patek Philippe, and you will feel like you’ve 

joined a club. Not one of snobbery, but one of common 

taste. But a polite note to my fellow Americans: it’s 

‘Pah-tekk’, with the accent on the second syllable. So 

please don’t pronounce it ‘Paddick’, sounding like a 

place where you would saddle a horse. Those who 

do so don’t deserve to look after them. Even for the 

next generation.  8
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Further information: www.patek.com

Left: The 1933 Henry 
Graves entry in the  
Patek Philippe  
archives in Geneva.

Left: The 1933 Henry 
Graves entry in the 

archives in Geneva.

Right: The very  
classic Golden Ellipse  
in yellow gold,  
ref. 3738J launched  
in 2005 and is still  
part of the current  
Patek collection. 

Below: A ref. 2523/1  
world timer from  
1953/54.

Above: A vintage chronograph 
ref. 1463 from 1952.
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