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1 The Omega Speedmaster might be the world’s number one space 

timepiece thanks to its status as the only watch to have been worn 

on the surface of the moon, but it is the innovative Fortis brand that is 

favoured by the Russian space programme. QP explores the company’s 

extra-terrestrial history – and its plan to (almost) head for Mars.

Simon de Burton
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The original Stratoliner 
was launched at the 
beginning of the space 
age in the early 1960s. 
For 2009 the Stratoliner 
line has been reissued 
with chronograph 
movement and is available 
with steel bracelet, black 
leather or rubber strap.

The Titan 
Cosmonaut Set –  
a badge of honour 
awarded to all new 
Russian cosmonauts.

One of the watches that most impressed 

me at Baselworld 2008 was Seiko’s 

Spring Drive Spacewalk, a 53mm-

diameter monster that was custom-

designed to be taken into orbit by the 

multi-millionaire video games designer 

Richard Garriott who, around 15 months 

ago, became only the sixth privateer 

in space – after forking-out $30 million 

for the privilege. He wanted to wear 

a Seiko because his father, astronaut 

Owen Garriott, had used one of the 

firm’s Bellmatics for the record-breaking, 

60-day Skylab 3 mission in 1973 and 

one of its digital chronographs a decade 

later while aboard Spacelab-1. But since 

48-year-old Garriott junior blasted off 

from Kazakhstan’s Baikonur Cosmodrome 

aboard the Soyuz TMA-13 he should 

really have been wearing a watch made 

by Fortis, because the brand has been 

the official supplier to the Russian space 

programme since 1994. 

Omega’s powerful publicity machine makes 

it easy to overlook the fact that there are 

plenty of other space-capable watches out 

there: the first Swiss-made watch ever 

to leave the earth’s atmosphere was a 

Heuer stop watch carried by John Glenn in 

February 1962 on board the Mercury-Atlas 

6 ‘Friendship 7’ spacecraft to complete the 

first manned US orbital mission. Three 

months later Scott Carpenter wore a 

Breitling Cosmonaute with 24-hour dial 

when he travelled on the Aurora 7 space 

capsule, orbiting the Earth three times in 

five hours –  but it is the Russians who 

were the very first to take a wristwatch 

out of the earth’s atmosphere when Yuri 

Gagarin made the inaugural space flight 

on 12 April 1961, with a home-grown 

Sturmansky pilot’s watch wrapped around 

the cuff of his space suit. 

Modern replicas of Gagarin’s Shturmanskie 

made by the Poljot brand can still be tracked 

down if you’re a die-hard space watch fan, 

but since 1994 the official, and easily 

obtainable, watch of the Euro-Russian 

space mission has been made by Swiss 

brand Fortis. The partnership can be traced 

back to 1992 when one of the German-

based, Swiss-made brand’s collectable art 

editions (which remain popular today) was 

created by the eccentric East-Berlin born 

pop artist Andora who, before he hit the 

big time, worked as everything from a lift 

boy to a gravedigger – and even trained 

to be a cosmonaut.  In 1992, the West 

cigarette company commissioned him to 

paint the outside surface of a Russian 

Proton rocket with examples of his work to 

create the first ‘promotional’ spacecraft.

Andora’s clocks
While Andora had his brushes out he also 

knocked-up a quick design for the dial of 

a Fortis Stratoliner chronograph on which 

the subdials at 12 and six o’clock were 

ST237_19_QP40_Complete_01.indd   68 11/12/09   16:37:27



encircled by Saturn-style rings, while 

the 60-second counter was decorated 

with the image of an imaginary alien 

spacecraft and a cartoon spaceman’s 

head and shoulders surrounded the date 

window. The watch was subsequently 

shot into space on board the Proton rocket 

accompanied by a weather satellite and, 

naturally, led to an edition of replicas, 

which are now highly collectable.

The watch survived the trip and prompted 

the scientists at the Yuri Gagarin Russian 

State Scientific-Research Test Center 

of Cosmonauts Training (better known 

simply as Star City) to request Fortis 

to develop an automatic chronograph 

specifically for space travel. 

So, following some pretty rigorous 

experiments on 60 prototypes involving 

pressure chambers, mind-boggling G-forces 

and vast temperature variations, the brand 

was chosen to be the official supplier and, 

in 1994, it was announced that a Fortis 

would be included in every cosmonaut’s 

official kit bag and that the team of the 

Euro Mir 94 would that year be equipped 

with them – subsequently making the 

watches the first automatic chronographs 

to be worn in open space. The partnership 

has continued, and being given one’s 

Fortis Cosmonaut’s Set (comprising a 

watch, a bracelet, two alternative straps 

and a tool with which to change them all 

housed in a leather wallet) now represents 

the cosmonaut equivalent of a military 

passing-out parade.

The following year, Fortis was asked to take 

the project a step further by integrating an 

alarm function into the watch, a task that 

took more than two years to achieve but 

which resulted in a patented movement 

and the world’s only automatic alarm 

chronograph with date display. “Our 

Left, above and below: The B-52 Flieger Black collection epitomises 
Fortis’s long history of collaboration with aeronautics and space travel that 
has made the brand the official supplier of numerous professional flight 
squadrons and the Russian space programme.

Bottom right: The 2009 Square Chronograph inspired by the everyday 
requirements of Swiss Air commercial pilots.
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The MARS 500 Mission
This spring, the six crew who have been selected for the MARS 
500 experiment will each take a small bag of personal belongings 
into the simulated spacecraft ‘somewhere in Moscow’ that will 
become their home for 520 days, the estimated time required for 
a return trip to Mars on the basis of a 250-day outbound flight, 30 
days on the planet and 240 days to return. 

The ‘residential module’ measures just 20m long by 3m wide 
and is complemented by a ‘domestic module’ (24m by 3m) and a 
medical module (12m by 2m). The crew will be completely isolated 
from the outside world, save for a limited communication system 
that incorporates a 40-minute delay in accordance with what 
would be experienced on a real mission. 

There will be a simulated Martian surface for practicing Extra 
Vehicular Activities, but it will only be possible to leave the replica 
surroundings in the event of an extreme emergency - even the 
medical module has the capability of dealing with serious medical 
situations. The aim of the mission is to collect data on the physical 
and psychological effects of such a long period of isolation. It is 
thought that the first manned flight to Mars will take place in 
about 30 years time.

Fortis Official Cosmonauts watches start at £815 for a basic, 
38mm day/date model on a leather strap and rise to £6,745 for 
the B-42 chronograph alarm in steel. The limited edition titanium 
version costs £8,420 on a bracelet. 

The dream of travelling to Mars is getting closer and once the journey begins it 
will take two years to complete the roundtrip. In preparation, ESA and the Russian 
Institute of Biomedical Problems are sending six astronauts on a 520-day simulated 
mission to Mars. Fortis is partnering the research and the Mars 500 watch will be an 
integral part of this groundbreaking experiment.
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collaboration with the European-Russian 

space mission was not simply a marketing 

idea,” explains Liese-Lotte Peter, Fortis’s 

communications director.

“They approached us because they 

wanted a self-winding chronograph. 

They specifically wanted an automatic 

mechanism because, obviously, it eliminates 

the chance of the watch stopping and also 

means that the cosmonauts don’t have to 

go through the process of winding a crown, 

which can be an awkward thing to do while 

dressed in a space suit.

“There is always this belief that an 

automatic mechanism can’t work in zero-

gravity conditions, which is clearly not true. 

Weightlessness is irrelevant. What matters 

is movement. The really interesting spin-off 

from the collaboration came in 1995 when 

we were asked to produce the automatic 

alarm, which proved far more difficult to 

perfect than we had anticipated. But we 

managed it and now the watch is into its 

third generation and has grown from the 

original 38mm case to 42mm in the ‘B-

42’ version in titanium. There is also the 

COSC certified model that is limited to 300 

examples – the flagship of the range.”

Red alert
Last year, Fortis took its space credentials 

to a whole new level when it became 

involved in the MARS 500 project, an 

initiative between the European Space 

Agency and the Russian Institute of 

Biomedical Problems, which involves 

staging a simulated space mission to 

planet Mars. The project began in 2008 

when a team spent 120 days in the 

intimate surroundings of the space lab 

MARS 500 (which is situated in Moscow) 

but, starting this spring, six people will 

spend a remarkable 520 days in the lab 

as part of an evaluation period to provide 

data that, ultimately, could be used to 

stage a real mission to the mysterious 

Red Planet. 

Fortis is a sponsorship partner in the 

research project and the ‘guinea pigs’ 

will wear Cosmonaut watches. It goes 

without saying that a MARS 500 edition 

had to be created and last November’s 

Dubai Airshow saw the unveiling of a 

cleanly designed, titanium-cased, three 

hander with date. And, naturally, the 

model is limited to 2012 pieces – 2012 

being the year of Fortis’s centenary.  8

Further Information:  www.fortis-watch.com

Left and below left: ©FORTIS Watches Ltd. - FSA Roscosmos.

Below: The automatic B-42 Black Black features a titanium case with date 
indication and 200m water-resistance.
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