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Watchmaking 
For Today

4 Anyone who is mystified by the course modern haute horlogerie is taking needs 

an audience with Urwerk’s Felix Baumgartner and Martin Frei. Once you get past 

the fleeting notion that they have been transported from 1968 to 2009, by-

passing the decades in between, their watches start to make sense. QP hears the 

complex 10-year journey that led to the completion of the new CC1 King Cobra.

Ken Kessler
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In Felix Baumgartner’s words, Urwerk exists solely 

to create “modern complications.” The company 

emphatically does not wish to go over old ground and 

neither of the principals has any desire to re-invent 

the wheel. Watchmaking and engineering course, 

respectively, through both Baumgartner and Martin 

Frei’s veins and both possess deep and impressive 

knowledge of the history of timekeeping. Equally, 

neither wishes to follow anyone, other than family 

traditions.

Watchmaker Baumgartner was born in Schaffhausen 

and follows in his grandfather’s and father’s 

footsteps (Baumgartner Sr worked for IWC). But Felix 

refuses to be bound by those traditions and adopts 

an almost militant stance in his need to eschew 

anything that could be regarded as conventional. 

He’s aided and abetted in this pursuit to follow a 

new path by Zurich-born Frei, the industrial designer 

creating Urwerk’s look and the son of an engineer. 

Frei seems incapable of looking at watchmaking in 

conventional terms and dips into the history of time-

keeping – even methods pre-dating the mechanical – 

to find new ways of creating visual representations 

for marking minutes, hours and seconds.

Baumgartner, more than any other watchmaker this 

writer can name, welcomes challenges that possibly 

frighten his competitors. “All of the functions and 

complications of the past have been perfected. We 

want to make the complications of today.” And he 

doesn’t try to justify lateral thinking, when one 

points out how perfectly and rapidly a round dial and 

two or three hands can communicate the time.

A new approach
Thus, for both Frei and Baumgartner, manufacturing 

limited production timepieces is almost an intellectual 

game. Their signature ‘satellite’ watches have been 

around for more than a decade, so their method of 

showing the time no longer strikes enthusiasts as 

bizarre. As Baumgartner points out, “Audemars Piguet 

also used intersecting wheels to show the time”. 

Urwerk’s rotating discs connect to a centrally pivoting 

trio or quartet of arms that line up their numbers with 

an arced scale along the bottom. The disc shows the 

hour, while the pointer below it indicates the minutes, 

corresponding to a chapter on the arc. Simple, clever 

In 1958 Gilbert Albert and Louis Cottier created 
a watch featuring a linear display destined to 
revolutionise the horological world. They created a 
prototype for Patek Philippe, deposited a patent in 
1959 and then the idea was put to one side.
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and almost intuitive, it is still a break from either 

easy-to-read hands or plain digits.

And yet one cannot resist stating that too many 

new watches are almost impossible to decipher. 

Baumgartner agrees. “You see a lot of the new 

brands, and sure enough, they are very tough to 

read. With the satellites, we started 12 years ago – 

we are no longer a start-up – the system is actually 

a very comfortable way of reading the time. With 

only one glance, you know immediately what time it 

is.” He feels that owners will be totally comfortable 

with the layout “after only two or three days.”

Frei explains Urwerk’s approach to the display 

philosophy – no dial, no hands – in terms that are 

rarely adopted by other houses. Frei can illustrate 

how different cultures, during different eras, wouldn’t 

even recognise our linear approach to the passage 

of our lives. “Playing with time, this is what I think 

is worth doing. If you asked the ancient Greeks how 

they imagined time, you would see that their idea of 

the present is a much wider place, the past is where 

their ancestors live and the future doesn’t exist.”

Frei, speaking as one with a background in graphics 

and the visual arts, also offers a less-metaphysical 

justification for Urwerk’s battle against convention. 

“By changing the way we display time, we can also 

change the shape of the case.” And Urwerk’s cases 

owe nothing to anyone else, with one accidental 

exception: the new CC1 King Cobra.

Inspiration for the CC1 came 
from classic cars. My brother 
and I once owned a Volvo with 
a linear speedometer and 
there is another fantastic one 
in an old Dodge in Alfred 
Hitchcock’s The Birds
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The King Cobra is powered  
by the calibre UR-CC1; 
automatic winding regulated 
by a ‘fly brake turbine’ 
pneumatic shock absorber.
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Snake charm
Baumgartner recalls that, “My brother and I once owned a Volvo 

with a linear speedometer,” while also citing the speedometer 

in “an old Dodge in Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds” as inspiration. 

Frei reveals that, “when I first made the design, back in 1998, I 

was thinking of cars – I didn’t even know this watch existed”. He 

points to an image of the Cobra, a Louis Cottier/Gilbert Albert 

co-designed prototype from 1958, now housed in the Patek 

Philippe Museum. “Later on, Felix went and saw the piece. He 

actually named it the Cobra – it’s like Cottier was an Urwerk guy! 

And that somehow reassured us that we had to make it.”

Both Cottier and Gilbert Albert had impeccable track records for 

innovative timepieces, Cottier redefining watches with multiple 

time zones, Albert demonstrating that watches needn’t feature 

symmetrical cases. Their 1958 concept, with a horizontal, 

linear readout, looked just like the speedometer format popular 

in the USA and also foreshadowed the earliest LED watches 

arriving two decades later. Now, through a series of mechanical 

developments unavailable to Cottier and Albert, Urwerk has 

produced a perfectly functioning concoction of gears, rollers, 

racks and cams that put a vintage Cadillac dashboard on your 

wrist. You read the time of day exactly as you would read the 

speed of a 1960s American car.

Achieving this involved lateral thinking to develop the 

module that could, according to Baumgartner, “move 

two huge cylinders – minutes and hours – and create the 

rotation”. He points to a drawing. “This rack weighs 0.09g and  

is made from photo-etched nickel. You can use silicium or nickel. 

The CC1 is the world’s first production wristwatch 
with true retrograde linear displays.

Martin Frei’s 1998 sketch that started the process leading to his future creation.
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Silicium can break. Nickel cannot. The complication 

here is this triple spiral and the rack, which gives 

its power to the cylinders.”

Baumgartner grows animated, explaining 

how a watch this far from the norm almost 

justifies his very existence. “Urwerk – what 

do we do? We don’t have tourbillons. We don’t 

have perpetual calendars. We don’t have any 

traditional complications. To make this function 

perfectly, properly,” – he indicates the 103’s spider 

mechanism – “this is a complication. It weighs  

200 times more than a standard hand and this  

for me, as a third generation watchmaker, is a 

reason for Urwerk.

“As a young watchmaker, I 

don’t need to re-invent the 

tourbillon or the minute 

repeater. For the past 

hundreds of years, they 

have been made so well, 

you cannot better them. 

You can make a different 

version, but that is not 

interesting to me.

“Here [with the CC1] we are 

taking a big risk. We started 

it three years ago and the 

process is very expensive for a 

Further information: www.urwerk.com

small company. We don’t know if at the end 

the watch will function because we have 

no ‘book’ where we can look to see how it’s 

done. So we have two big risks. We have a 

technical risk and a commercial risk – that 

people will not accept it. We have taken 

these risks for 12 years, so we are quite 

used to it.

“A lot of people say that the CC1 is completely 

different from the revolving satellite watches 

we did before. But for me it’s the same: it’s 

the watchmaking of today.”  8

The Urwerk CC1 King Cobra will be produced 

in 25 examples each in black gold and white 

gold. Prices start at £194,000. Available 

from Marcus, 170 Bond Street, London W1S 

4RB, tel. 0207 290 6500.

 
Felix Baumgartner. Martin Frei.

Above, above right and right: The work benches, machining 
and hand finishing that go into each Urwerk creation.
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