
1 The Royal Oak was one of the most 

revolutionary watches of its time. Just as 

the industry’s attention was fixated on 

the possibilities and threats presented 

by the arrival of quartz technology, 

Audemars Piguet decided to make sports 

watches to haute horlogerie standards – 

a decision that must have seen at least 

quixotic then, but is now acknowledged  

as uncannily prescient.

James Gurney

Audemars Piguet went on to dominate the new market segment 

they created with the Royal Oak, though they quickly had 

company in the shape of Patek’s Nautilus and, a little later on, 

Blancpain whose revival was lead by an ex-Audemars employee 

named Jean-Claude Biver. The 1980s and 1990s saw a rapidly 

increasing number of players in this market sector, notably 

Piaget’s Polo and Vacheron Constantin with their Overseas. 

A common thread ran through all the watches in terms of both 

design and concept – essentially simple, classic watches given a 

sporty, contemporary feel, the distinguishing feature being the 

integrated bracelets of a noticeably high quality and the avowedly 

high-quality movements used within.

Audemars gave the Royal Oak a new lease of life in the early 

1990s with the launch of the Offshore, a bolder take on the 

original which also used more novel material combinations – 

including rubber. All quite radical given how conservative the 

industry still was at that point. That decade and the following 

brought new companies such as Jaeger-LeCoultre with their 

ill-fated Gran’Sport onto the scene to join the likes of Panerai 

and even Parmigiani. But all the while, the Royal Oak and the 

Offshore were the acknowledged standard – the original that 

others were compared to.

Mentioning Jean-Claude Biver and Hublot in the opening 

section of an article celebrating the next generation of Royal 

Oak Offshores might not be guaranteed to delight AP and 

comes seriously close to a lapse of manners. All the same, 

when it was launched, Hublot’s Big Bang lived up to the name 

in more than just the hype. The Big Bang represented a serious 

challenge to AP both at the sharp end of consumer sales and 

in AP’s self-image.

Following on from the 1972 Royal Oak, the Royal Oak 
Offshore was first unveiled in 1993 and has since been 
through many variations. Always striking a perfect balance 
between power and elegance, the Royal Oak Offshore has 
become legendary.
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The magnificent Royal Oak Offshore Grand Prix represents 
the fusion of AP’s classic concepts and designs with futuristic 
materials and the in-house Cal.3126 AP movement. 
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The Big Bang built on the Offshore idea and took it far 

beyond anything that it seemed AP would be capable 

of, not so much in terms of design – though the Big 

Bang definitely looked fresher, being nearly 15 years 

younger – but in the associations and buzz Hublot 

quickly built around the brand. The new materials, 

which Hublot managed to persuade the world they 

were first with, the limitless limited editions, the 

burgeoning partnership roster that ranged from the 

ultra-exclusive Monaco yacht club to the global 

mega-stars of Manchester United, via the 

man who flew his Hublot emblazoned 

jet-pack across the Channel to the 

delight of news stations around the 

world. And the watches sold – on 

walking into the business cabin of 

any international flight, the first non-

Rolex you would see was guaranteed 

to be a Big Bang.

Stepping up
It seemed as if AP, with all the 

restrictions imposed by the 

company’s position as one of the 

grandest of Grands Maisons, didn’t 

really have an answer. It was not as 

if the Offshores weren’t selling, but 

the challenge presented by Hublot 

was not to be ignored either. But 

Audemars Piguet is around for the 

long term. If that means restrictions 

on the types of partner the brand can be 

associated with, the other side of the coin 

is the immense watchmaking talent the company 

has in-house, either at Le Brassus or at AP Renaud et 

Papi. Aside from their more purely horological activities, 

AP has not stood by idly while Biver and Hublot have 
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Nothing short of impressive, the AP Cal. 3126 
is anti-magnetic and has a soft-iron cage, a 
variable-inertia balance, 60-hour power reserve 
and fast date correction with an integrated 
security system to prevent re-setting the 
watch at the wrong moment.
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by filling a mould with ultra thin carbon fibres bound 

together in a polyamide resin wire just 1mm in diameter. 

The mould is filled under extreme pressure (7,500 N/

cm2 according to AP). The pressure and resulting heat 

(2400°C) fuses the filaments into a solid of extreme 

hardness – 626 on the Vickers scale (316L stainless 

steel, a common watch case material comes in at a mere 

140HV). Finishing elements such as the threads for 

the bezel screws are obviously difficult at this level of 

hardness, but not impossible and clearly worth it.

Desirable as it is, it might seem strange for a company 

such as AP to have invested quite so heavily in 

mastering its use. The answer, however, lies in 

the scale of the investment. By producing 

it in-house, AP emphasises its purity as a 

manufacture, a status that is all the more 

highly prized given the rise of so many 

specialist suppliers in the industry. 

Into the future
So where the Big Bang is an expression of 

the moment, the new Royal Oak Offshore 

Grand Prix is an expression of AP’s history 

and future. In terms of the past, the new 

Offshore GP is an evolution, importing ideas 

and characteristics from earlier concept watches 

into the original Offshore design. In terms of the 

future, the Offshore GP has boldness and freshness 

that is easily the match of the Big Bang, but, forged 

carbon apart, perhaps the crucial difference is inside with 

the Cal.3126 AP movement. After all, a prestige sports 

watch needs an in-house movement by definition.

Comprised of 365 components, the 3126 is AP’s new 

‘tractor’ movement and has a number of useful features 

including an anti-magnetic soft-iron cage and a variable-
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Above, centre and right: The AP workshops at the new Manufacture des Forges.
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Further information: www.audemarspiguet.com

Being a true manufacture might mean a degree of 
curtailed freedom, but the end result speaks for itself
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inertia balance with eight screw weights, a new and 

apparently highly stable balance cock, hacking, a 

60-hour power reserve and fast date correction with 

an integrated security system to prevent damage 

from re-setting the watch at the wrong moment. 

The watch will sell on its exterior first though, both 

through its design and construction and through the 

cachet of the name on the dial – as I have already 

mentioned Audemars Piguet is one of the very few 

Grands Maisons.

Massive (but not excessively so), the Offshore GP 

is all purposeful angles and facets, particularly the 

forged carbon bezel with its louvres that recall, 

without too great an imaginative leap, the air 

intakes on an F1 car. Unlike previous incarnations 

the screws stand away from the bezel making 

them seem somehow more purposeful. The bezel is 

matched by an equally forceful pusher and crown 

set-up that are almost too complex and techy – 

there is even an inset in the crown, colour-matched 

to the dial tapiserrie.

The strongest element of the Royal Oak Offshore 

Grand Prix design is the dial with its multi-layer 

combination of colours, patterns and textures. The 

attention to detail is staggering, you just have to 

look at the way the minute hand is reversed half 

way along its length so that it is equally visible 

over the red inner and black outer dial. That red 

dial – a central anodised aluminium plate decorated 

with the characteristic Méga Tapisserie pattern – 

links the ROOGP to the Offshore series as a whole, 

but is noticeably sharper than previous example 

and works particularly well in the red of the ‘basic’ 

titanium model.

If there’s one design element that fails on this 

version, it is the bronze inner flange, which simply 

jars against the red dial of the titanium model and 

the blue tapisserie of the platinum version. 

That cavil apart, the ROOGP is the perfect 

riposte from AP. A new company may 

have the buzz and freedom to 

break all the rules and grab all 

the headlines, but the point of 

being Audemars Piguet is that 

the heritage and tradition 

isn’t just a story, it is actually 

a powerful resource. Being a 

true manufacture might mean 

a degree of curtailed freedom, 

but the end result speaks  

for itself.  8

An earlier version of the Royal 
Oak Offshore, the highly prized 
Montoya Platinum.
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garnered all the attention. Nevertheless, the 

enthusiastic response from collectors to AP’s 

various concept watches and special projects such 

as the unfeasibly vast ‘Schwarzenegger’ T3, was 

never likely to be enough to wrest back the top 

spot in this sector. While AP is no doubt sanguine 

about other entrants to what they refer to as the 

‘Prestige Sports’ segment, the perception that 

Biver and Hublot were leading the agenda must 

surely have been considered unacceptable. 

The concept watches, the T3 and the influence 

of Renaud et Papi’s Formula 1 approach to 

watchmaking were not, however, irrelevancies 

as the new generation of Royal Oak Offshores 

amply demonstrates. Equally important has been 

that, in common with almost all the major watch 

companies, AP has been busy converting at least 

some of the vast growth in revenues into bricks 

and mortar, their new manufacture extension 

being almost the first building you see as you 

come down from the Col du Marchairuz. 

Replete with all the usual workshops and ateliers 

as it is, two parts of the new manufacture stand 

out; the museum which demonstrates how AP’s 

past so directly influences the company’s present 

day working – there are pocket watch ebauches 

from the 1920’s both on display in the museum 

and being worked on in the ateliers – and, more 

directly of relevance to the new Offshore, is the 

forged carbon department.

AP has clearly decided that this material has a 

part to play in the future, not just of their watch 

production, but also their brand identity. Where 

other companies order the ceramic parts they 

need or buy in the latest alloy from a supplier, 

forged carbon is made at AP from start to finish. It 

may be just one in the plethora of materials 

introduced into watchmaking over the 

past two decades (a cornucopia 

that ranges from rubber to 

alloys composed of exotic 

and reassuringly expensive 

elements such as niobium), 

but this material has a 

number of highly desirable 

properties. 

A neutral composite, 

that is strong, light and 

almost impossible to chip, 

dent, scratch or deform, 

forged carbon can be moulded 

accurately with very low error rates. 

Smooth and warm to the touch, the 

material has a really distinctive visual 

texture, meaning that it is extremely 

difficult to mimic. Forged carbon is made 

While other companies order in ceramic parts or the latest 
alloy, forged carbon is made at AP from start to finish

Housed in a forged carbon 
case, AP’s Millenary Carbon 
One is the culmination of 
several years of research 
into 3D design.

Audemars Piguet’s new Manufacture des Forges in Le Brassus is the first premises to meet the MINERGIE-ECO® standards with the aim of providing an 
environmentally friendly building in terms of materials, energy use and impact on its surroundings.
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