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1 The history of technology is littered with examples of superior products losing 

out to apparently inferior competitors, through various combinations of luck or 

timing. Closer inspection usually reveals these tales to be less clear-cut as the 

El Primero story reveals.

James Gurney

Left: The first El Primero Chronograph 
presented on 10 January 1969.

Above: Vintage 1969 Originals Steel. 

Betamax might have had better playback 

quality than VHS, but not if you wanted 

to record the four hours it takes for an 

American football game to pan out. In short, 

the truth will out, which is why, despite 

the worst luck possible, Zenith’s El Primero 

is still one of the most sought after and 

successful chronograph movements in 

production today. 

The El Primero survived ultimately because it 

is a well-designed movement that fills a niche 

successfully. Less sophisticated than Piguet/

Lemania alternatives it might be, it is also 

significantly cheaper and at least arguably 

more practical. The current base calibre, the 

410, uses high quality components such as 

a Glucydur balance wheel and is well, if not 

finely, finished. The main value of the El 

Primero is that it delivers its virtues within 

reasonable dimensions (13’’’ and 6.5 mm 

tall), is eminently practical with its 50-hour 

plus power reserve and has a proven track 

record of reliability. 

What about the headline-grabbing, ultra-

fast 36,000 a/h speed of the movement? 

It is certainly a standout fact but is 

more remarkable for the fact that Zenith 

successfully overcame the problems the 

rate implied than for any intrinsic value 

itself. The greater theoretical precision of 

fast-beat movements is usually just, but it 

is worth noting that back in the 1960s the 

idea of an ultra-fast-beat movement had a 

greater significance than today.

Meeting the challenge
Consider also that at the time when the El 

Primero was first conceived, technological 
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advances in watchmaking were taking 

place but necessarily at a far slower rate 

than today – in a world without CAD/

CAM, even the basics of movement design 

consumed man-hours by the thousand. 

By the early 1960s, automatic-winding 

watches had become the standard and 

the next challenge to be faced was widely 

accepted as being the realisation of a self-

winding chronograph.

Several factors served to complicate the 

challenge and force companies to go 

beyond the obvious route of simply adding 

a rotor layer to an existing chronograph 

movement, the most obvious being that 

the new automatic watches already 

pushed the limits of acceptable sizes – 

what might seem modestly mid-size today, 

would have been thought daringly chunky 

and robust in the 1960s.

More significantly, the spectre of quartz 

was looming on the horizon. This meant 

that any movement design on the then 

standard five plus years of development 

would have to include performance 

specifications far ahead of contemporary 

norms. One of the accepted ways of 

meeting the quartz challenge was to raise 

the beat rate from 4 to 5 alternations 

per second to 8 or even 10. This would, 

designers believed, be enough to match 

the precision that quartz was expected 

to achieve.

Zenith was, thanks to partnerships with 

Movado and its acquisition of Martel, well 

positioned to take up the challenge – 

what seems forgotten is that the pursuit 

of ultra-fast movements was widespread 

in the industry and some nine companies 

showed watches running at 36,600 a/h 

at the 1968 Basel Fair. Zenith was alone, 

however, in looking to match this level of 

precision to a self-winding chronograph. 

a Vintage 1969 Originals Titanium

b Chronomaster RG Anniversary.

c Port Royal RG Anniversary.

d Vintage 1969 Originals RG

e Defy Steel Anniversary.

f Class Steel Anniversary.

g Vintage Anniversary Titanium.

a

F

b

g

c

d

e

ST237_18_QP39_Complete_01.indd   32 4/11/09   17:05:24



Milestones | 33

Most of the companies eventually 

scaled back their ambitions and settled 

on movements running at 28,800 a/h. 

This was because running a movement 

at twice the speed of current standards 

raised a chain of near insoluable 

problems. The most obvious being 

dealing with the extra power required 

– a movement running at double speed 

requires twice the amount of energy 

to be stored in the mainspring as a 

conventional watch, meaning that 

Zenith had to find a spring capable 

of storing the extra energy within 

the same volume and then cope with 

the much greater power and range of 

power that the new spring delivered. 

As well as the extra power, the speed 

of the movement also implied solving 

the increased rate of wear and tear. At 

every stage Zenith’s watchmakers had 

to rethink and recalculate, whether in 

terms of how the escape-wheel pallets 

were lubricated, the adjustment of  

the engagement between intermediate 

and chronograph wheels or some other 

intractable problem.

A close call
One way or another the problems were 

solved and the El Primero pipped (or 

did not, depending on who you ask) the 

Hamilton-Buren-Dupraz competitor to 

the post as the world’s first self-winding 

chronograph. Technically it was certainly 

the superior with its faster rate, unitary 

construction, column-wheel chronograph 

control and 50-hour power reserve. 

Zenith, however, had one handicap that 

was nearly the cause of the El Primero’s 

premature end. 

Zenith, after a century of independence 

was acquired by the Zenith Radio 

Corporation – a company that, despite 

its other successes such as the original 

Zenith’s Milestones
To celebrate its long and illustrious history, Zenith has designed the Milestones Box 

Set, highlighting four key milestone years in the company’s history. Featuring the 

New Vintage 1955 Rose Gold, New Vintage 1965 Rose Gold, New Vintage 1969 

Steel and the Chronomaster Open 2003 Steel, the set is presented in a rich, chocolate 

brown Mara leather Smythson case. Priced at £18,800, the set is exclusively available 

at The Watch Gallery.
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TV remote control, was to become known for 

backing the wrong horse. An early supporter of 

Betamax and the failed movie rental system DivX, 

Zenith Radio Corporation called it wrong again 

when faced with the mid-1970s quartz revolution. 

The American management decided that Zenith 

should become a player in quartz-based, mid-

market sector and ordered the destruction and sale 

of the El Primero manufacturing set-up in 1975. 

As luck would have it, Zenith had both the 

employees to disobey and a vast manufacture with 

the space for the tools to be stored. The Americans 

sold Zenith in 1978 and the management was 

unavailable to take advantage of the El Primero 

tools for several years. The breakthrough came 

when Rolex decided to build their new Cosmograph 

series around the El Primero. While Rolex 

substantially altered the basic El Primero design 

for their watches, the decision allowed Zenith to 

restart production under its own name again.

Much respected though 

Zenith and the El Primero 

were within the industry, the 

company struggled to rise on the wave of 

growing demand for mechanical watches in the 

way that Blancpain, Jaeger-LeCoultre or Girard-

Perregaux did, which was why it was such an 

exciting acquisition prospect for LVMH in 1999. It’s 

fair to say that Thiery Nataf’s leadership of Zenith 

over the past decade was not the smoothest of 

rides, but this writer at least relishes the change 

in stature and ambition for what has always been 

a company you can rely on to push the limits of  

the possible.

As for the 40th anniversary of the El Primero? 

What comprehensive watch collection could be 

thought complete without one? There are more 

sophisticated chronographs on the market, but there 

is nothing to match the El Primero’s combination of 

value, refinement and proven quality.  8

Further information: www.zenith-watches.com

Oris Artelier Alarm 

www.oris.ch

Spectacular.
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