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3 Glycine CEO and designer Katherina Brechbühler talks to QP about following her 

father into the watch industry, the importance of a signature model and how 

her dreams for the 95-year-old company have finally been realised

Tracey Llewellyn

Airman 7 DLC Golden Rim.
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One of Eugène Meylan’s 
early advertising posters 
from the 1920s.

On hearing the name Glycine today, one’s mind 

immediately jumps to the oversized military timepieces 

that the company is famed for – a long way from the 

jewellery watches that engineer Eugène Meylan set 

out to make in 1914 when he founded Glycine’s factory 

in Bienne, Switzerland. Meylan’s aim was simple from 

the beginning – to present innovation and perfection 

at an affordable price – and was realised through many 

successes from producing extremely precise, small 

movements for his original ladies’ watches to creating 

a well-functioning, self-winding watch, entirely of his 

own invention, in 1931. 

From here, Glycine’s story is similar to that of many 

Swiss watchmaking companies; the 1930s global 

Depression followed by the build-up to the Second 

World War, took a heavy toll on the industry. Yet 

Glycine survived and went on to give the world some 

significant and noteworthy timepieces including the 

water and shock resistant Vacuum Chronometer in 

1952 and the Airman in 1953 – a welcome addition to 

the valet of jet-setting travellers and pilots alike. But 

in the 1970s, just as the brand was establishing itself 

as a force to be reckoned with a flood of Japanese and 

American quartz watches swept across the globe, 
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spelling the bitter end for many Swiss 

brands and causing a huge decline in the 

demand for the high-quality mechanical 

watches that had earned Glycine such an 

excellent reputation.

It was at the heart of this crisis in 1984, 

that Glycine was sold to Hans Brechbühler 

who had already been working closely 

with the company. Under his leadership 

and later, that of his daughter Katherina, 

Glycine shook off its previous setbacks and 

managed to not only survive the quartz 

revolution, but also return the company to 

the institution that Meylan had originally 

intended it to be. Katherina says of the 

Brechbühler rescue package: “When we 

were arranging my father’s retirement 

party, he surprised us all by buying Glycine 

and for the next eight years worked 

tirelessly to create his dream of restoring 

it to the company it was before the Second 

World War. He had been involved in the 

watch industry since 1954, so my three 

siblings and I grew up in the industry. But, 

out of all of us, it was me who was most 

fascinated by timepieces.

Interestingly, Katherina did not originally 

follow her love of mechanics but instead 

studied and chose to work in the field of 

social work, but she insists that watches 

were always in her blood and she always 

knew that she would come back to them. 

Spurred on by her father’s aim of returning 

Glycine to a world-leading manufacturer 

of mechanical timepieces, Katherina 

returned to college to study business and 

joined her father in the family business 

in 1992. “The history of the brand and its 

original aims were extremely important to 

both of us and we wanted to go forward 

by going back,” she says of this time. “I 

joined at the height of the quartz crisis 

and it became our goal to strip everything 

back to the beginning, to the mechanical.

Although the production of in-house 

movements ceased after the Second 

World War, today, the majority of Glycine’s 

watches are mechanical – although 

the company does still produce a small 

number of quartz pieces mainly for the 

Scandinavian market – which was always 

the Brechbühlers’ intention for the brand. 

And as of 2009, Glycine is stocked in 34 

countries worldwide with Italy, the US 

and Singapore being its biggest markets. 

Reach for the skies
Despite the other ranges in the collection, 

the brand name Glycine has been 

synonymous with the Airman since the 

model’s launch – a situation that Katherina 

could not be happier about. But while 

the other ranges are happy to stay in the 

shadows, Katherina is quick to insist that 

they are a lot more than the also-rans in 

the Glycine Empire. “Although the Airman 

is our signature range, the other collections 

have all earned their place within the brand. 

We have four different ranges – Incursore, 

which is particularly popular in the Italian 
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The original design room 
(pictures taken circa 1935).

A 1942 poster displaying Glycine’s movements.
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market, Lagunare – our collection of diving 

watches, our entry level watch Combat 

because we believe that every company 

should have a range that allows people 

who are not yet collectors to join. And, of 

course, the Airman.”

Katherina becomes decidedly animated 

when she talks about the Airman. “We are 

lucky to have it. It is very difficult for a 

brand to be known for a single piece but 

the Airman is our hallmark, our signature. 

And the Airman story is indeed legendary. 

Back in the 1950s, Glycine forged a 

relationship with the US military and its 

pilots, which naturally led to the company 

developing a watch specifically for 

them. But the big boost for the Airman’s 

mass manufacture came with the first 

commercial crossings of the Atlantic 

by air. ‘Globetrotting’ became the new 

buzzword and it opened up a whole new 

market of jetsetters that needed to know 

the local time in their destinations but 

also wanted to know the time at home. 

Katherina picks up the story: “The design of 

the Airman was always seen as avant-garde 

and was in fact done in full consultation 

with the US Air Force. For servicemen, the 

desire to know the time at home was an 

emotional thing and at no time was this 

greater than during the Vietnam War, when 

the Glycine Airman was a stock item in the 

BX stores on US military bases. Thousands 

sold in this way and it is quite common 

today for us to receive watches for servicing 

that belonged to the owners’ fathers when 

they served in Vietnam. It’s humbling to be 

so big a part of someone’s family history.

And today, Katherina designs every new 

Airman, working on each variation for 

a minimum of 18 months. She is clear 

on what the watch should be: “For me, 

there are two things that are absolutely 

essential in a pilot’s watch. Firstly, the 

Above: Workshop at Glycine (circa 1935).  Right: The original Airman – the first watch to feature the Felsa 
692 movement and a 24-hour display.  Centre: The Airman 2 SST also known as the Pumpkin.

The reverse of the Airman 9 Chronograph  
from 2004 showing the movement.

It took two years to develop 
the Airman 7 and the model has 
given Glycine a huge boost in the 
world market
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dial must be readable day and night. And 

secondly, there must be a second time 

zone and this must be easily adjustable 

for when zones are crossed. When it 

came to the original design of the Airman, 

these were the main factors and they are 

still at the heart of the design today. 

“The bezel can be moved easily and one-

handed and we always have a 24-hour 

dial – a pilot will only ever operate on the 

24-hour clock, as his day is made up of 24 

hours not two sets of 12. The number 12 is 

always on the top of the dial as this is when 

the sun is at its highest, the arrangement 

of the other numbers then allows the 

hands to follow the path of the sun.”

In its 56-year history, the Airman has 

represented many landmarks for Glycine 

that Katherina is happy to reflect on: 

“In the 1960s, Boeing was involved in 

the development of the SST, based on 

the concept of supersonic transport. 

The launch never actually happened 

but Glycine did develop the iconic SST 

Airman 2 on the strength of the project. 

The Airman 2000 (developed 1999-

2000) was a hugely important piece as 

it was the first mechanical version after 

the quartz revolution and the Airman 7 is 

perhaps one of the most important models 

ever designed by the company. Created 

specially for the US market, the 7 was 

based on the concept ‘From Coast to Coast’ 

and was a significant development for 

pilots from all backgrounds. Never before 

had a watch given four time zones in one 

piece, relevant to this market in particular 

as the US has four time zones.”

And Katherina’s favourite Glycine watch?  

“This is a very special question. As a 

designer, the more I work on something, the 

more I like it. Therefore, my favourite piece 

is nearly always the piece I am working on. 

However, I think the watch that will always 

hold that special place in my heart is the 

Airman 7. My father and I spent two years 

developing the 7 and the model has given 

us a huge boost in the world market. The 

prestige of the brand was significantly 

increased by this one watch.”

Rumour has it that 2010 is a year to watch 

out for, with some really special things 

planned – according to Katherina, “important 

new models with brand new functions” 

will be unveiled at Basel. But in terms of 

deviating from the brand’s original concept, 

don’t expect too much, as Katherina says: 

“I have always acknowledged the DNA 

of the brand, its inherent qualities that 

were established long before I was born. 

For me the philosophy behind Glycine is 

unchanged – we are a small but serious 

company that bases its reputation on good 

value and service. Our aims can be summed 

up simply by the phrase ‘responsibility and 

respect for the past’.”  8
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Further information: www.glycine-watch.ch

Katherina 
Brechbühler.
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