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    The 
  Longines
Collection
7 Natural order, as applied to watches, has been reasonably fair. Makers that 

produce mass-market items remain in their appropriate sectors, while the 

high-end producers retain their positions at the top of the heap. Few are the 

changes in status – with one precious exception. While its current top-selling, 

but mid-priced, range may obscure its genuine and undeniable greatness, true 

cognoscenti know that among the most productive and inventive brands in the 

history of watch manufacturing is none other than Longines.

Ken Kessler 
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A single illustration that will tell you all you need to know about 

the brand’s true status as a one-time manufacture: in anticipation 

of its 175th Anniversary, Longines published a book dealing solely 

with movements it created from 1832-2007. The book runs to 

623 pages, has the same footprint as an LP sleeve but is two 

inches thick and weighs more than my 3 kg kitchen scales can 

handle. The movements number in the hundreds – even more 

than the laudable Jaeger-LeCoultre can muster. (And Jaeger-

LeCoultre, it should be noted, made movements for other houses; 

very few Longines movements were offered to other makers.) 

Add to that awards, innovations and horological achievements 

that most brands would kill for and you might wonder why, in the 

Swatch Group’s hierarchy, Longines features below rather than 

above Breguet, Blancpain and Omega. This, however, remains a 

matter of conjecture, unless one could crawl inside the heads of 

a Hayek or two. What will surprise many enthusiasts, though, is 

an unexpected benefit: vintage Longines watches are among 

the greatest bargains in the world of watch collecting.

Even in these times of unchecked inflation for desirable Rolexes 

and Patek Philippes, when collectors of limited means turn to 

other brands within their financial grasp, Longines continues to 

be overlooked. Unlike Omega, which had its credibility boosted 

by the Omegamania auction, Longines simply coasts along, 

known only to cognoscenti who’d prefer it if magazines such as 

QP didn’t rock the boat: if Longines watches were ever to attain 

the respect they deserve, prices would probably treble.

That’s not to say, however, that every Longines classic goes 

unrecognised, for a handful of models have always commanded 

respectable amounts, even back in the days before watch 

collecting attained the level of popularity it now boasts. As far 

back as November 1994, now forgotten by many, Antiquorum 

held a Longines-only auction in the most sophisticated market 

of them all: it took place at the Grand Hotel et de Milan, on 

via Manzoni, not far from La Scala Opera House. To see the 

impressive, almost inspirational catalogue is to wonder what the 

previous four paragraphs are referring to, given that it is a lavish, 

hardbound volume written with the reverence typically found in 

a Patek Philippe-only auction catalogue.

With hindsight, one can only sigh at prices which – at the time 

– were mid-to-high, but that now seem almost low. Converting 

1994 lire to 2009 pounds is tricky, but as a guide, 1,000,000 

lire at the time the Euro was launched, hovered around £500. 

Imagine, then, being able to buy in 1994, a mint, original 

Royal Navy watch similar to a ‘WWW’ for £750. Or varied and 

immaculate Conquests for £250. The good news is that prices 

for the same watches have barely kept up with inflation in the 

intervening 15 years. 

Conversely, and despite the brand’s offensively low profile, that 

handful of acknowledged Longines icons have shot up like Rolex 

Daytonas. The most desirable of all, the oversized Longines 

Lindbergh, a barely wearable 47 mm masterpiece which every 

collector of pilot’s watches desires with feverish intensity, 

was offered for around £5,000 at the time of the auction.  

The lowest price I recall back then was a Lindbergh in a poor 

state for £2,000. In 2007, Christie’s sold one for SFr.37,000,  

or £22,000. 

Modest perfection
In-between the ‘normal’ Longines watches, the ordinary stuff 

found in pawn shops alongside old Tissots, Bulovas and Smiths 

for £50-£100, and icons like the Lindbergh are countless models 

ranging from chronographs to cocktail watches to 1960/70s 

kitsch. But even the most basic models, provided they pre-date 

the quartz era, might house movements that raise their currency 

above seemingly similar watches. Do not confuse Longines’ most 

pedestrian mechanical models with 

the mass-produced, routine efforts 

The Lindbergh incorporates 
striking Roman numerals with 
a soberly functional face and 
Louis XV styled crown. Together 
they recall an earlier time, 
when the Art Déco movement 
decreed that every object had 
to be beautiful no matter how 
utilitarian its purpose.
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Above: Longines military 
watches featured superior 
movements, including the 
non-‘stop seconds’ 12.68Z.

Right: The manually 
wound Calibre 30CH was 
introduced in 1947 and 30CH 
chronographs remain popular 
due, in no small part, to their size.

of their competitors, most often watches that housed the least 

admirable of OEM movements.

A case in point is the rectangular Longines I inherited from 

my father, acquired by him in the late 1940s after leaving the 

Merchant Marines. Because I knew my father was then of limited 

means and the gold-filled case did not suggest that anything 

special would lurk within, I was flabbergasted when a master 

watchmaker examined it and told me that it was ‘the equal of 

anything being made by Patek Philippe at the time.’ (Actually, 

I shouldn’t have been surprised: even when broke, my old man 

was probably the only postal worker in Portland, Maine, who 

wore a Borsalino. The Longines was typical of his taste.)

Unlike most watches, which are collected as whole entities 

despite the quality of their innards, for example early Blancpain 

Fifty Fathoms or Breitling TopTimes, Longines watches 

inspire collectors – like IWC does for its enthusiasts – as much 

by movements regardless of the case or dial they wear. A 

prime example is the 12.68Z ‘stop’ movement, which causes 

chronograph collectors to swoon and stammer. And that’s 

in contrast to its true nature as an economical, simplified 

alternative to full-function chronograph movements. 

Developed in 1938 from the 12.68Z of 1929, when the technical 

department was involved with renovating older ebauches, it 

differed from the source mechanism by adding a function called 

‘Stop Seconds’, activated by a pusher at the 2 o’clock position 

to stop the seconds hand, reset it to zero and re-start it. As 

described by Longines’ historian, Patrick Linder: “This device 

transformed the 12.68Z into a simple watch that could be used 

to measure intervals of time despite the fact that the normal 

time display was partially lost.”

Similar in function to the later and more familiar Omega 

Chronostop of the 1960s and 1970s, the 12.68Z Stop Seconds, 

aka ‘Stop And Go’, appeared in a variety of models, ranging from a 

highly-desirable pilot’s watch in a 32 mm steel case reminiscent 

of the small Weems, up to 18 ct gold and 10 ct gold-filled dress 

watches with black or white dials, some with red or black sweep 

seconds hands in addition to separate small second hands. Prices 

have crept up steadily from around £1,000 in the mid-1990s, 

but to only £1,400-£2,000 today.

The right movement
If Longines collectors are movements-led – and as superior 

chronographs are among Longines’ greatest achievements – 

A 1931 advertisement for the Longines Lindbergh.
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then watches bearing the Calibre 30CH must be the ultimate 

finds. While prices don’t attain the heights of the Lindberghs, 

these chronographs number among the Longines models that 

always appealed to the cognoscenti, and even the 1994 auction 

anticipated prices between £1,000 and £5,000, depending 

on case material, which ranged from stainless steel to yellow 

and even pink gold and styles from the wholly functional to 

the marginally dressy. Another reason why 30CH chronographs 

remain popular is their size: typically, the cases that housed them 

measured between 35 and 38 mm, perfect for modern users who 

find 32 mm watches just that bit too small by current standards.

As for the movement itself, the 30CH arrived in 1947, a 

manually wound column-wheel design beating at 18,000 

vibrations per hour. Ironically, it was Longines’ post-war attempt 

at producing a more economical chronograph for wristwatches, 

but it was not built down to price: the company had produced 

its first chronograph movement for wristwatches as far back 

as 1913, while both the needs for timing sporting events and 

the more serious timing requirements of the Second World War 

had improved the breed. Thus, the 30CH with two pushers, two 

subsidiary dials, six bridges, Breguet overcoil, 18 jewels and 

column wheel turned out to be a movement to rank alongside 

the legendary Valjoux 72. It would also be the last in-house-

designed wristwatch chronograph movement from Longines. 

Prices now start at around £1,500, but the ceiling has been 

raised according to the desirability of specific models. 

Air of importance
Longines, however, was more than just a chronograph 

manufacturer. Among the other important watch genres to 

captivate collectors are the military and aviation offerings 

and Longines was there at the beginning, alongside Cartier: it 

supplied the instruments for the earliest balloons, dirigibles 

and other powered aircraft. This connection to aviation from 

its outset would culminate in the Weems Second Setting Watch 

and its derivative, the Lindbergh Hour Angle – the Omega 

Speedmaster Professionals of their day. They were covered 

in depth in QP31, but a brief recap might help to explain their 

enduring appeal – despite the fact that the watches were out-

of-date within a decade, due to the arrival of practical electronic 

navigational aids for pilots.

Permanently interlinked because the Lindbergh is, in reductio, an 

advanced version of the Weems by virtue of an added function, 

both are regarded as milestones in the development of pilots’ 

1929 Weems.

Weems technical 
drawing from 1935.
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watches. In May, 1919, eight years prior to Lindberg’s legendary 

trans-Atlantic solo flight, Lt. Cdr. Philip Van Horn Weems of the 

US Navy was driven to improve in-flight navigation after three 

others attempted to cross the Atlantic but had died doing so. His 

idea was to replace the existing method of navigating, which 

used a series of ship-born beacons.

‘Weems System of Navigation’ employed two sextant 

measurements of the sun and an accurate time reading from 

his Second Setting Watch, deciphered by the tables in the Line 
of Positions book, which provided extensive charts with pre-

calculated positions. A pilot could quickly look up the positions, 

instead of performing complicated calculations. Weems’ Second 

Setting Watch enabled a navigator to read truly accurate time 

directly from the watch face during an era when chronometric 

precision was rare. 

His brainstorm resulted in a movable bezel marked with 60 

seconds to facilitate the easy adjustment of the seconds. 

Because no watch could allow the adjustment of the seconds 

hand to the dial, in the manner of the hours and minutes hands, 

Weems merely adjusted the dial to the hands – genius!  In 1929, 

in conjunction with Longines, Weems registered the patent for 

the Second Setting Watch.

From this, to create the Hour Angle Watch, Lindbergh later 

added cleverly devised and applied graduations that increased 

the number of functions offered by the basic Weems, especially 

the rapid equation of solar time. This enabled pilots to make the 

calculation, avoiding any error that might prove catastrophic. 

Driven by Longines Calibre 37.9 with centre seconds in a 47.5 

or 38 mm case, the watch featured Lindbergh’s scales for 

calculating GMT and Universal Time, based on the knowledge 

that the earth rotates 180 degrees every 12 hours.

Fortunately, Longines has issued stunning replicas of the Weems 

and the Lindbergh in their Sports Legends range. While the hardcore 

covet only the originals, the replicas make fine substitutes. 

Military history
Yet another field of interest for Longines collectors, and it’s the 

one with some of the most desirable and therefore costly pieces, 

is military watches. The selection is vast, but one of the most-

sought after is the cushion-shaped, almost Panerai-like model 

most often found in the Czech Air Force form from the 1930s 

and 1940s. It featured small seconds at the 6 o’clock position 

and a rotating bezel with a pointer under the glass, as seen in 

the 1930s’ IWC pilot’s watch. Its appeal is enhanced by cases 

measuring 40-42 mm, slightly larger than the other coveted 

Longines military models, the WWW types.

As Longines was part of the group of manufacturers commissioned 

by the British to produce watches during the Second World War for 

its military, their models are targeted alongside Omegas, IWCs, 

Vertexes, Timors and others as absolutely necessary for completing 

representative collections devoted to the WWWs, RAF models and 

the like. Any Longines military watch in clean condition is easily 

worth £500 to £1,000, with double that for the 44 mm versions 

and even more for variants including huge diving watches.

While all military watches are enjoying high prices of late, the 

good news is that Longines recently announced a stunning 

The original WWW.
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Further Information:  www.longines.com

replica of the WWW for release around the time this issue hits 

the newsstands. Updated with an automatic movement and 

available with date in a small window at the 6 o’clock position, it 

will never be passed off as an original, and hardcore purists hate 

the modern details, but priced at under £1,000, it’s going to sell 

so quickly that we anticipate a waiting list.

So far, we’ve barely scratched the surface of Longines collecting. 

Another article could be devoted to the cocktail, rectangular and 

other dress watches, especially the early Conquests, Admirals 

and Flagships, which are now the subject of reissues. Along 

with the early, dressy Rolex Oysters and Omega Constellations, 

the Conquest and its relatives helped to create a genre – that 

of robust dress watches, which eschewed the slim elegance of 

Calatravas and the like for thicker, more solid cases, automatic 

movements and hefty bracelets. Offered in steel, steel and  

gold or all gold, with black, white or champagne dials, with or 

without date and sweep seconds, they married management and 

macho. One can only wonder why they don’t feature prominently 

in Mad Men.

As for the modern updates in the current Heritage collection, 

the new models are fitted with leather straps to emphasise the 

elegance of the watches. The originals, especially on period 

bracelets, suggest the sort of watches worn by captains of 

industry who would countenance no nonsense, yet realised the 

need to dress for the part. Expect to pay £500-£1,000 for clean 

all-steel models on straps, while £1,500 should provide you with 

the sort of Admiral or Conquest that would have been perfect on 

the wrist raising a single-malt scotch in a Mayfair club ... or an 

extra-dry Martini at an ad exec’s lunch in Manhattan.

As with all collectibles, Longines are susceptible to condition, 

both mechanical and cosmetic, while provenance, of course, can 

boost any watch to values far in excess of its intrinsic worth. This 

applies especially to pieces owned by one of history’s giants. 

Perfect examples of this include Lawrence of Arabia’s Omega 

chronograph, one of Elvis Presley’s Hamilton Venturas, or one of 

many timepieces owned by JFK. The Longines wristwatch that 

benefitted most from the fame of its owner – whose Longines 

pocket watch resides in the company’s museum – is a discreet 

gold rectangular model dating from 1929. On 16 October 2008, 

it realised an astonishing $596,000 at Antiquorum’s New York 

auction, thus elevating a single, simple Longines into Patek 

Philippe territory, and earning the honour of being the highest 

price ever paid for a Longines wristwatch. But then again, its 

original owner, Albert Einstein, might have said that the price 

was relative.  8

Albert Einstein’s wristwatch 
became the most expensive 

Longines in the world when it sold 
for $596,000 at Antiquorum’s 

2008 New York auction.
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