
The Ralph Lauren Slim Classique 
Collection has a distinctly vintage 
feel. Rose gold version, £11,400.
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“I know what sells,” stated Johann Rupert Executive 

Chairman of Compagnie Financière Richemont SA at the 

January 2009 launch of Ralph Lauren Watch & Jewlery 

Co – a 50/50 joint venture between Ralph Lauren Ltd and 

Richemont. Despite the chilly economic climate, Lauren, 

wearing, by the way, a gold 1930s elongated Cartier Tank 

and Rupert  – who opted for a black ceramic Panerai – had 

no qualms about launching a new watch brand with an 

eyebrow-raising starter price of £6,250. “The design is 

right for its time. If this was not clear, I would have said, 

‘Ralph let’s wait.’”

Well of course Rupert would be gung-ho at his  

own launch but, one year on, how have Ralph Lauren 

watches fared? 

This is not so easy to answer as the Richemont Group, 

though listed on the Swiss stock exchange, does not publish 

results for each individual company. What we do know is 

that Richemont sales fell 16 per cent in the first quarter 

of 2009 and that 50 per cent of Ralph Lauren Watch & 

Jewlery Co’s results are included in the Richemont Groups 

figures. According to The Economist’s report on rival luxury 

A Lauren 
to itself

4 This year’s launch of a Ralph Lauren watch collection, produced under a joint 

venture with the Richemont Group, tested the idea that even buyers whose 

main criteria are label and design expect – and are prepared to pay for – the sort 

of quality that Jaeger-LeCoultre and IWC offer as a matter of course.

Maria Doulton
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conglomerate LVMH and the luxury goods industry 

(19 September 2009), watches and jewellery has 

been the sector most affected by the credit crunch. 

There is no reason to think that this newcomer is 

affected any more or less than the rest, but what is 

worth noting is that the Richemont Group reports 

that the group’s retail business, through its own 

stores, has fared reasonably well, being only 7 per 

cent below last year’s level. As the retail network 

for Ralph Lauren Watches has been both carefully 

selected and limited to some 14 outlets globally, 

the company ought at least to be able to announce 

having met targets. And as CEO Guy Chatillon 

writes: “Crises are challenging periods. They also 

oblige us to be especially vigilant, choosing a 

healthy retail partner with whom we can build a 

long-term relationship and grow together. For the 

time being the results are very encouraging.”

the launch
The January launch at the Salon International de 

Hautre Horlogerie, revealed a collection that was 

neither ground breaking in design nor functions. 

They are in fact, just the watches you might expect 

to find under the sleeve of a Ralph Lauren tweed 

jacket: an opulent take on a classic that hints of a 

country pile or a Martha’s Vineyard beach house in 

the background. 

The look is comfortingly familiar with fail-safe 

details such as guilloché dials, Breguet hands and 

Roman numerals around a chapter ring. But we 

should not be surprised as the secret of Lauren’s 

huge success is the ability to dream up a lifestyle 

in which jodphur or aviator jackets transport us to 

idealised yet familiar places. Ralph Lauren is not 

about brave new worlds but the genteel elegance 

of days gone by. 

Lauren explains: “I like places and objects that 

transform us, that take us somewhere else for 

a day, an evening or just a moment. I like the 

romance of films, cars, Cole Porter tunes and Frank 

Sinatra songs. They all have one thing in common: 

they are ageless. They are timeless.” 

So far the collection consists of mechanical-

only watches with movements made by sister 

companies IWC, Piaget and Jaeger-LeCoultre. 

The quality of the cases and dials looks on a par 

with Cartier’s most successful models. All but the 

Sporting Chronograph and Sporting Classic are 

crafted in platinum, white, rose or yellow gold. 
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Guilloché detail on the 
face of the Slim Classique 
displaying exceptional 
depth and sharpness, 
well-maintained by the 
engraving on the bezel.
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There are three watch families. My 

favourite is the Slim Classique with 

a manual winding Piaget ‘ultra plat’ 

movement. Classic and uncluttered, the 

only decoration consists of the guilloché 

dial and bezel. The Sporting family is in 

my view, the least successful design 

and stumbles across rather than bridges 

the chunky but elegant chasm. Jaeger-

LeCoultre provides the mechanism for the 

world time model and the chronographs 

while IWC furnishes the workings of the 

three hand models. 

The most iconic and original of all the 

designs is the Stirrup, so named for this 

classic bit of equine kit. And this by the 

way, was the watch of choice of Mrs 

Lauren herself for the launch dinner, 

fully covered in diamonds. Inside the 

curvaceous case is a manual winding 

Jaeger-LeCoultre movement.

Mr Chatillon reports that the three lines 

are selling well and almost equally. So 

much for my design criteria. “Although 

the Stirrup,” he adds, “seems to have 

a little advance compared to the Slim 

Classique and the Sporting lines. The 

Stirrup medium size in rose gold is selling 

well, closely followed by the Stirrup 

medium size with one row of diamonds.  

As a general trend we have seen that the 

customers are asking for diamond paved 

models.” Clearly a lack of money is not 

holding back sales. 

It is interesting to note, that price-wise, 

while the Piaget ultra plat in white gold 

retails for £8,800, the Ralph Lauren model 

is priced at £10,400. When asked about 

the price criteria, Chatillon comments:  

“It was important to both Lauren and 

Rupert that our products are the best in 

class among the world’s finest timepieces. 

To achieve this requires the use of 

only Swiss Richemont manufactured 

mechanical movements, the finest 

materials, as well as an exceptional level 

of commitment to design, craftsmanship 

and quality both inside and outside of 

the watch. When all of these factors are 

taken into account, the value becomes 

immediately apparent.”

The Sporting Classic 
is less busy and so 
correspondingly easier  
on the eye, £7,700.

The Jaeger-LeCoultre movement 
that underpins the Sporting 
World Time has a fixed layout, 

leaving Ralph Lauren’s designers 
little room to work. The lacquered 
dial is admirably clear - at least 
in the white version. Rose gold 
version, pictured, £18,000.

Ralph Lauren’s designers were 
clearly not swayed by the 
convention against the use 
of Roman numerals on 
sports watches. Sporting 
Chronograph on steel 
bracelet, £6,450.
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The secret of Mr Lauren’s huge 
success is the ability to dream  
up a lifestyle in which jodphurs  
or aviator jackets transport us  
to idealised yet familiar places
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This doesn’t really answer the 

question but it is clear that Ralph 

Lauren watches are not aimed 

at watch savvy QP readers but 

perhaps buyers that are unlikely to 

compare prices with other like for 

like products and who are interested 

in the product as a beautiful Ralph 

Lauren object. And of course, there 

is the value of buying a Ralph Lauren 

product. Something that must have 

been going through footballer 

Cristiano Ronaldo’s mind as he was 

glimpsed trying on a Sporting model 

at the London watch launch event. 

Beyond the brand
When asked back in January, if the 

watches are a watch brand in their 

own right or a product for people 

who want something new from the 

Ralph Lauren label, Lauren replied: 

“No, I think that people look at the 

product as I don’t rely on my name 

to sell. I don’t believe in selling the 

name. It is the product first. But I am 

sure that some people will pick it up 

and look at it and see it is a great 

watch and then find out it is Ralph 

Lauren, and like it even more. It is a 

sort of consistency but the watch is 

there because it is good. And it is a 

challenge to make watches when we 

are flooded with them. Who needs 

another watch brand?”

Though I heard the rumble of 

disapproval from the purists corner 

at the launch, who view with distrust 

the high-priced newcomer, I argue 

that the watches are on the whole, 

well-designed, have good movements 

and all the panache of the Ralph 

Lauren name behind them plus the 

horological credibility of some of 

the best loved movements on the 

market as well as the back up of the 

logistics and aftersales team of the 

Richemont Group. Really, it doesn’t 

get much better than that. How much 

easier would it have been for Ralph 

Lauren to plonk a bog-standard ETA 

movement inside a nice gold case? 

The fact that Ralph Lauren waited 

so long to launch its first watch 

collection speaks for the rigour 

of the approach. After all, the 

American lifestyle company known 

for extending the brand from safari 

inspired couture to duvet covers is  

42 years old.  “I waited so long 

because I had been approached 

many times but it was never right,” 

remarks Lauren.  “I always said ‘I am 

not selling my watches at airports’ 

The finish work on the manually-wound mechanical 
movement can be seen through the sapphire  
screwed-on caseback.
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and I wanted to build a watch brand, not a fashion accessory. 

I wanted my watches to sit up there with the best watch 

companies in the world.”

“This is not a mass market timepiece,” he adds. “It is a quality 

group of watches. In a time like this, people want something 

really special. This is a watch that is going to go far.”

For his part, Rupert, had long admired Lauren’s hugely successful 

business that grew from selling ties to New York department 

stores. “Ralph Lauren has always been an icon to me, particularly 

when I lived in the States in the 1970s,” said Rupert during the 

January interview. “We don’t do joint ventures,” he adds later, “but 

when we had the opportunity to work together, I jumped at it. ”

And Lauren is full of admiration for Rupert: “Johann is no fashion 

designer,” said Lauren with a smile, “but he has instincts and he 

knows if the people and the ideas are good and this is how I work 

too. I know if something is good and if it is going to work – better 

than getting a focus group to tell me.”

Focus groups or not, do I really think that these two behemoths 

of luxury and retailing will get it wrong? No, I don’t. Would I buy 

one? If I didn’t already have a watch with a lovely Jaeger-LeCoultre 

movement and found myself in the unforeseeable situation that 

money were no object, you might well see the large-size, rose 

gold Stirrup watch on a bottle green crocodile strap on my wrist.  

Or to quote Rupert as he looked over the new watches: “You would 

have to be half brain dead not to see that these are good.”  8

 

The Stirrup collection is clearly very Ralph Lauren, even if comparisons to 
Cartier or Hermès are unavoidable. As with the Slim Classique, the execution 
is of a high order. There are versions in white gold, rose gold and platinum 
across several sizes, from £8,300.

Further information: www.ralphlaurenwatches.com
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