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3 The Exmoor town of Dunster is probably best known for its castle, its tea rooms 

and its ancient yarn market - which is a good reason why so many have passed 

through without ever noticing a watch and clock shop in Church Street above 

which is a sign that reads, “Harwoods of Dunster: Original Patentees of the 

World’s First Automatic Wrist Watch”.

Simon de Burton

     A 
Visionary’s
           Tale

Produced from 1926, the Harwood auto had no winding crown, but instead had a coin-edge type of ring around the bezel to set the hands. The lack of a winding crown was 
said to be key in keeping out dust, which was considered evil to watches. Harwoods were fussy and few were made, making working models worth big bucks today.
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A full account of John Harwood’s invention was 

told in QP33, from which you will glean that he 

didn’t have his ‘eureka’ moment in Somerset but 

on the Isle of Man. But that doesn’t make the 

Church Street sign any less accurate, because 

it hangs above a shop that was, until recently, 

owned by Harwood’s son, John junior, an 81-year-

old watchmaker and the guardian of several 

Harwood prototypes. Earlier this year John sold 

the premises and moved his workshop back into 

the cottage 100 yards away where he originally 

set-up his business after moving to Dunster 

almost 30 years ago. 

Any writer likes to know that he has at least one 

reader, but while penning the original Harwood 

article it never crossed my mind that, on this 

occasion, my ‘reader’ was going to be the son of 

the subject. It was with some relief, therefore, that 

John and his delightful wife, Gill, welcomed me 

into the cottage they bought as a wreck in 1968 

and confirmed that the QP piece was, “almost 100 

per cent accurate”. Coming from a perfectionist 

watchmaker, that made me feel pretty good - but 

after reading the article John thought I might like 

to hear a little more about his father’s life and take 

a look at some of his creations in the flesh. I was 

mesmerised for two hours.

“Essentially, my father was an eccentric inventor,” 

explained John. “He was an armoury staff sergeant 

during the Great War and, in his spare time, he 

designed an automatic pistol. Fortunately he chose 

to test it with just four bullets in the chamber 

instead of six – it worked, but it had such a savage 

recoil that it was totally uncontrollable. Had he 

used the empty chambers he would probably have 

ended up shooting himself.

“Around about the same time he found himself 

repairing a rifle in the armoury. Several of the 

screws were rusted and wouldn’t budge, so he made 

a spring-loaded screwdriver that turned slightly 

when hit with a hammer. It worked beautifully and 

it formed the basis of what we now call an impact 

driver, something that most professional mechanics 

around the world have in their tool kits. “

As John carried on talking, the list of his father’s 

inventions grew ever longer. The automatic car clock 

that was wound through jolts caused by uneven 

road surfaces (he had to buy himself a car in which to 

a Harwood’s initial, 
innovative design used a 
small weight inside the 
watch that would swing 
and bump back and forth 
racheting a small gear, 
which wound the watch. 
When rotating the bezel, a 
special mechanism would 
disengage the watches 
automatic “bumper” 
movement, and engage the 
hands for setting.  b A 
rather understated way of 
selling the idea of the first 
self-winding wristwatch to 
UK jewellers.  c Although 
still maintaining that they 
had done it better, Rolex 
eventually acknowledged 
Harwood as the man who 
conceived, produced and 
patented the first self-
winding watch in 1923.   
d John Harwood, the 
Inventor of the first self-
winding wristwatch.  e  

A copy of the blueprint for 
the construction of the first 
self-winding watch at Fortis.
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install it); the telescopic cake stand with built-in slicer; 

the card table with integral shuffler and dealing 

machine; the combination alarm clock and kitchen 

timer. All somewhat eccentric and all objects about 

which no one ever seems to have said: “Every home 

should have one.” But the self-winding wristwatch 

was, of course, a different story altogether.

“It should have been the invention that made 

my father a fortune – after he had perfected the 

design he left the Isle of Man and moved to London 

because it was easier to commute back and forth 

to Switzerland. He managed to get Fortis to take 

the design on and he supervised its manufacture. 

I believe Blancpain also had a licence to make a 

modified version of the movement.

“By the mid 1920s business was really booming 

and many thousands of Fortis watches containing 

the Harwood mechanism were made, but then two 

bad things happened: firstly, my father lost all his 

money in the slump of the 1930s and then Rolex 

took his idea of using a winding rotor, modified it 

slightly so that it worked in both directions and 

promptly announced in Time magazine that the 

firm had ‘invented’ the first self-winding watch.”

Firm recognition
Harwood was understandably incensed at the 

Rolex claim, but after much wrangling he was able 

to secure an official apology from the company, 

which placed an advertisement in the Daily 

Express - complete with a photograph of Harwood - 

acknowledging him as the true inventor, a fact that 

is re-iterated in The Rolex Official History of Self-

Winding Watches published in 1952.

“I believe that, at the time, there was a rule that 

a patent could only be valid for a period of 14 

years. That length of time had passed by the time 

the automatic Rolex was launched, so my father 

had no claim for compensation. As a result, he got 

nothing out of it other than the apology. After that 

he opened a small watch repair business in Harrow, 

north west London, where he remained for more 

than 30 years.

“I served my apprenticeship with him and ended 

up running the business, but I didn’t really want to 

take it over. I had planned to go to New Zealand 

as part of the immigration scheme, but when he 

saw I was serious he gave me the business as an 

incentive to stop me leaving.”

f From grand early years 
in London and Switzerland, 
to more sedate times in 
Somerset, the legacy of 
John Harwood and his 
invention lives on.  g A 
unique example of a 
Harwood Autorist produced 
as a marketing tool for ABC 
Oranges.  h After serving 
his apprenticeship with his 
father, John Harwood junior 
has spent a lifetime 
working with timepieces 
and at 81-years-old still 
works from his home-based 
workshop today.  i The 
horologist’s bible, Journal 
Suisse d’Horlogerie et de 
Bijouterie, declares John 
Harwood the inventor of 
the automatic wrist watch.  
j In recognition of his 
contribution to horology, 
John Harwood was awarded 
the Gold Medal of the 
British Horological Institute 
in 1957 – seven years 
before his death.
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Tragically, Harwood senior was killed during the mid- 

1960s in a collision with a motor scooter right outside 

the shop. The incident so saddened his son that he 

decided to leave London behind and make the move 

to Dunster where he began selling Jaeger-LeCoultre 

and Certina watches and taking in repair work.

Fortunately he has a small treasure trove of early 

Harwood products, which bear testament to his 

father’s genius, including his British Horological 

Institute gold medal (one of just seven awarded 

during the past 60 years) and several examples of 

the original Harwood automatic watch, including 

a delightful experimental advertising model 

designed to promote ‘ABC’ oranges. There are 

also dozens of new, old stock Harwood dials but, 

sadly, the Harwoods sold the original automatic 

prototype at Sotheby’s in 1987 where it fetched 

around £6,000.

Perhaps the most poignant piece still in John’s 

possession, however, is the Harwood automatic 

that he was given by his parents on his 21st 

birthday in 1949, engraved on the back with 

their dedication. But on the day we met John 

was wearing a Harwood Autorist, a model that 

was designed to self-wind by expansion and 

contraction of the wrist using a pivoted strap lug 

that operates on a smooth, unidirectional disc 

attached to the winding mechanism.

Most horologists didn’t believe that it would 

work, so Harwood made an example containing a 

mechanism but no escapement. John allowed me 

to try it on in order to observe that, even 80 years 

after it was made, the slightest arm movement 

causes the hands to advance dramatically.

“What makes me feel a bit happier about the 

whole Harwood story is the fact that it was finally 

recognised that my father really did invent the 

automatic wristwatch - but I can’t help thinking 

that he’d be spinning in his grave if he knew just 

how it eventually took off.”  8

Further Information:  www.harwood-watches.com. Today Fortis is still producing a limited number of Harwood watches to the original design.

k A very rare limited 
edition of a platinum 
Harwood with an artwork by 
the famous Swiss miniature 
enamel painter of the turn 
of the century Louis Reguin.  
l The Harwood case - no 
crown, a fluted bezel and a 
singular hand setting 
mechanism.  m The famed 
journalist Lady Grace Hay 
Drummond-Hay of the 
Hearst press organisation 
timed the first round the 
world trip of the Graf 
Zeppelin in 1929 using a 
Harwood watch.  n One of 
the Fortis Harwood  
watches assembled after 
the original 1922 blueprint.
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John Harwood junior has a  
treasure trove of early Harwood 
products, which bear testament  
to his father’s genius
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