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Steam Age
 With a name passed down from the man American’s call “The Father of Modern 

Timekeeping”, a comprehensive selection of desirable and well-made watches 

available for under £1,000 and roots entrenched in the Boy’s Own drama and 

romantic history of 19th-century American railroads, the Ball Watch Company 

has all the ingredients for creating current horological must-haves.

David Stone

5

The Ball Watch Company, in its modern incarnation, 

was brought to market a few years ago with the aim of 

staking its place in the lower- to mid-price range of the 

mechanical timepiece market. And with names such as 

Engineer, Trainmaster and Fireman, the brand has carved 

a very clearly defined niche for itself within the industry – 

specifically as a maker of pieces for those with little time 

to stand on ceremony but who are interested in a rugged, 

durable watch.

This year’s Fireman model illustrates the point perfectly. 

Built in the military style, with a basic circular stainless 

steel case, the appeal of this watch lies in its unpretentious, 

uncluttered legibility. Dial space is busied only by the 

standard three-hands and the date, the numerals are large 

and readable, while 14 micro gas tubes, positioned on the 

hands and indices, mean the time can be checked even when 

the lights go out. The case is constructed so as to provide a 

particularly high shock resistance (5,000Gs), which helps to 

protect the very respectable ETA movement beating inside. 

Bearing these details in mind, its astonishingly good value 

when prices begin around the £600 mark. 

The rest of the collection tends to display similar levels of 

this sober, down-to-business simplicity. Many of the watches 

are built upon principles of specific functionality - like the 

Engineer Hydrocarbon, with cold temperature endurance to 

around -40° and an illuminated thermometer ranging from 

-35 to +45° - sparing little room for unnecessary decoration. 

This is not to say that Ball is without aesthetic charm or 

that the company eschews more daring complications - the 

Trainmaster Moonlight Special has a very enticing classical 

design and features not only a chronograph with up to 12 

hour measurement (on a 24 hour dial), but also moon phase 

and triple calendar display, all of which can again be lit up by 

the micro gas tubes. 
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The self-designed pocket watch that was used by Webb C Ball himself.

ST237_17_QP38_Complete_01.indd   59 16/9/09   19:45:39



60 | Brands

Making tracks
But despite this fiercely practical design 

ethic, The Ball Watch Company is not 

without a fair share of romance. Upon 

each dial the logo stamp includes the 

words “Official Standard Since 1891”, 

while the brand’s punchy tagline reads 

“Accuracy Under Adverse Conditions”. 

Although now based in Switzerland, 

the company has a history dating back 

to the latter part of the 19th century, 

when the railroads first came to America, 

bringing all the fervor and excitement 

of steam-powered locomotion. 

Just as the Industrial Revolution was 

rearranging the entire order of life in 

Great Britain, the steam engine had a 

profound effect on the development 

of the United States. The network 

of railway tracks swept across the 

continent in a matter of decades, 

with thousands of miles lain down 

by local networks eager to profit 

from the possibilities of locomotive 

travel. However, in the feverish rush 

to establish transportation links, little 

credence was given to standardising 

time between the individual networks 

and as such, railway accidents were 

not uncommon.

Following one such disaster on the Lake 

Shore and Michigan Southern Railway 

in 1891 - a disaster that resulted in 

part from a faulty watch - officials 

enlisted the help of one Webster Clay 

Ball, a jeweller and watchmaker from 

Fredericktown Ohio, to investigate 

the condition of the watches used by 

railway workers. Ball was chosen as the 

time inspector as he had been the first 

watchmaker in Cleveland to use time 

signals from the United States Naval 

Observatory to set clocks ensuring that 

the city kept accurate time, rather than 

relying on vague approximations based 

on clocks on church steeples. After 

Ball Watch Company share certificates.

An old Ball Watch Company advertisement 
echoes the fact that these watches are for 
the man who has to trust in, and rely on, his 
timepiece as a matter of life and death.

Typical Railroad Standard 
Watches Circa 1900
•   Open faced dials with a stem at  

12 O’Clock (Hunter cases were  
no longer accepted).

•   Minimum of 17 functional jewels.

•    Maximum variation of 30 seconds 
per weekly check.

•   Watch adjusted to at least five positions.

 •   Able to cope with severe  
temperature variations.

•   Breguet spring.

•   A dial with bold, legible, Arabic numerals, 
outer minute division, seconds register 
and large hands.

•   Antimagnetic protection.

Ball was the  first watchmaker in 
Cleveland to use time signals from 
the US Naval Observatory to set 
clocks, ensuring that the city kept 
accurate time

Vacheron Constantin 
movement, with 
Ball’s Standard 
adjustments.

Sketches for the logo of Ball 
Railroad Time Services.
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his appointment, Ball very quickly drew up a 

strict set of guidelines for ‘Railroad Standard 

Watches’ and by the 1900s Ball Railroad Time 

Services was entrusted with more than half 

of all US railway lines and was responsible 

for implementing a number of standards that 

helped regulate all railroad chronometers. 

Even if apparently most useful in measuring 

delays, timekeeping is obviously crucial 

to railways and this was the genesis of 

the Ball Watch Company. While it did not 

actually manufacture its own movements, 

each timepiece was created to adhere to 

the standards established by Ball and these 

standards were soon adopted by most other 

American watch companies - as well as some 

Swiss ones, notably Vacheron Constantin.    

Long since superceded, the enduring image 

of the train conductor always possessing 

the right time lives on thanks to nostalgia 

and a yearning for the golden age of steam. 

And with a history steeped in the railroads, 

it is only natural for the modern Ball Watch 

Company to tap into this myth.

When Ball designers thought of reintroducing the Trainmaster 
Doctor’s Chronograh, they went to Dr Christopher Hillman 
for inspiration and real life testing. 14,000 feet above 
sea level in the Himalayan Mountains, Dr Hillman travels 
on a motorbike among different communities providing 
healthcare for emergencies and house calls – often working 
from atop a glacier where logistical problems are often 
insurmountable, timing is critical and equipment must be 
specially designed to withstand the long, cold winter.

The quest for perfection ingrained in the brand 
by Webb C Ball is the motivating force behind the 
Trainmaster Moonlight Special.

The Engineer Hydrocarbon could fairly be 
labeled ‘bulletproof’, with its large, easy to  
read dial, smooth rotating ratcheted bezel, 
double screwed bracelet attachment system  
and one of the thickest clasps ever built. 

Further information: www.ballwatch.com
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