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 Life in the 
Fast Lane

2 The Heuer Monaco celebrates its 40th anniversary this year having 

become one of the best known and most instantly recognisable ‘car’ 

watches of all time. But what is the real story behind its creation, its 

appearance on Steve McQueen’s wrist in the movie Le Mans and its 

remarkably successful 1998 re-launch by TAG Heuer? QP gets the 

facts and nothing but the facts from Jack Heuer, the man responsible 

for its existence.

Simon de Burton
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The image of Steve McQueen looking skywards with the right 

cuff of his racing overalls conveniently pulled back to reveal a 

prominent Heuer Monaco is so well-known to so many watch 

enthusiasts that it has almost become a cliche. You probably 

won’t need reminding that the shot comes from the 1971 motor 

racing film Le Mans in which McQueen plays Michael Delaney, 

a driver who spends as much time wrestling with his mental 

demons as he does with the controls of his Porsche 917. 

The dialogue is so sparse as to be virtually non-existent, the plot 

so feeble as to be hardly worth mentioning and the thrill factor 

decidedly on the low side - yet, although the film met with a 

lukewarm response on initial release, it is now regarded as an 

all-time classic among petrol heads the world over.

From a marketing perspective, the placement of the Heuer on 

McQueen’s wrist was nothing short of an act of genius, because 

now, four decades after the Monaco chronograph was launched, 

the association is still being used to sell watches and will surely 

help the limited edition anniversary models fly off the shelves 

the moment they become available in June. 

As with Rolex there is plenty of collector opinion about the 

Monaco, the difference, however, is that the real story can be 

checked at the source, Jack Heuer himself. QP did just that.

So why did Heuer develop a square-case chronograph?

The horse’s mouth 
“We knew back in 1965 that four years down the line we  

would have perfected the automatic chronograph in collaboration 

with Breitling and Hamilton, so we had already made plans to  

use it in the Carrera and the AutaAvia. However, as the time 

came nearer we realised that what we really needed was 

Monaco 40th Anniversary, limited to 1000 pieces (with 
the crown at 9 o’clock). Fitted with the TAG Heuer 
Calibre 11 Automatic Chronograph movement and shows 
hours, minutes, small seconds at 3 o’clock, chronograph 
minutes at 9 o’clock and the date at 6o’clock. It comes 
with the original blue dial and the two counters in silver.   
Prices start from £2595.  Opposite page: Jack W. Heuer.
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something totally different that would appeal to a more fashion-

orientated clientele. 

“In those days, the case makers used to call in at the factory 

with brass dummies of their latest designs. The representative 

of Piquerez turned-up and showed us his latest waterproofing 

system for square cases. These used four notches that clipped 

into the back and created water resistance through tension. It 

was an entirely new, patented technique and so we negotiated 

worldwide exclusivity for chronograph use. 

“So, now we had a case and we had a movement - what we 

needed next was a dial that was really different. We came up 

with a blue finish with horizontal indexes, white subdials and a 

red chronograph hand, which gave the watch a truly unique look, 

especially combined with the fact that, for technical reasons, 

the winding crown would be positioned on the left. All we lacked 

then was a name, and since we already had a watch called the 

Monte Carlo and 1969 was the year of Grace Kelly, with the Kelly 

bag and so on, we opted for the Monaco”, explained Jack.

The Monaco chronograph was launched simultaneously in 

Switzerland and the U.S. on March 3, 1969, but it was to be the 

following year, during the filming of Le Mans, when the watch 

enjoyed its finest hour.

“We were a small company and to be among the first to create 

the self-winding chronograph had taken a great deal of 

investment,” Jack remembers.

“Promoting ourselves through advertising didn’t seem to me to 

be a good idea, for a small company such as ours would just have 

been lost among the bigger brands, so that is when I decided to 

gain exposure for our chronograph watches by the then-unusual 

technique of product placement. 

“My first attempt at this was with the Swiss racing driver Jo 

Siffert, who I had asked if he would wear one. In those days 

racing drivers enjoyed little help from sponsors and carried very 

few badges on their overalls, so the ‘Chronograph Heuer’ logo 

really stood out.

“we really needed was something 
totally different that would appeal to 
a more fashion-orientated clientele”, 

Jack Heuer

The original Monaco of 
1969, the ref. 1133 B.

Steve McQueen (1930-1980).
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“During my time in the U.S. I had learned that Hollywood 

product placements were organised through a specialist 

property masters. This person would decide which packet of 

cigarettes to leave lying upon a table, which drinks to place in 

a bar and so on. Having discovered this, I called-up our outlet 

in Hollywood and they put me in touch with a property master 

called Donald Nunley. Donald was working on a number of major 

productions and between us we agreed I would send him a box 

of chronographs every now and again, and when it seemed 

appropriate, he would use them in films. He got them on to all 

sorts of people, ranging from Jack Lemmon and Burt Reynolds to 

Charlton Heston and Bo Derek. 

“Often, the stars grew used to wearing the watches and 

would ask to keep them - all I ever asked for in exchange was 

a signed photograph. No money ever changed hands in either 

direction.  Anyhow, in 1970 I got a call from Nunley to say that 

he was doing a film about motor racing and needed a great 

deal of merchandise, specifically timing boards, stopwatches, 

chronographs and so on, so we sent a guy from the factory to Le 

Mans where part of the film was being shot.

“McQueen was to be the star and, as everyone knows, he was 

passionate about fast cars, but he had never owned or driven 

anything so powerful as a Porsche 917, and so he was appointed 

two professional racing drivers as tutors - one was Derek Bell 

and the other was our man, Jo Siffert. 

Jack leaned forward and in a hushed voice, “They told me 

afterwards that they actually scared the hell out of McQueen on 

the track, deliberately bumping him and putting him under just 

the sort of pressure you’d get in the real race.

Suited up
“Anyhow, the day before they began the actual shooting the 

producer told McQueen that he had to decide once and for all 

how he wanted to look - and he chose to look like Siffert, so 

Siffert lent him his overalls with the Heuer logo and Nunley 

produced one of the boxes of chronographs I had provided and 

asked McQueen [who usually wore a Rolex] to choose one. In real 

life Siffert wore an AutAvia, but McQueen must have preferred 

the Monaco for that’s the one he decided to wear. 

“Afterwards Nunley asked me what to do with all the watches, 

so I told him to keep them and he gave them to various other 

people involved in the film - but, for some reason, this angered 

McQueen, so to appease him Nunley told him a lie and said that 

everyone who had a watch had bought it. In order to back him up 

we had to send everyone a spoof invoice!”

So, the film was produced, the Monaco appeared on McQueen’s 

wrist and sales were steady if not spectacular - until around 

1976, when the Buren chronograph movement that powered 

it ceased to become available and Monaco production came to 

an end. And, truth be told, McQueen had dropped back several 

Monaco 69 shows both analogue and digital time on opposite sides of a reversible satin-brushed  stainless steel case. The dual movements include the manual 
winding mechanical Calibre 2 and the quartz Calibre HR03. 
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places in the Hollywood league table and was no longer revered 

in the way that he had been.

Fast forward to 1998, McQueen has been dead for 18 years, 

the movie Le Mans is regarded as anything but a classic - and 

suddenly TAG Heuer decides to re-launch the Monaco in a  

limited run of 5,000 pieces, resembling the original. The 

watches sold so well that the following year TAG Heuer, by then 

owned by LVMH, put the Monaco back in its catalogue and into 

series production.

The clever bit, however, was to negotiate permission from the 

McQueen estate to use those now-celebrated images of the 

actor wearing the Monaco and the ‘Chronograph Heuer’ race suit. 

It gave sales of the quirky Monaco a turbo boost and made it so 

emblematic of the brand that it has since been used as the basis 

for numerous variations, including two radical concept watches - 

the Monaco 69 of 2003 and the Monaco V4 of 2004. And, Q.P. is 

assured, there are at least 30 dial designs waiting in the wings...

And in case you were wondering what happened to the original, 

the Steve McQueen-worn Le Mans watch, the answer is 

that there were two.

“Two years ago someone called and offered us the 

original Steve McQueen Monaco,” explains Jack.

“So, having not spoken to him for 38 years, I 

called Donald Nunley and asked him whether 

or not it could possibly be correct. He confirmed 

that it was, but added that a second watch was 

also worn by McQueen in the film - it belongs to 

Nunley, and he plans to hang on to it.”

Forty years on
TAG Heuer’s designer’s didn’t have to work too hard 

to create a tribute watch to mark the Monaco’s 40th 

anniversary because, at a glance, it passes as a dead-

ringer for the original reference 1133B.

Closer inspection reveals various differences, however, 

such as a sapphire crystal instead of the original’s plexiglass, 

thicker lugs, rectangular instead of round pushpieces and a 

slightly different case design. At 38 mm the size is almost 

All images: Monaco 40th Anniversary production model 
in black with the Calibre 12 Automatic Movement. Prices 
start from £2945.
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Further Information: www.tagheuer.com

identical to the original, but the date numerals and counter 

markers are far less fine and the words ‘Monaco,’ ‘Heuer’ and 

‘Automatic Chronograph’ are a little bolder than they were back 

in ‘69. 

You’ll also notice that the Heuer name is absent from the tip of 

the winding crown, while the biggest difference is to be found on 

the case back, which bears a facsimile of Jack Heuer’s signature 

and the legend “In Tribute to Steve McQueen, 40th Anniversary 

Limited edition.”

For those who miss out on the re-edition, there is an unlimited 

40th Anniversary version of the watch driven by the Calibre 12 

movement (which means the winding crown is on the right) that 

is based on the look of the current Monaco. Blue or black dials 

are available.  8

Monaco V4
Baselworld 2007 was met with the Monaco V4, a 
prototype watch that took TAG Heuer far outside 
its horological comfort-zone. The watch is the 
culmination of more than 36 months of research  
and development by the renowned Swiss DMC  
Group and TAG Heuer.

Turning away from the pinion based approach to 
watchmaking, the team set about inventing the 
first patented belt transmission in watch mechanics. 
Powered by linear oscillating weights that move 
within the central shaft and transmit energy to the 
four V-shape mounted ball bearing barrels (the four 
barrels are what gives the watch its name).   

The revolutionary movement finds a suitable home 
in the Monaco, for the barrels more closely resemble 
the cylinders in car engines, than watch mechanics.
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