
The Ambassadors
8 One wrote with the direct, racy vernacular of a driven 

American spirit, the other with the lofty and punctilious 

prose of his adopted England. One wrote fictions like 

psychology, the other wrote psychology like fiction. But 

despite the vast difference in their characters, the James 

Brothers, William and Henry, agreed wholeheartedly on one 

thing, the superiority of Vacheron Constantin timekeeping. 

Nicholas Foulkes

Back in the spring of 2006 I was having lunch in the 

boardroom of Vacheron Constantin with Juan Carlos Torres; I 

was pleased to have the opportunity to talk to him, as there 

was something that I wanted to clear up.  

I had heard rumours of a recently discovered complicated 

Vacheron Constantin belonging to noted horolophile 

and American financier Henry Graves. I was curious to 

find out whether there was truth in the rumours that 

Graves had been a client of Vacheron Constantin. 

One of the characteristics of the tycoons of 

America’s Gilded Age – that extended summer of 

American plutocracy, which endured from around 

1870 until the stock market crash of 1929 – 

was their competitive nature. It was partly out 

of a desire to go bigger and better than one 

another that they assembled the art collections 

that make American galleries some of the most 

impressive and complete in the world today.

I was of course aware of the rivalry between 

Graves and James Ward Packard. However until 

recently it was generally thought Graves had 

been a client of Patek Philippe alone: fighting it out 

mainspring to mainspring with Packard over ever 

more complex Pateks, culminating in the Magnum 

Opus, the ultimate horological Time Bomb, the so 
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(Left) Vacheron-Constantin chronometer from 1905.

(Background) Promotional material from 1915.
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called Supercomplication that is on display at the 

Patek Philippe museum.

To my surprise and delight, Torres was able to 

produce a sheaf of yellowing letters written by 

Graves to Vacheron. Penned during the summer 

and autumn of 1928, they prove that at the same 

time as he was commissioning his celebrated 

Supercomplication from Patek Philippe, Henry 

Graves was also flirting with Vacheron Constantin. 

This correspondence was written during that 

poignant year prior to the crash and remained 

slumbering in Vacheron’s archives for almost 80 

years, provided a fascinating insight in to the mind 

of this most enigmatic of American collectors. 

A secret history 
As well as writing about watches I also write 

history books, and there is something special 

about coming across handwritten documents from 

another age; one imagines what was going on in 

the writer’s mind, as they confided their hopes, 

fears, thoughts and desires to scraps of paper; 

scraps of paper which are often the only items left 

that will give a clue to the nature of the individual.  

Although my queries about Graves were answered 

pretty decisively, the documents raised one 

question. ‘Did the archives contain any more stuff 

like this?’  

“Oh yes,” came the response, “we have a whole 

floor of them on the Quai de l’Ile”. The question 

for me was how to get inside this archive – it had 

been tough enough to get Torres to let me see 

the Graves correspondence and I sensed he was 

not about to let me go rifling through a quarter 

millennium of records on a whim. The answer 

came to me during the SIHH of 2008, when Torres 

gave me a sneak preview of the American 21, an 

absolutely delicious reworking of an idiosyncratic 

Art Deco design: a cushion-cased timepiece with 

the winding crown placed not at three o’clock but 

in one of the corners of the case.

As luck would have it I had just finished writing a 

book about American High Society and I suggested 

that it might be a good idea for Vacheron 

Constantin to commission a special edition of this 

book, with a chapter about Vacheron in the US. Of 

course, I explained that for me to accomplish this 

I would need to be able to rummage around the 

Vacheron archives.

I was in!

The archives are in the same building as the 

Vacheron Constantin boutique/flagship/whatever 

you want to call it and they are as well run and as 

well kept as the rare manuscript room of the library 

of an Ivy League college. What I love about the 

Swiss is that they are sitting on historical dynamite 

and they don’t know it.  At least I think it is 

dynamite as I spent a very happy day rifling through 

old letters and telegrams, bringing everyone from 

Edgar Wallace, who wrote the movie script for King 

Kong, to another EW, Age of Innocence author, Edith 

Wharton into the Vacheron story.

A family obsession
However, the really fascinating surprise was the 

amount of detailed correspondence from the 

James family. Jamesian scholars will be delighted 

to know that the Vacheron Constantin archives 

contain a good many letters written from Lamb 

House in Rye, Henry James’s British country house, 

to Vacheron Constantin: James’s bold, fluid hand 

covering the pages in perfect French. I have always 

found the author of A Portrait of a Lady and The 

Spoils of Poynton rather difficult to get along with, 

but get the old boy on watches and it is a different 

story; the words zip along like an express train  

and all the sluggish magniloquence of the novels 

is gone.

The early years of the 20th century saw Henry and 

brother William in regular contact with Vacheron 

Constantin, concerning all manner of portable 

timepieces: whether it was a pocket chronometer 

or a so called Wagen Uhr (or carriage clock), the 

James family wanted the latest and best. Although 

Henry James has assumed the stature of America’s 

greatest Gilded Age novelist, William James was 

just as prominent a figure in intellectual life: an 

eminent psychologist and philosopher who coined 

the term ‘stream of consciousness’. In fact he 
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thought deeply about almost every aspect of life, 

especially any timepieces he might be buying.

William James in particular was a devoted client 

of Vacheron Constantin, in 1899 and 1900 he 

purchased no fewer than 11 of the company’s 

watches and in the light of the size of his 

purchases, the firm extended him a 5% discount.  

However, the life of a watch collector in the early 

20th century was not always easy; communication 

was by handwritten letter and watches were 

consigned to the post, a cause of no small anxiety. 

On March 21st 1902, William James writes from 

Cambridge Massachusetts rather concerned 

that he has not heard from his brother about the 

safe arrival of a carriage clock from Vacheron 

Constantin, which had been sent by William’s wife 

along with an old watch ‘for which she asked you 

to credit her with the value of the gold’. It was 

not until May 2nd, when he finally arrived at Lamb 

House in Rye that he was able to unburden his 

mind, finding that the clock had arrived along with 

60 francs for the gold watch.

Wlliam James, Lamb House Rye, to Vacheron Constant April 1902.

(Top) HENRY and WILLIAM JAMES about 1912 . Henry at left was an American author seen here 
with his philosopher brother William.

Henry James (1843-1916) was an American author of over 22 novels, including A Portrait of a 
Lady, The Turn of the Screw and The Bostonians.

William James (1842-1910) was an American psychologist and philosopher, noted for his ideas 
on pragmatism and is credited for the Will to Believe Doctrine, the pragmatic theory of truth 
and radical empiricism. 
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A single carriage clock was clearly not enough for 

a man who did so much travelling. “I need another 

similar Wagen Uhr (8 days, Roman dial, simple solid 

case) which I wish you would send immediately 

to me.” He also mentions that he wants to buy 

another pocket chronometer. “For a friend”, “which 

has the best observatory certificate of all those 

now in your possession” and asks if Vacheron 

Constantin has “any objection to sending such 

delicately regulated watches by the post?” I have a 

suspicion, and it is only a suspicion, that this friend 

was the sort of person to whom a coy person 

alludes when asking advice on an embarrassing 

question that actually concerns himself.

The detail into which he goes is almost forensic.

A particular case
“As regards the ‘pocket Chronometer’ with 1st class 

Bulletin, you quote me two, at 950 and at 850 

francs respectively.

“The difference of price I understand to be due to 

the difference of value of the case, being 20 lines 

in the one case and 19 lines in the other.

“Am I right in supposing that you propose to put 

the same identical movements in either of these 

cases, as I prefer?

“If so, I choose the smaller case, but if the 

movements are different, I choose the one with 

the best bulletin. I wish the watch with the best 

bulletin that you now have in stock.  [I may say 

that the pocket Chronometer I bought from you 

in October (189 crossed out) 1900 is as steady 

as a heavenly body – testing it, as I have to by 

the ordinary standards of comparison available 

in cities, I practically have found no variation and 

rely on it in preference to the clocks at railway 

stations etc. – It is good to possess one object in 

this faithless world which can be trusted!]

“Pray choose for me therefore your best watch, in as 

small a case of plain gold, glass, as will hold it safely, 

and send me the bill now, keeping the watch under 

observation until I send you money, which will be in 

about 3 weeks time. I will then also inform you of 

the exact address to which to send it to”.

What I find so wonderful about this letter is its 

sentiments and pre-occupations. One may wonder 

exactly what in the life of an affluent and successful 

Gilded Age academic, such as William James, called 
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for prize-winning Observatory accuracy; the answer 

lies not in any need for punctuality, rather in his 

personal pleasure and intimate satisfaction at finding 

a trustworthy object in “a faithless world”.  

On May 28th he was writing to Vacheron again 

from Edinburgh (he was certainly getting use 

out of that carriage clock) and he was unable to 

keep a note of desperation out of the letter, “I beg 

you to send to me the chronometer at 850 francs 

immediately, with its bulletin, which you remember 

I asked you to pick out as the best of those now in 

your possession. We leave Edinburgh on the 9th of 

June, so there is no time to be lost”.

While they were at it, Vacheron was asked to send 

an “extra ‘écrin’ for carriage watch” and he was 

clear that, as befitting the serious man he was, it 

should be “a plain one, not bright red in colour”.

The following day he mailed a card with a most 

important detail in line with his sober tastes: “I 

forgot in my letter of yesterday to say that I wish 

steel hands upon the chronometer, not gold ones”.

The next day, May 30th, he was in touch with 

Vacheron Constantin again to tell them that he 

had just sent them a telegram, asking for “a second 

carriage watch” to be added to his order. He also 

asks the firm to send “the price of ladies watches 

‘1st’ quality and ‘extra’ quality, large size.” However 

much as he was prepared to spend on quality, he 

plainly disliked the idea of expending more than 

was necessary on a fancy case, so as well as a price 

in gold, he wanted the option of something more 

restrained and he wrote that the firm should quote 

a price for a case in plain silver, and then crossed 

this out, substituting the more austere “gun metal”.

In the same letter he exhorts the firm to “Pray be 

ultra careful with the packing. The carriage watch 

arrived yesterday gaining about 3 hours in the 24,” 

a comment that shows a frustrated watchmaker 

beneath the academic. “I suppose that some jolt 

threw the regulator over one of the spires in the 

balance spring”. 

Accurate demands
The next letters in the archive date from a period 

between 1907 and 1908 and show William’s thirst 

for ever greater accuracy is unslaked. He was 

certainly a demanding customer, his letters full of 

detailed requests and often writing to ask whether 

an old watch can be accepted in part exchange 

against a newer more accurate one. In one note he 

writes asking for the address of Vacheron’s London 

agent, to whom the firm had written in connection 

with regulation of James’s “chronometre de poche”. 

“I will take it to him as soon as I arrive in London,” 

he writes, betraying his customary anxiety, adding 

a trifle peevishly, “Mrs. James forgot to ask for  

his address”.

It is therefore rather fitting that the last James 

letter I came across was from Mrs. James herself.

Written on July 27th 1910, from her novelist brother-

in-law’s house in Rye, she asks for two watches 

and yet another “Wagen Uhr” for the James family 

collection. “The chronometer watch and the Wagen 

Uhr are to be charged to William James; the other 

watch to Mr. Henry James”.

She then goes on to make a terrible admission, “I 

am not ordering the new watch or sending on to 

you the old gold ones, as I proposed to do because 

I cannot find them!

Sincerely yours,

Alice H James”

Less than a month later, on August 26th 1910, 

William James died, I just hope that his new 

Vacheron Constantin Chronometre and Wagen Uhr 

arrived in time for his final journey.  8

Further Information: www.vacheron-constantin.com
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