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1 Amid the noise and hyperbole generated by the excitement of 

new launches, new brands and new designs, it can be easy to 

lose the point, to lose sight of the central truth about watches – 

they can be objects of rare beauty, they can be repositories of real 

passion and emotion. To see and handle a watch such as Girard-

Perregaux’s Three Gold Bridges is to understand the difference 

between the merely desirable and the truly fine and precious.

James Gurney

Strangely, part of this difference lies in the fact 

that I feel quite content not to actually own 

one, I am merely pleased they exist and happy 

to have the chance to spend time appreciating 

them and all they represent. And these watches 

genuinely represent philosophies and ideas 

of value, claims that are all too often made by 

watch companies on behalf of watches unable 

to support them.

While the watches are certainly eloquent enough 

to bespeak the inherent skill and patience and 

other virtues, the complete picture is only to 

be had by returning to the source and to the 

people who make the watches and observing 

the dexterity and thoughtfulness they practice 

at the workbench. 

For the ‘Tourbillon Sous Trois Ponts d’Or’, 

which sounds so much more elegant in French, 

returning to the source means a visit to the 

manufacture of Girard-Perregaux in La Chaux-

de-Fonds, the town that is for watchmaking 

part Vatican City, part Detroit (Louis Chevrolet 

was a native) and part Paris. La-Chaux-de-

Fonds is quite possibly the only town in the 
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world where the vernacular architecture is art nouveaux, 

and the street plan was laid out to afford watchmakers as 

much natural light as possible.

I was also interested to see whether the Trois Ponts 

d’Or was as central to Girard-Perregaux’s self-identity 

as I believed it to be and whether the idea was a living 

tradition or a museum piece. But first a little history.

History lesson
The Trois Ponts d’Or developed as a complete idea 

between the 1860s, when Constant Girard first 

started making tourbillon watches, and 1884, when 

the Trois Ponts d’Or had become so identifiable with his 

work that he took out a patent to protect himself from 

imitators. The key moment was when Constant Girard 

decided to stop merely incorporating tourbillons into 

existing movement designs and to create a movement 

that showed the tourbillon as something to admire as 

well as something to provide prize-winning precision. In 

fact this was not a momentary event but an evolution 

that was refined and refined until the basic elements of 

three pointed gold bridges supporting the three basic 

elements (power, gearing and escapement) of a watch 

became established.

Ref. 99870, Vintage 1945 Tourbillon with three Gold 
Bridges. The 9600C movement includes a tourbillon, 
which comprises of 72 components that were adjusted 
and finished by hand, within a diameter of 1 cm and a 
total weight of 0.3g.

Ref. 99060 is a skeletonised automatic winding 
tourbillon with three Gold Bridges. The movement  
is the GP9600S, which can be seen through the 
sapphire case-back fasten with six screws.
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Somewhere along this evolution, the design was 

strong enough that it could be identified as the work 

of Constant Girard without any need for looking for 

a maker’s mark or name. And once people began 

ascribing symbolism to the number of bridges – the 

company was apparently quite content to allow 

Latin American markets to believe that a reference 

to the Trinity was involved – the strength of the 

idea was established beyond doubt.

The Trois Ponts d’Or watches were made in very 

small numbers, as much as showcases for the 

company and as prize-contenders, than as watches 

for sale. Not being “production” watches, the Trois 

Ponts d’Or also served as vehicles for new ideas 

and concepts, even including an entirely new 

escapement (the “pivoted long detent escapement” 

was the 1889 Paris Exhibition-winning watch and 

is considered one of the finest, if most difficult, to 

produce ever made).  The point of this is that the 

Trois Ponts d’Or tradition is not just about absolute 

excellence of craft and skill, it includes innovation 

as well and this is what makes the tradition  

so vital.

This element of innovation was, to my surprise, 

one of the first things mentioned by Luigi 

Macaluso, president of Girard-Perregaux, 

when I asked about the Trois Ponts 

d’Or. “Constant Girard’s idea for 

the Trois Ponts d’Or was 

as a path of innovation, 

that continues in Girard-

Perregaux today. Forty 

years ago it was Girard-

Perregaux that realised 

An evolution that was refined and refined until the basic 
elements (power, gearing and escapement) of three 
pointed gold bridges became established

Bi-axial Tourbillon uses the GPE0201 manual 
wind movement, which has 113 components 
and takes three minutes and 45 seconds to 
complete an entire revolution. La-Chaux-de-Fonds, Switzerland.

Constant Girard created his 
celebrated La Esmeralda in 
1989 and it was reportedly 
given to the President of 
Mexico at the end of the 
19th century. It sat in a  
pink gold hunter case and 
featured an enamel dial. 
The movement had three 
parallel gold bridges,  
a tourbillon detent 
escapement and gold  
wheel plates.
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the first quartz production watch and set the standard 

frequency of 32.6kHz, which the industry still follows. 

The visionary aspect of Constant Girard is like the 

prancing horse of Ferrari, it’s both badge and idea.”

Dr. Macaluso was insistent that innovation was an 

essential part of Girard-Perregaux’s status as an 

authentic manufacture. “We like to focus totally 

on this idea, we like to improve skill and integrate 

sophistication all the way through. To do this is a state 

of mind more than an industrial investment, we have to 

keep inventing.”

Future plans
This does not mean that the Trois Ponts d’Or will 

automatically be the platform for the new Constant 

Force Escapement according to Willy Schweizer, 

this is due to the development path of 

the Constant Force, rather than 

any inclination to preserve 

the Trois Ponts d’Or  

in aspic.

As Schweizer showed me, current and future designs 

of the Trois Ponts d’Or are radical enough even without 

the Constant Force. Already in production is a Three 

Sapphire Bridge Tourbillon of quite exceptional elegance 

and undeniably contemporary design, particularly with 

its white metal Laureato case.

Last year also saw the launch of the “Bi-Axial 

Tourbillon” in which the third bridge is discarded for  

a second axis for the tourbillon to rotate through.  

But while I was looking at a nearly completed Trois 

Ponts d’Or with dark-black bridges against a white gold 

plate, I noticed a watchmakers busy at his morning’s 

work – not assembling the tourbillon, not regulating 

a minute-repeater, nothing more glamorous than 

polishing a single screw.

With this contrast I think the whole story of the Trois 

Ponts d’Or became clear. While, as Luigi Macaluso says, 

there is an elemental geometric grace to the Trois Ponts 

d’Or architecture, the real secret of these creations is 

that this is watchmaking of the purest and most rigorous 

tradition, a regime where nothing is left to chance, but 

ideas are free to blossom.  8

Further information: www.girard-perregaux.com

GP 9600 Calibre.

Girard-Perregaux 
Tourbillon Lady  
with baguette  
cut diamonds.




