
the Dutch South Africans, or at least 
that’s what the era’s advertising from 
Omega assured us.

However, the pocket watch was 
tried and proven as a precision time-
piece and was perfected to a quite 
amazing degree. Reliable, accurate, 
and rugged, production examples 
that met all war department specifi-
cations and standards and were read-
ily available at acceptable prices–so 
why change? Why adopt untried and 
untested equipment when the clas-
sic pocket watch had a track record 

By Richard Marriott-Smith
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The first wristwatch from 
Patek Philippe (circa 1880).

1916 Omega chronograph 
used by early pilots

PHOTOGRAPHS BY STEVE BROCKTON

World War One, without 
any doubt, catapulted the 
wristwatch into accep-

tance by the public. While the watch 
trade as a whole was certainly aware 
of this new fashion interloper, not all 
in the business welcomed or agreed 
with its capabilities and promise.

The fact that there might be 
merit, and usefulness, to these so-
called wristlets had already been es-
tablished by reports from members of 
the British armed forces fighting the 
‘Boer War’ from 1898 to 1903 against 

An illustrated look at early wristwatches made for combat. 
Once soldiers accepted the so-called “wristlet” in the early 
20th century, the public soon followed 



stretching back more than two hun-
dred years?

It is also worth remembering, 
that the wristwatch, had been initial-
ly introduced as a piece of ladies’ jew-
elry and was still considered by many 
as foppish, at best, for a man to adopt 
and wear a miniaturized timepiece 
on his wrist. To do so was foolish and 
unmanly, claimed lobbyists support-
ing the pocket watch trade. Indeed a 
proposal in England’s parliament was 
put forward that such action should 
be legislated against. 

The difference though was the 
undeniable advantage of the wrist-
watch over the pocket watch when 
one needed to read the time. The new 
design required only that the wearer 
move one hand in order to observe 
the dial. Even more importantly the 
wearer could do so and read the time 
without undoing or moving several 
layers of outer clothing.  

This ease of access to the exact 
moment of time in the wet and freez-
ing conditions of Northern Europe 
during the rigors of trench warfare, 
and the brutal demands of the desert 
and jungle, was, in itself, an advan-
tage that was virtually priceless.

The result was inevitable. Those 
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Classic WW1 military dialed wristwatch, 
by Omega Watch Co. (circa 1914). 
All watches pictured in this story 
are from the Haynes Collection. 

WW1 early Rolex Unicorn,  
circa1915. Note its military dial.
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officers and soldiers who could afford 
to do so purchased such watches for 
themselves. The wristwatch became 
one of the most sought-after and 
highly prized personal possessions of 
those violent and demanding days. 

Perhaps then no better example 
of this fact and perceived value can 
be found than in those sentiments 
reflected in the presentation en-
gravings, and legends found en-
graved into the back of so many 
of these handsome and evoca-
tive WWI- era wristwatches.

Given as keepsakes and to-
kens for bravery or selflessness 
shown in the field of action, 
and occasionally given for the 
life saving or regimental achieve-
ment, these treasured timepieces 
clearly illustrate the perceived value 
of the wristwatch and its high regard 
by those who served in that war. 

The American firm of Ingersoll 
Bros., having succeeded in their quest 
to make the One Dollar pocket watch, 
quickly diverted its energies and exper-
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tise into the production of a cheap but 
functional steel-cased wristwatch for 
the soldier. These were called Radio-
lite and were produced by the thou-
sands, though relatively few survived 
to be seen by today’s collectors.

Catalogue houses, and the Army 
and Navy stores began to display for 
the first time whole ranges of wrist-
watches for men, from gold-cased half 
hunters to blued steel-cased cylinder 
movement wristlets. 

Durable, serviceable and accurate 
were the words underlining the intro-
duction of the first observatory-rated 
wristwatch. This breakthrough, pro-
duced by the legendry Hans Wilsdorf, 

104  www.iwmagazine.com

Rifle Brigade & Royal Flying Corps, 
presentation wristwatches

Three views of the classic Ingersoll 
Radiolite (circa 1914)



founder of the Rolex watch company, 
was certified at Bienne in 1910 and 
again at another Rolex chronometer 
rating at Kew Observatory in London 
in 1914. 

The new era of the reliable and 
accurate wristwatch arrived.

It is often stated, though appar-
ently unsubstantiated, that the Ger-
man navy equipped its men with 
wristwatches made by Girard-Per-
regaux in about 1884 or 1885. How-
ever the next apparent and certainly 
the first evidenced official adoption 
by a government was made by the 
U.S. military in 1913-1914 when it 

issued a nickel-cased Zenith wrist-
watch to the signal corps.

 These very fine precision wrist-
watches displayed an additional 24-
hour chapter enameled on to the dial. 
The enamel dials were also marked 
with the Signal Corps’ legend. In 
1914 or 1915 Swiss soldiers were is-
sued a polished steel- cased wrist-
watch made by the Concord Watch 
Co. It is recorded that the material 
and construction of this watchcase, 
with its strength and resilience, drew 
much attention and set something of 
a precedent for the specification of all 
future military watches. 

At the same time the Russian 
Tsarist air force was being equipped 
with some very handsome and over-
sized swing-lugged wristwatches cus-
tom made in Switzerland for them by 
Henry Moser & Co, a Russian favor-
ite and top watchmaker to the Tsar. 

Changes 
Feedback from soldiers and the mili-
tary resulted in new developments in 
the style, actions, construction and 
specification of service wristwatches. 
These requirements and demands re-
sulted in various innovations and in-
ventions, but the “holy grail” at the 
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A view of the gilded movement 
inside a Zenith Gold Medal Award 
Watch (circa 1900).

Silver caseback, featuring 
the famed W&D logo, 
the earliest mark of Rolex 
Silver Hallmark (1915).

The movement of a 
circa 1880 wristwatch
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time was a truly waterproof case. 
Such necessity gave birth to the 

two-piece Borgell military case and to 
the trench watch with its integral dial 
cover as well as the various forms of 
attachable grill watch covers. Medical 
staffers and artillery officers in 1914 
and 1915 pleaded for the creation of 
a sweeping seconds hand, and several 
firms obliged, most prominently Ro-
lex and Longines. 	

Rolex adopted a screw back and 
screw front watchcase with what 
is now its characteristic fluted oys-
ter style back, and both Heuer and 
Breitling (the Montbrilliant) intro-

duced chronographs with minute-
counting registers. 

In 1917 a number of steel-cased 
wristwatches were made for and is-
sued by the British war department 
to their military forces for field trials. 
One can identify these watches by 
the contract letters and numbers en-
graved on the back of them. This was 
often accompanied by a small broad 
arrow mark. Certainly these were the 
earliest British Army wristwatches re-
corded and they make quite an inter-
esting subject matter for collectors. 

The Royal Flying Corps (RFC) 
became the Royal Air Force (RAF) in 
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Two Classic WW1 trench watches. Left: A rare telephone dial 
wristwatch. Right: Also scarce, a flip top trench watch with its  
grill to protect the wearer from flying shrapnel and debris.



January 1918 and the members were 
issued the first official British military 
pattern wristwatch. This piece made 
by the Omega Watch Company and 
was open- faced with an enamel dial 
and a hallmarked silver case, flat-
tened sides and Moser-style swing 
lugs. It is a fine and rare wristwatch 
to find today. 

Soon after, the U.S. military pur-
chased five thousand similar Omega 
military wristwatches. As this order 
more or less coincided with the end 
of the war, it triggered the manufac-
turing and marketing of a flood of 
embossed-cased and enamel-dialed 
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“commemorative” watches lauding 
the efforts of the nations and leaders 
involved in WWI. This was a con-
tinuation of the fashion, started late 
in 1914, when the flags of the axis 
nations were portrayed on the dials 
of a large in-expensive wristwatch 
produced and marketed by the Swiss-
based Louis Roskopf company.

The Zenith Watch Company also 
supplied numerous watch movements 
to the firm of Hugenin, which finished 
and cased them and sold them as hunt-
ers’ and open faced wristwatches with 
portraits of kings and generals em-
bossed into the front or back of their 

silver and nickel-steel cases.
In 1919 Cartier began to produce 

its Tank watch, which it designed two 
years earlier for U.S. General Persh-
ing in a style and form so classic that it 
is still popular today. The wristwatch 
was at last emerging as an everyday 
accessory for the ordinary person. It 
was emerging into the breathless but 
expectant era that followed the ces-
sation of the hostilities of the First 
World War.

Part II of this illustrated History of 
Military Watches will begin with select 
pieces dated after 1920 in an upcoming 
issue of International Watch. 	 C
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Below: An early British Military ‘Trials’; wristwatch showing 
the contract numbers and war department arrow engraved 
on the back (circa 1916).
Right: 1915 Great War commemorative wristwatch.


