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TI'he Story Behind the Style
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The World’s Most Famous
Watch Brand

Rolex has become shorthand for luxury. There is no watch
you can strap on to your wrist that will be recognised for
the status symbol it is quicker than a Rolex. And for many,
this is the appeal.

Yet there was a time when the name Rolex — a word
completely made up by the brand’s founder Hans Wilsdorf —
was not famous. It would take hard work, boundary pushing
and a lot of self-belief on the part of Wilsdorf, a German
orphan, to jettison the name into the upper echelons of
horology; starting with convincing the pocket watch-wearing
gentleman of the early 20th century that they wanted to
wear the time on their wrist at all.

As you will discover, Rolex won its place in history by
constantly questioning what was possible and innovating at
all costs. It pioneered so many elements of watchmaking and
design that are standard today, such as waterproof watches,
placing a date window on the dial, and even removing the
need to wind our watches.

It also found its way into some of the most exciting moments
in history by placing Rolex watches on the wrists of
adventurers and explorers. Its watches have travelled to the
world’s highest peaks and to the depths of the ocean; they
have survived extremes of temperature, speed and pressure.

The story of Rolex is so much more than that of its watches.
It is one of epic ambition and vision. What started out as a
one-man band in London’s Hatton Garden would become
the epicentre of the Swiss watchmaking industry, and one of
the most recognisable and coveted brands in the world.

ABOVE: A Rolex boutique in the GUM State Department Store on Red Square in
Moscow.



PREVIOUS: Hans
Wilsdorf, the founder
of Rolex

RIGHT: Watchmakers
at work in a Rolex
workshop in Geneva
in 1949.
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more wearable product
would one day make

the larger pocket watch
obsolete. He set about
trying to change the image
of wristwatches.

A fundamental step was
finding a manufacturer
called Aegler in the Swiss
town of Bienne that was
making precision movements
that could fit inside a
wristwatch. Wilsdorf placed
a large order, and soon
Wilsdorf & Davis became
one of the leading British
wristwatch firms.

In a bid to establish his
business as a brand rather
than simply a dealer,
Wilsdorf wanted to create a
new name for the company;
a catchy one that would
look good on a dial and

be easy to pronounce in
many languages. He had
experimented with many
combinations of letters in
search of this made-up name
but failed to find anything
that worked. Then, while
riding through London’s
Cheapside on the upper

deck of a horse-omnibus in 1908, it came to him. Or as he
would later jest: “A genie whispered ‘Rolex’ in my ear.”

Under this new name, Wilsdorf continued his quest to create
reliable wristwatches with quality movements. In 1910,
Rolex had a breakthrough when one of its products, powered
by an Aeglar movement, became the first wristwatch in

the world to receive the Swiss Certificate of Chronometric
Precision — a mark of horological excellence. Four years
later, another milestone would be achieved when the Kew
Observatory in London awarded a Rolex wristwatch with a
Class A precision certificate. This had previously only been
given to marine chronometers used for navigation, and it
further solidified the reputation of Rolex as a purveyor of
precise timekeeping instruments.

In 1914, World War I broke out, and the following year the
British government introduced a 33.3% customs duty as part
of the war effort. By this time, Rolex’s London office, which
had a staff of 60 people, was exporting its watches all over
the world and the tax change would make that difficult. As
such, Wilsdorf made the decision to move the company to
Bienne in Switzerland. It already had an office in La Chaux-
de-Fonds, which it opened in 1917 for marketing purposes,
but this move would remove it from the British watch
industry altogether.

And, so, the legacy of Rolex’s Swiss-made watches began,
with the Swiss company Rolex S.A. registered in Geneva in

1920

OPPOSITE TOP: A watchmaker
assembles a Rolex movement in
Bienne in 1942, a task that requires
much dexterity.

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: A powerful
microscope allows a watchmaker in
Geneva in 1949 fo take a closer look
at a Rolex watch.



The Origins of the Oyster

With Rolex settled into its new home in Switzerland, the
company continued to develop its watch offering with a
focus on precision and durability, as well as building its
brand. Though certainly catchy, the name Rolex had not
become an overnight success. Tired of waiting for it to catch
on, Hans Wilsdorf launched a major marketing campaign in
1925, pledging to invest at least £12,000 a year — nearly £1
million in today’s money. He also increased the number of
watches Rolex was producing with its own branding on the
dial, as it has been producing both branded and unbranded

watches up until that time.

A major leap forward for Rolex’s brand was the launch of
the Oyster in 1926. This new style of watch promised to be
waterproof and dustproof thanks to a hermetically sealed
case, proving its durability. It also made it an obvious choice
for sporting activities, which would prove to be a rich
source of marketing for Rolex in the years ahead.
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The Oyster case had a patented system of screwing down the
bezel, caseback and winding crown against the middle case
to seal the movement inside securely. The winding crown,
which is made from 10 individual parts, was key as it acted
as a go-between between the sealed inner world of the case
and its functional external elements.

The Oyster case would become the backbone of Rolex.
Nearly every watch in its contemporary range features an
Oyster case, and the names of all the models reference it.
A Submariner is technically named an Oyster Perpetual
Submariner and a GMT-Master 11 is an Oyster Perpetual
GMT-Master 11, and so on. The only exception is the 1908

dress watch, which does not have an oyster case.

Rolex’s iconic fluted bezels are a throwback to the early
Opyster cases. Although these flourishes are decorative now,
the ridges originally served a purpose to allow a special tool
to screw the bezel securely to the mid case.

OPPQOSITE: A 1959 Rolex Oyster ABOVE: A close shot of a Rolex Oyster
Perpetual on a brown alligator strap. Perpetual dial and fluted bezel.



