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THE HELIXES OF HOROLOGICAL DNA SPIRAL EVER FURTHER
AWAY FROM THEIR HELVETIC CORE AS WE EXAMINE THE WORK
OF ENTERPRISING WATCHMAKERS OUTSIDE SWITZERLAND.

IT SEEMS THAT THE FURTHER FROM SWITZERLAND ONE
EXPLORES, THE MORE NOTIONALLY DISPARATE THE
PHILOSOPHIES AND TECHNIQUES OF THE CRAFTSMEN IN
QUESTION BECOME. IT IS AS THOUGH SWISS DISCIPLINE
BEGINS TO LOSE ITS COMMAND WITH DISTANCE, DISSIPATING
EVENTUALLY INTO THAT GREAT POOL OF CONTINENTAL
EUROPEAN RESOURCEFULNESS AND IMAGINATION.

NORMAN CONQUERORS

ne of the twin strands of this
Omutated DNA lands in Brionne, a

beautiful town in Upper Normandy.
This idea of starting watch production in the
northern reaches of France was envisioned
by the then-partnership of Karsten Fraessdorf
and Urs Gottscheu. Since 1995 the pair were
engaged in the development of a couple of
watch calibres for a German investor by
the name of Marc Brogsitter. Fraessdorf is
a German, and Gottscheu is Swiss and
both have long years of experience in
production and restoration work within
the industry.
It was over a bottle of good French
vintage that the bare bones of the project
materialised. There were to be two watches,
both rectangular, both with shaped
movements; that is to say, the movements
would also be rectangular. They were to be
entirely hand-made, without recourse to any
digital machinery. All the machining was to
be done using the traditional techniques of
the toolmaker: jig-boring, pointing, milling
- the watches were to be manually fitted
and turned. And so the new Fabrication
de Montres Normandes got off to a great
start with little more investment than the
enthusiasm and energy of the partners.
As they were going to the trouble of creating
hand-made watches, the movements might
as well be on parade - and what better
element to catch the eye and capture
the imagination of the collector than a

large, stately balance? Mass-produced
watches have small, light, and insignificant-
looking balances, designed to be a doddle
to manufacture and require minimum
human intervention while yet attaining
high precision.

These goals are not required for the hand-
maker of watches, who can attain very high
precision by other methods. Fraessdorf
and Gottscheu would bring their exacting
hand-skills to bear when it came to to
coaxing chronometric performance out of
their creations, just like the prize-winning
chronometer springers did with their slow-
beating marine instruments for the first half
of the 20th century.

It was decided to run the new watches at
18,000 vibrations per hour. This old-school
‘beat’ for watches has been somewhat
derided since the 1960s until recently. In
theory, higher frequencies are better when it
comes to extreme precision for mechanical
timekeepers. The problem is that they are
completely unrelenting in their demands
for driving power, which means that their
wheels, pinions and pivots are constantly
under exceedingly high levels of strain,
wearing away much faster than their more
leisurely-paced cousins. Neither do the
relaxed cousins constantly try to fling away
their vital oil supply oil in a self-destructive
frenzy. All said, slower-beating watches are
just as good, and can easily outlive the more
frenetic variety.
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movements; that is to

say, the movements
would also be
rectangular. They
were to be entirely
hand-made, without
recourse to any

digital machinery.
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The primary objective
for the conscientious
restorer is that the

artefact should

emain in a condition
ose to the

and to develop and modify the movements
as they please. They are being encouraged
to fine-tune the performance of the watches
with a view to submitting them to the new
Chronometer trials that are to be conducted
at the Museum of Horology du Locle, and
also the ‘New Kew’ proposed in the United
Kingdom. Magnanimously, Fraessdorf has
declared that all watches submitted to the
trials will be entered under the name of the
watchmaker who actually adjusted it, rather
than in the name of the company, thereby
giving the individual craftsman a great level
of personal recognition. Furthermore, he has
publicly stated that he does not expect to
win the competition in the first year, nor even
in the first few years, but would be more than
satisfied with the endorsement that an entry
into the contest would confer.

It's a good foundation upon which to build
a legend - steady, measured progress,
partnerships with respected contemporaries,
great candour, and of course, the ability to
concoct beautiful watches.

HUNGARY FOR NEW DIRECTION
At the diametrically opposite end of Europe,
in another of the Continent’s most beautiful
regions, is the workshop of the young
independent Hungarian watchmaker

Aaron Becsei.
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Becsei is the scion of a Budapest
watchmaking lineage that is now in its third
generation. At only 30 years old, he has
conceived and produced some startlingly
complex creations. After leaving school,
he attended the watchmaking class at the
Budapest School of Professional Services
and Crafts and, eager to augment his studies
with greater practical skills, he conducted
high-grade watch restoration work at his
father’s side. He eventually also acquired
recognition for his thesis on a Tourbillon with
Duplex Escapement.

The restoration of a rare vintage wristwatch or
avaluable pocket-watchrequiresaparticularly
refined combination of watchmaking and
aesthetic skills. The primary objective for the
conscientious restorer is that the artefact
should remain in a condition that is as close
to the original as possible, while sticking to
the normal concept that the watch should
still run well and keep good time.

Of course, the balance between preservation
of the original materials and the instrument’s
ability to work as a useable timepiece is
always a shifting ideal - a conservator
working, forexample, onaveryraretimepiece,
say Captain Cook’s chronometer, would
be far less concerned with the instrument’s
present ability to navigate to Australia than
with the preservation of the materials and
finish applied by the original maker. A
restorer like Aaron Becsei, on the other hand,
has an entirely different set of imperatives.
He, too, must consider the importance
of preserving the character of the watch,
but he also has customers who want
their cherished items returned to working
condition and keeping time. And there
is the ever-present focus on keeping the
wolf from the door if one wants to remain
in business.

So it's for reasons like these that young
Becsei's aptitude has to be more exacting
than the average watch repairer’s. When he
created a new sliding pinion for a vintage
Patek Philippe wristwatch, the teeth he
cut, using a cutter he made, had to be very
carefully formed indeed if they were not to
damage the original wheel with which they
engaged. When he made a tiny new balance
staff for an early Cartier, it would have to
have had its diameter gauged to exceedingly
narrow tolerances so as not to split apart
the original tubular roller that is pressed on
to it at the end of the job, for not only would
re-making the roller be immeasurably more
difficult than making a new balance staff, but
it would be a quite shameful thing to be the
watchmaker who split it.

Dateline

FACING PAGE: Tourbillon No.1 is fitted with a
duplex escapement

THIS PAGE: Becsei’s adapted spelling suits his
new logo perfectly - Primus, An astonishing
three-axis tourbillon in wristwatch.
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