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Harry Winston Rare Timepieces and
overseemng its L‘Xl’l'.!\\lg.lll[l)‘ \'umpli—
cated Opus collection. During his
tenure at Harry Winston, Biisser
formed partnerships with EP. Journe,
Felix Baumgartner, and other inde-
pendent watchmakers, and he regularly
collaborated with Swiss specialists to
augment the brand’s manufacturing
capabilities. For Maximilian Busser &
Friends, he has a similar plan that
involves enlisting the industry’s many
unaffiliated watchmakers and crafts-
men to create timepieces that exhibit
wildly unorthodox technical and aes-
thetic features.

Biisser’s supply difficulties are symp-
tomatic of his approach, but as a new-
comer producing limited quantities,
his optiong are limited. His company
and others cannot afford industrial
equipment, such as milling machines,
and their small orders often receive
low priority at component suppliers,
which trequenty operate at capacity

to meet the demands of the domi-

nant brands. If you purchase one of

these complex, sometimes experi-
mental, timepieces, you likely will
experience a long wait for delivery,
and encounter further uncertainty
when the watch needs regular service
OT repairs.

While some devotees of unconven-
tional timepieces may downplay such
drawbacks, even those obsessed with
novelty care about a watch’s enduring
value and serviceability—areas in
which the established brands enjoy
considerable advantages. The watch
companies that have emerged since
the turn of the 21st century reahze
that closing this gap is a matter of sur
vival, and contrary to their images as
freewheeling renegades, many are
working to build tuncuonal, stable
infrastructures. Urwerk, Blu, and
Hautence—all known for eccentric
design—are among those making sig
mAcant mvestments i new equip-
ment, personnel. and facilites.

“True independence is the ability
to refuse iferior work from supph

ers,” says Jérome de Witt, who, though
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not a watchmaker himself, established
DeWitt in 2003 with the goal of one
day producing his own movements.
“I have mvested a great deal of my
own money in milling equipment
and a new building to make sure we
can build watches in the future
according to our plans rather than
what 1s dictated by suppliers,” he
says. Unlike most rising watch entre-
preneurs, de Witt can tap his sizable
personal fortune to attract top exec-
utive and watchmaking rtalents,
including Claude-Daniel Proellochs,
former CEO of Vacheron Constan-
tin, and Jean-Paul Duarte, one of

Greubel Forsey's platinum
Double Tourbillon 30" with

mother-of-pearl dial, $425,000.

Patek Philippe’s most skilled engi-
neers. The new manufacturing facility
in Vernier, near Geneva, will allow the
company to develop and produce
more of its own movements rather
than relying on specialty houses,
which, in the past, had shared
DeWitt’s designs with other brands.

In contrast to de Witt, Biisser rep-
resents the undercapitalized watch
entrepreneur, This year, he will com
plete his first collection of 100
pieces—with the help of watchmaker
Peter Speake-Marin and engineer
Laurent Besse—at his own expense.
Biisser intends to fund his next
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Hautlence's HL. model, $42,900, overcame technical delays with the support of an investor.

design, due in three years, and what
ever capital investments he can afford,
with the proceeds from the sale of his
current $149,000 model. His plan
only amplifies the risks of relying on
“It

H]‘tll\ll or a

component suppliers have a

more serious \Hl‘P“. mnmter

significant technical problem, I am

bankrupt,” Biisser admits. But he also

hopes to lever: his many personal

relationships in the watchmaking and

llt»,'[\l!'lll;_[ comimu

component mant
nity to reduce his vulnerability. He 15
confident that, with help from his
friends and acquaintances in the
industry, he can improve the delivery
and quality of his components

Even with the relatively high profit

margins of the

watch business, vears

might pass before

small company
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such as Biisser’s 1s able to fund sigmfi

company can

cant expansion. A turn

to outside vestors, and with the

watch industry enjoving a period ot

record growt venture capital

ISts are ¢ ort watch com-

panics I owe their very

some

existence to such finan

Hautlence's Renaud de Retz and

I

Guillaume Tetu toved for vears with

idiosyncratic movement designs that

use connecting rods to transmit
power, but the duo lacked the
hnances to ;‘1 wce 1mtial orders with
supphiers. In 2004, a French private
equity firm provided the necessary
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stake 1n the newly established com

“We naturally

with our

pany have to discuss

our plans imvestors,” says

de Retz, “but their bac has

.l”l‘\\l \i us to
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wdd an engineer for

movement development and stock a
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nishec

+ could
stake 1n the

completed its first

company, which

movement in 2005 after enduring a

vear of techmcal mightmares. His

investors succored the brand throu

|

'n it otherwise would

that period, wl
have perished.

But independent wartchmakers,
many of whom have fled the confine

¢ brands, are wary of

ment of |

1
situations, the

the oversight—in

interterence that can accompany

investment from private sources or
major holding companies. Robert
Forsey, a team
cialists in the Val

lée de Joux, recently sold a 2

Greubel and Stephen

of complication sj

share of their company,

Forsey, to the Richemont Group

owner of Cartier, Jaeger

LeCoultre,
A. Lange & Sohi ‘

major

brands. Richemont guaranteed the

duo’s autonor in creating their
inclined, mulnaxis tourbillons, but n
addition to a share of profits, the con
glomerate also has gained access to

the pairs technical expertise, which

they continue to provide on a con

tract basis to other companies

Like most of then naking

|‘t‘t'l\_(i|i'll§w‘| ind Forsey have short

term plans to increase their staft and

expand their production facility, and

long-term plans to address service

issues, which are critical to a brand’s

longevity. Mechanical watches usually

require servicing every three to five
years to keep them in prime condi
tion, but many of these independent
companies have not been around that

long. Even watches made by estab

lished brands can spend months in

Switzerland to complete routine ser

vicing. Therefore, a beginning brand’s

relative lack of resources and experl
o

ence in the service realm should be a

consideration when

purchasing one

of these 1 models.
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