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by  sandra lane

As watch brand CEOs go, Maximilian Büsser is anything but 
typical. That’s not just because he’s a creative spirit rather 
than a corporate suit (not that he ever wears a suit; think 

Converse sneakers, great jeans and beautifully tailored shirt), not 
just because he dreams up technically astonishing but strange-
looking watches with equally strange names (Thunderbolt, Frog 
and, his latest, On The Road Again) and not just because he’d 
be more likely to eat his own elbow than use market research to 
guide the development of his products. It’s this: how many CEOs 
would be brave enough to reveal their deepest hopes and dreams 
through an essentially autobiographical oeuvre? How many would 
use their products as a way of working through the emotional 
baggage of an unhappy childhood – and then freely and publicly 
admit it? That’s the stuff of artists, not executives, right?.

And there’s another thing: how often do you see a CEO-
cum-artist list the names and, on the company’s website, also 
show the portraits of every person who had a hand in creating 
each timepiece – from the product designer and movement 
development gurus right down to the man who made the sapphire 
glass and even the photographer who took those portraits of the 
‘friends’ (that’s what the F stands for in MB&F). It’s a lot more 
than paying lip service to ‘my team’ and if there’s any boss-ego at 
play here you can only marvel at how well it is managed.

Spend any time with Max Büsser, though, and you quickly see 
that, while he’s as single-minded as a Steve Jobs, an iconoclast in 
the order of a Picasso, he’s the very opposite of the egomaniacal 
breed that would use such labels as a blunt bragging instrument. 
That said, it’s hard to tally the “painfully shy and geeky child” 
(Büsser’s description of himself) with the relaxed and talkative 
man whose eyes shine with excitement when he reveals his 
newest  watch. During his November visit to Dubai, first stop on 
a world tour, it was the astonishing HM5 and, as editor of Rake 
Time’s sister magazine Revolution Middle East, I was  privileged to 

be the only journalist to see it in this region and one of the first in 
the world – more than a week before its global premiere.

While HM5 is slightly (but only very slightly) reminiscent of 
its predecessor, the HM4 or Thunderbolt, it is light years away 
from Legacy Machine No.1, the traditional-meets-modern 
timepiece that achieved an almost unheard-of double win in the 
2012 Grand Prix d’Horlogerie de Genève: the Best Men’s Watch 
honours and the Public Prize.

This is all part of Büsser’s grand plan for MB&F: “In terms of 
inspiration I go from my childhood in the 1970s to this concept 
of imagining what I would have created as a 19th-century 
watchmaker, knowing what I know today. So, in 2013 we will 
have Legacy machine 2, HM6 and Legacy Machine 3 – we go 
back and forth; it’s really fun.”

So what’s with those strange names, then? “Works of art have 
great names; watches have boring names, so I decided to take 
a different approach – HM4 looks like a thunderbolt, so that’s 
what I called it.  For HM5 I wanted something very evocative, a 
phrase that would immediately put you in the time and place that 
inspired the watch.”

Think Jack Kerouac, Canned Heat’s 1968 hippie anthem 
(replayed on The Bucket List soundtrack) that shares the watch’s 
name, Route 66 – and, most of all, the cars that would have 
taken you there. For those of us over 45, this was our time; for 
Generation Y – at least those members of it who ever looked into 
the pop culture of their parents’ day – it’s a mix of fantasy and 
imagined nostalgia. For Büsser, it was life itself.

“Like many boys, cars were my life. No, they were more than 
that: my father gave me a 1971 book of cars of the year and that’s 
how I taught myself to read and write. I spent so much of my time 
alone and learnt the whole thing by heart.”

Having long cherished the idea of basing a watch on cars, 
Büsser says it had to be something special: “It wasn’t going to 

TAKING IT TO THE MAX
By doing it his way – getting by with more than a little help from his friends – Maximilian Büsser, the founder 
of MB&F, is taking watchmaking even further into uncharted territory with his new Horological Machine No.5.
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Maximilian Büsser wears the 
HM5, a timepiece that is both 
futuristic and nostalgic – and 
deeply rooted in the story of 

his life. It has taken five 
years to develop. 
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be the usual tribute to a car – the round watch with a crown 
that looks like a wheel, a dial that…” he trails off. “It had to be 
something really significant and HM5 is the result.”

With his gift for storytelling, Büsser continues: “In the 1970s 
if you had asked anyone what sort of watch we would be wearing 
in 2012, not one person would have said ‘a round, mechanical 
watch’. Only 24 years had passed between the end of World War 
II and Neil Armstrong walking on the moon – we all thought we 
would be living on the moon by now.”

The seminal year for both cars and watches was 1976, says 
Büsser: “The quartz revolution was in full swing and there were 
some incredible pieces: Mudo’s Swissonic, Bulova’s Computron 
– even Girard-Perregaux did that amazing Casquette LED 
watch. Then, in 1976, a company called Amida thought it would 
be smarter than everyone else and brought out the Digitrend. 
Not quartz, not LED, it was a mechanical watch, with jumping 
hours on two discs and a mirror that reflected the read-out 
vertically. The only problem was, nobody wanted a mechanical 
watch and Amida went bankrupt.”

Right watch, wrong time – but Büsser believes that now is 
exactly the right time for a watch like that.  He continues talking, 
veering from watches to 1970s car design: that was the decade 
of Giugiaro’s Lotus S3, Bertone’s Lancia Stratos, Marcello 

Gandini’s Lamborghini Miura (and, for our Antipodean 
readers, the Holden Monaro). All with long, sloping backs; all 
with louvres fitted over the rear glass…

This is when Büsser slowly unwraps the HM5 package and 
hands it across the table. It’s like nothing we have seen before 
(so, very MB&F) and like so much that we have seen before – just 
not for a few decades. It’s fabulously retro, and completely new. 
And it took a long time and a lot of hard work to make.

“This has been the longest development in MB&F’s history,” 
says Büsser with a smile. “We have had it in the works ever since 
we began, tinkering around with it, and it has taken us five-and-
a-half years.”

The hardest part was the time display: it was crucial to solve 
the Amida’s problem of very poor legibility. They went to one 
optics expert after another in search of the perfect glass and, 
18 months later, received the first working prototype: “It was a 
disaster. We had to scrap everything and [start again].”

Compared to that, the watch case was relatively easy (note 
the word relatively). With its separate inner and outer cases, 
complex shape and louvres that open and close, it is “the most 
complicated case we have ever made” says Büsser. “The double 
case is based on the architecture of the Lamborghini Miura: 
the inner case [made of steel and totally water-resistant] is 

This page: HM5, the newest 
machine from MB&F pays 
homage to both the futuristic 
digital watch designs of the 
1970’s and the cars of that 
decade; the double case is 
based on the architecture of 
the Lamborghini Miura and the 
louvres open to allow light to 
charge the Super-LumiNova on 
the numbers. Opposite: Perhaps 
MB&F’s most famous watch, 
The Frog or HM3, provided 
the base for Moonmachine, 
this special edition made in 
collaboration with Stepan 
Sarpaneva last year.
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This page Maximilian Büsser with the 
Chinese artist Huang Hankang, with whom 
he made a special one-off version of HM5 
for Only Watch in 2011; the time display and 
movement of HM5. Opposite, Büsser with 
Kari Voutlainen (left) and Jean-François 
Mojon, his principal collaborators on 2012’s 
Legacy Machine No.1.
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the chassis and the outer case, made of zirconium [light and 
malleable, with a natural lustre], is the coachwork.”

The louvres come from another of Büsser’s childhood rituals: 
“When my father came to turn out my light at night I would wind 
my watch and place it under the light on my bedside table. The 
numbers would glow in the dark – I think I found it comforting.” 
Open the louvres of HM5, light streams in and charges up the 
Super-LumiNova on the number discs for the hours and minutes. 

There are myriad other motoring-inspired details – but all of 
this fabulousness would still not be MB&F, of course, without 
a special engine to power the watch. To create that, the chosen 
‘friends’ were once again Jean-François Mojon and Vincent 
Boucard at Chronode (they also developed the movement for 
Legacy Machine 1).

Having Girard-Perregaux in its genes (the gear train was 
developed by a division of Sowind, GP’s owner) is another 
heartwarming nod to the ’70s – even if coincidental, rather 
than deliberate. “It is quite cool that, what GP came out with in 
digital form 36 years ago, we have been able to transform into the 
mechanical,” says Büsser with a smile.

HM5 was always intended to be an “entry level” piece for 
MB&F and it is: even though “the costs shot up like crazy”, it 
will sell at 30 per cent below the rest of the range. “It will be a 
loss leader for us and that’s fine,” says Büsser. This is typical 
of his approach to business – and having the freedom to make 
such decisions is why he so fiercely guards the independence of 
his business. Büsser and his partners “have no shareholders we 

need to please” – and no corporate structure that needs to be 
worked through before an idea can be signed off.

In the days before MB&F he did things the other way – at 
Jaeger-LeCoultre and then as head of Harry Winston’s Timepieces 
division (he was just 31 when appointed to that role). But despite 
all that he learned, despite his success at Harry Winston, he 
discovered that corporate life was not for him. It was Büsser who 
had the idea for the Opus project at Harry Winston, the series of 
amazing timepieces by independent watchmakers that not only 
changed the way the world perceived those independents but 
also provided the foundation for Harry Winston’s legitimacy in 
horology (not to mention saving the division from what had been 
near-bankruptcy when Büsser took over). 

“That first year at Winston it was sink or swim and I was 
working 17 hours a day – horrible was an understatement. 
Things came right and we did well but, after a few years, the more 
successful [Harry Winston Timepieces] was, the more miserable 
I found I was. I realised that I had to do things my own way – 
but I’m absolutely clear that without Harry Winston and without 
Opus I could never have done what I’m doing now with MB&F.”

What he – together with his business partner, Serge Kriknoff, 
his small in-house team and his roster of eye-wateringly talented 
friends (no less than the royalty of independent watchmaking) 
– is doing is forging a path that few have ever succeeded on: 
creating exciting, original, even outrageous timepieces that have 
genuine horological legitimacy while moving into completely 
new territory. In short, he’s doing it his way. 
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