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Ronnie Shroff’s Lemon Aid for Degraded Dial Lacquer 
 

 

The humble lemon is one of 

folklore’s more common 

remedies for a variety of ills 

and spills.   It is peddled as a 

deodorant; a cleaning agent; a 

detox supplement; an acne 

treatment; a fat burner; a stain 

and rust remover for clothing 

(works wonderfully when 

combined with salt and left to 

dry in the sun); a skin bleach 

and even a component in the 

manufacture of invisible ink, to 

say nothing of mother’s lemon 

meringue pie as the perfect 

remedy for blue funks or 

disappointments that require 

an immediate sugar hit.    

 

There is no end to claims of the therapeutical and practical benefits of the lemon, but as an aid in 

the restoration of degraded vintage watch dials?   If truth be told, this should not come as a surprise 

to us when we consider the fact that many vintage dials of the nineteen-fifties and sixties are coated 

with cellulose dial lacquer. Cellulose is an organic compound derived from wood or cotton and, after 

processing, proved to be a useful lacquer on everything from guitars and motor vehicles to watch 

dials.  When the acids of a lemon come into contact with the cellulose dial lacquers of yesteryear, a 

transformation can occur before your eyes. 

 

Lemon juice, chemically, is a cocktail of amino acids, polyphenols, Z-maleic acid, citric acid, sterol, 

monosaccharide, carotenoids, soluble pectins and mainly water, amongst other things. The acidic 

content of lemons is corrosive, but in such a gentle way that they can be eaten without losing one’s 

stomach lining. Citric acid, known to pointy-heads as 2-hydroxypropane-1,2,3-tricarboxylic acid, 

constitutes around five percent of a lemon, and while containing the characteristics of an acid it is 

mild enough to remove decades of grime and lacquer from vintage watch dials, without essentially 

damaging any dial paint or lettering. 

 

Cellulose lacquers on dials of the fifties and 

sixties powder and degrade over time, 

particularly when exposed to sunlight or when 

moisture is introduced to the dial. The stock 

response by most refurbishers, including 

Omega in Bienne, is to recommend a complete 

dial restoration. This option is, in my opinion, 

reckless, particularly with dials that do not 

have black spots or other types of corrosion of 

the metal beneath the dial paint. But, 

refinishing is an easy option for commercial 

restoration houses because their charge-outs 

for the labour required to painstakingly restore 

a dial would make the cost of restoration 

prohibitive to customers.  
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But, for collectors or specialist watch restorers who invest pride and love in their work and gain 

great joy from bringing their vintage watches back from the brink, removing the dial lacquer can be a 

task worth completing.   

 

There are two ways in which to approach the 

undertaking. The most painstaking route is to 

carefully remove the dial furniture (markers and 

applied logos, symbols and date surrounds) by 

pushing cautiously the rivets from the rear of 

the dial through to the dial front. Extreme care 

needs to be taken to ensure the rivet holes do 

not enlarge to such an extent that the rivets 

cannot be secured when the cleaning and 

lacquering procedure has been completed. The 

dial furniture must then be re-applied, often by 

expertly tapping the metal around the rivet 

holes to ensure a tight fit of each rivet.  This is a 

job that requires a steady hand and much prior 

practice. 

 

The other option is less meticulous, does not 

involve removing the dial furniture and is more 

achievable for the enthusiastic amateur. Once 

the dial has been cleaned, it is then possible to 

airbrush a fine mist of non-yellowing lacquer 

(seek professional advice for the best non-

yellowing product in your market) over both the 

dial and markers - as long as the markers and 

other applied metal furniture is clean.  This can 

follow on from the method detailed below.  

 

The Old Wives Connection 

 

As you can see from the before and after 

pictures, diluted lemon juice produces very 

pleasing results. So, what set of circumstances 

impelled Ronnie to experiment with lemon juice 

over an array of manmade chemical agents that could be put to the test? 

 

An ‘Old Wives’ family remedy suggested by Ronnie’s not-so-old-at-all wife (it is imperative for the 

continuing harmony in the Shroff household to make this distinction), and which had been passed on 

by her mother, was the starting point for Ronnie’s experimentation. Lemon juice as an agent to 

clean brassware, copper and even steel vessels is a very common yet highly effective method used 

even today by many proud housekeepers. 

 

Distressed by the fact that one of his dials was looking really tainted, Ronnie broached the subject to 

his wife one weekend. She suggested trying out the old yet trusted “lemon” secret that she had 

inherited from her Mother, but with a twist. Instead of using the actual lemon slice to clean the dial, 

as is done with other household possessions, she suggested that Ronnie should start with a few 

drops of lemon in water. The acid in the lemon would still work its magic, but would not have the 

corrosive effect that it would if Ronnie were to squeeze the pure lemon juice directly onto the dial. 

 

After some trial and indeed error, Ronnie perfected his process, which translates into the method 

overleaf: 
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Method 

 

1) Take a small plastic container with a lid (around 9.5cm x 6cm); 

2) Cut half a lemon, squeeze and add lemon juice into container; 

3) Fill 3/4 of the container with distilled water. Put lid on and  swirl around, so that the lemon  

juice is completely suffused in the water; 

4) Drop dial into the container, put lid on and swish around for a few minutes.  You should see 

a noticeable change especially on a badly discoloured dial. Add more juice if necessary 

(concentration depends on how bad dial is); 

5)  Constantly monitor the dial and do not leave it in too long as you could risk removal of 

printed lettering or chapter ring; 

6) Remove dial;  

7) Rinse in a separate container of distilled water - multiple rinses. Do Not rinse under tap 

water; 

8) Dry it so cool air blows on to the dial and make sure no water spots are left on the dial. 

 

You may notice that in the first example the 

solution has removed much of the dial 

discolouration and has left the printing fully 

intact. Some of the degraded radium has 

also dissolved, and this is desirable as it 

would continue to powder and could find its 

way into the movement.  Please exercise 

care when disposing of solution that has 

been used to clean radium dials because 

the radium is still active. 

 

In the second example, a badly discoloured 

Constellation guilloche dial has been 

returned to its former splendour. The 

lettering and chapter ring are unaffected by 

the process and value has been added to 

this calibre 504 collectible. 

 

Caution 

 

Caution must be exercised before you 

attempt to clean a dial on a favoured or 

collectible piece. It may be wise in such 

instances, to familiarise yourself with the 

process on a few sacrificial dials.  Vintage 

dial lots from lesser Omega collections 

often surface on eBay and can be purchased 

for a few dollars.  Observe the following 

guidelines when considering use of this 

method: 

 

a) Only attempt this process on dials 

where you have nothing to lose, 

that is, with dials that would 

otherwise need to be sent to a 

refinisher; 

b) Remember, there is no magic: just practice, patience and sometimes a good helping of luck; 
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c) Don't be a perfectionist as you could ruin the dial. IMPORTANT: Quit while you are ahead! 

Often only a small improvement is still worthwhile; 

d) Practice on similar scrap dials of the same vintage and brand before attempting to clean 

your target dial; 

e) Celebrate the successes, send your failures to a re-dialler for refinishing; 

f) Finally, be vigilant. Do not take your eye off the dial while it is immersed in the lemon 

solution. A small improvement is better than a ruined dial.  

 

A few practice runs should instil enough confidence in you to apply the method to a target dial. 

Suffice to say that there are many variables involved in removing degraded dial lacquer from dials 

and you must embark on such ventures at your own risk. 


