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What Makes an Omega Chronometer Special? 
 
Background 
 
There’s an old advertising line from the 1960s that goes, “The 
quality goes in before the wrapper goes on”. This line has an 
agreeable ring to it when reviewing the manufacturing culture 
of Omega in the 1950s and 60s, no more so than in the 
production and adjustment of Omega chronometers. 
 
In the 1960s, Omega declared that 25 per cent of its 
workforce was engaged in quality control. All Omega watches 
were tested to ensure that they left the factory gates meeting 
the standards upon which the Omega reputation of precision 
and durability was built. But, a select group of movements 
were reserved for special treatment through one of the lesser 
understood disciplines of fine watchmaking, that of 
‘adjustment’ to meet chronometer standards. 
 
Before exploring the art (and it can be seen as an art rather 
than a science) of elevating a movement to chronometer 
status, it needs to be understood that in the strictest sense it 
is incorrect to describe a movement as a chronometer. A 
chronometer is a timepiece with a chronometer escapement. 
These extremely sensitive and delicate escapements are not 
fitted to wristwatches. One view that has a lot of currency 
today is that the Swiss industry expropriated the venerable 
name ‘chronometer’ to advance its world-wide marketing 
theme of ‘Swiss is Best’.  
 
There is little doubt that the Swiss horological establishment, 
the government and its regulating bureaux operated in the 
‘national’ interest where the Swiss watch industry was 
concerned. Chronometer certification can be seen in the light 
of Swiss collusion to maintain primacy of its product and to 
provide a credible framework for the industry’s long-term 
marketing mantra of the unsurpassed quality, durability and 
accuracy of Swiss lever escapement timepieces.     
 
Chronometers, however, do have status over non-
chronometers, as can be seen in the demand for, and values 
of, different Omega models of the same period. Omega 
chronometers are generally more collectible and command an 
often significant premium over non-chronometers.  
 
The materials and finish of Omega chronometer movements are of a higher quality than lower level 
production watches. This statement is by no means the subject of general agreement. There is a body of 
opinion that argues that, as Omega movement parts are interchangeable across various permutations of a 
calibre series, the parts in a Constellation are the “same” as in non-chronometers, save for a few extra jewels 
and the ‘signature’ stamps on the rotor and train bridges. This debate, I believe is founded simply on minor 
differences of perception rather than a great divide of opinion. 
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One cannot apply today’s mass production logic when engaging in debates around ‘sameness’ or ‘difference’ 
between Omega chronometers and non-chronometers. This logic is informed by contemporary technology 
and, more significantly, the manufacturing of movements to a price point. The clearly documented 
manufacturing ethos of Omega in the 1950s and 60s in respect to chronometers was that of a very different 
set of production values: precision, accuracy, longevity, artistry and quality.  
 
In hindsight, we know that there was some arrogance implicit in the above rigidly enforced manufacturing 
‘givens’, because Omega and other Swiss manufactures were largely unprepared for the price revolution that 
came with throwaway American watches and the later quartz tsunami that almost engulfed the Swiss in the 
1970s. But, in the competitive environment of 1950s and 60s (particularly between arch- rivals Rolex and 
Omega) there remained a fanatical attachment to age-old traditions of quality, most especially where their 
flagship models were concerned.  
  
Before the Trip to the Bureaux Officiel (B.O.) 
 
Adjustments of chronometers for accuracy were 
carried out by specialists in the Omega factory 
whose job it was to ‘tune’ the movements - much 
like an old-style professional car tuner of the 
1950s - to get them running as sweet and 
accurate as possible under various conditions.  
 
It was the job of adjustment specialists to ensure 
that all Omega chronometer movements bettered 
the ‘daily rate’ in five positions and a range of 
temperatures: the Bureaux Officiels de Contrôle 
de la Marche des Montres 1961 – 73 standard, 
for example, being a mean daily rate of -1 to +10 
seconds with “mention for especially good 
results”. Hence, the stamping on the rotor of 
earlier Constellations, and later on the rotor 
bridge, with the words, “Adjusted to five (5) 
positions and temperatures”. All Omega 
chronometers were adjusted to meet this BO 
‘especially good results’ baseline.  
 
Before any movement reached the adjustment 
workshop however, a rigorous process of quality 
control ensured that adjusters had the very best 
materials to work with.  
 
Assembling 
 
A perfectly adjusted escapement cannot reach its 
full potential if the rest of the movement doesn’t 
pull its weight. A flaw, no matter how minor, in 
the manufacturing of any key part can 
compromise isochronism (consistent rate of 
energy release as the mainspring unfurls). 
Mainspring, barrel, pivots, gearing, escapement, 
in fact all intermeshing parts throughout the drive 
train, were tested to ensure that each part met 
the factory chronometer ‘standard’ in functional 

Omega profile turning workshop in the 1960s. Courtesy Swatch Group 

Omega 1960s Decatest machine designed to test 10 movements 
simultaneously. Courtesy Swatch Group 
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finish, tolerance and precision. Testing was often carried out under high magnification or highly magnified 
projection. 
 
In any mass production operation, there is variation in the quality of output, and parts that did not meet the 
more stringent chronometer criteria were replaced with parts that did. Given that only the very best 
components went into a designated chronometer movement, differences in ‘quality’ began to emerge from 
the outset of the manufacturing process. These differences between chronometer and non-chronometer 
movements became more pronounced the further down the assembly line the movements travelled.  
 
It can be said that at the microscopic level great differences could be observed between chronometer grade 
and standard movements, differences that, arguably, remain today on well-serviced Omega chronometers 
that have not been subjected to major parts replacement. 
 
The Hairspring 
 
At the heart of adjustment for temperature and 
positions is the hairspring. Prior to the invention 
of the hairspring, the balance, or folio as it was 
known at the time, had no spring. The first 
hairspring was a hog’s whisker or bristle, 
plucked hopefully at the point where a hog was 
being transformed into pork. It wasn’t until the 
third quarter of the 17th century that an English 
horologist, Robert Hook, invented the steel 
hairspring. In doing so, and because of the 
expansion properties and gravity issues of 
finely worked steel, he created a new 
horological specialisation, that of adjustment 
for both temperature and gravity.  
 
When composite alloys were invented in the 
first half of the last century, adjustment for 
temperature was made easier because these 
new alloys in both hairspring and balance 
wheel did away with some of the painstaking 
work. The phasing out of the steel and brass 
balances in favour of new alloy monometallic 
balances (such as the glucydur balance) and 
beryllium based hairsprings (such as Nivarox) 
also rendered the use of adjustment screws on 
the balance wheel largely, but not completely 
redundant.  
 
By the time the late 1950s arrived, adjustment 
specialists at Omega benefited much from the 
fruits of past genius in metallurgy, from an 
array of electronic and electric laboratory 
instruments and specialised machinery 
designed to make the job of adjustment easier, 
but, never-the-less, still comparatively time 
consuming compared with testing regimes on 
unadjusted movements. 
  

Underside of a calibre 564 balance showing pockmarks where small cores of 
metal have been removed to poise the balance. Photo: courtesy Jim Hodek 

Calibre 551 Nivarox balance spring made from an iron, nickel, beryllium, 
titanium and silicon alloy.  
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In adjusting a balance and the rest of the escapement to its optimum performance, specialist Omega 
watchmakers had 300 years of knowledge upon which to draw. According to a former Omega U.K. employee 
who travelled to Switzerland to observe the work of the adjusters in the late 1950s, they were a cut above the 
average watch maker. These specialists were, above all, practical realists who knew every trick in the 
adjustment book, many of which had been passed to them by Omega competition ‘regleurs’ such as Joseph 
Ory, Andre Brielmann and other past masters of high-precision at Omega.  
 
Perfection in manufacturing is an impossible task and, 
hence, no two movements could ever be described as the 
‘same’. The ‘personality’ of a movement is characterised by 
numerous small errors, and it was in the discovery and 
correction of these errors that a competent adjuster excelled. 
One of the things that is said to inspire and motivate 
members of this select band of specialists was ‘variety of 
work’. To the non-horologist, the act of sitting at a bench all 
day and adjusting and regulating chronometers to meet BO 
standards may be seen as the epitome of tedium, but to the 
true micro-mechanical zealot the devil is in the detail, and at 
the micro-level there is incredible variety and challenge in 
this work.  
 
The adjusters put a movement through its paces and sought to replicate the conditions in which movements 
would be tested at Bureaux Officiels.  The movement had to pass a battery of dial-up, dial-down, crown-
down, crown-up, crown-left tests (which basically replicate human use) and perform in cold and heat so as to 
produce a mean result of -1 plus 10 seconds over 15 days.  To achieve this they had a raft of modifications to 
choose from, some of which are mentioned below: 
 
• Further balance poising to bring the balance into, or out of, poise to compensate for a range of errors; 
• Checking and correcting end-shake and side-shake of balance wheel; 
• Correcting or arranging of pinning points to accommodate a positional error or establish truth in the 

balance spring; 
• Adjusting the balance spring to ensure optimal vibration arc; 
• Adjusting the diameter of the balance staff pivots to facilitate gain in a specific position; 
• Correcting angles of the pallet jewels; 
• Checking and correcting minute faults in the escapement action including optimal locking; 
• Poising the lever; 
• Attending to any finish errors in the escape wheel; 
• Ensuring the depth of gearing produces optimal performance; 
• Following the train back to ensure highest level of efficiency and functional finish; 
• Final regulating. 

 
The number of combinations of ‘fixes’ for positional error and isochronism boggles the non-mathematic mind 
and is a testament to the flexibility and expertise of the specialists who were charged with modifying these 
movements to chronometer standards. 
 
A point to consider is that the modifications carried out on added to the uniqueness of each individual piece. 
As mentioned earlier, no two movements are ever the same because of microscopic differences in both 
performance ‘errors’ and the physical structure of the parts.  From the beginning of manufacture, Omega 
chronometers deviated from their standard base calibre counterparts. The further down the production chain 
these movements went, the greater the differences became. Selection of the highest quality parts, higher 
quality control standards, finer tolerances and finish, extra jewels and specialised adjustment made these 
movements demonstrably ‘different’ from their unadjusted cousins. Many of these differences have carried 
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through to today on watches that have been regularly serviced, and it is not uncommon for watchmakers to 
be able to achieve COSC standards for accuracy on Omega Constellations of the 1960s. While it difficult to 
maintain accuracy to these standards in a watch that is worn daily, a well looked-after Omega chronometer of 
the 1950s and 60s can still hold it with the best of them. 
 
 

 



© Text. Desmond Guilfoyle: http://omega-constellation-collectors.blogspot.com/   6 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 


