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Only the world’s most exceptional watches  
increase in value after they leave the showcase.  

Jackie Cameron takes a closer look  
at investing in these collectables

The luxury 
of time
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In international power circles, it has become remarkably 
ordinary to own an extraordinary timepiece. Russian prime 
minister Vladimir Putin famously owns a selection of white-gold Patek Phillipes – 
among the most desirable items for collectors today. Actor-turned-politician Arnold 
Schwarzenegger is reportedly a fan of the chunkier, but equally alluring, timepieces 
made by Audemars Piguet. 

Expensive watches have proved so popular among China’s wealthy elite that the 
country’s new leader Xi Jinping took the unusual step earlier this year of banning them 
from being given as gifts or displayed at official functions. Fine watches are still being 
snapped up at the high-end jewellery boutiques that proliferate in China’s city centres 
– the wearers are just becoming more discreet about how they show off their Cartiers, 
Vacheron Constantins, Seikos and Omegas.

In South Africa, watches remain a popular accessory. Although we no longer need 
these adornments to keep tabs on where we are in the day, with clocks everywhere around 
us – from phones and fridges to car dashboards and company foyers – we still spend 
huge sums on them. Says Philip Zetler, owner of Philip Zetler Jewellers in St Georges Mall, 
Cape Town, ‘There are thousands of people who collect watches. But, when it comes to 
the very pricey stuff, few can afford them.’ The jewellery specialist reckons there are only 
200 or so luxury-watch collectors in South Africa.

TIMING THE MARKET

There has been a steady trickle of luxury watches coming on to the pre-owned market as 
the rand’s value has plummeted against major currencies and the economy has faltered. 
‘People are offloading some valuable timepieces to recoup money lost in business or 
through conventional investments’, says Zetler. For those who can afford to expand their 
collections, this is a good time to buy. Prices in South Africa look attractive compared  
to elsewhere. ‘The luxury-watch market has taken a knock recently, but there are people 
who are still buying them – and those are the serious collectors.’

‘Analogue mechanical watches and vintage watches are highly collectable. There are 
many other types of good watches on the market that people buy, but not as tradeable 
collectables,’ says Zetler. (Mechanical watches are those that need to be rewound period- 
ically or have self-winding mechanisms.) Digital and electronic quartz-crystal watches and 
women’s watches are not taken seriously as investment items. Even women who buy with 
an eye on financial return tend to opt for men’s models.

Oresti Mavrodaris of Elegance Jewellers in Melrose Arch, Johannesburg, agrees that 
business remains strong at the top end of the market. ‘We do well with clients who are 
prepared to wait, sometimes more than a year, for the right piece.’ The most exclusive 
top-end watches are manufactured in small numbers and – of a run of about 500 – 
South Africa is likely to receive only one or two. 

These timepieces generally focus on sophisticated mechanical movements showcasing 
the watchmaker’s engineering skills (for example, including special mechanical devices 
such as tourbillons, which work to counter the effects of gravity for improved time-keeping 
accuracy). Selling for anything from R70 000 upwards, a watch like this can easily double 
in price within a few months of release to the market.

GRAND OBSESSIONS

‘Different luxury-watch collectables offer different experiences,’ points out Mavrodaris. 
‘The Panerai is so much more niche, as a very well-designed sports watch for leisure.’ 
Meanwhile, Piaget, known for its exquisite designs, boasts that it produces the world’s 
thinnest automatic watch.

Jack Visser, a Western Cape watch restorer and collector, divides buyers into two 
categories: ‘There is the person who is looking for something nice to wear that will go 
well with their new Mercedes-Benz or Ferrari, and then there is the real collector who 
chooses vintage wrist- or antique pocket watches.’

Vintage watches 
are attractive 
if they look like 
they’ve been worn 
and have some 
unusual personal 
touches, such as 
inscriptions
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The fascination for Visser lies in the way these delicate machines work. He describes 
older collectable timepieces as ‘little mechanical marvels’, unlike modern quartz watches.  
Of his restoration projects, he says, ‘It is a wonderful feeling to see a 200-year-old watch 
come back to life in your hands.’ He has built up his collection of old pocket watches 
by exploring shops, keeping a close eye on auction inventories and trawling through the 
contents of deceased estates. ‘Most I bought in broken condition. But, it is so time-
consuming to repair these that I do not get around to fixing most of them.’

Unlike other collectables, where being in mint condition or refurbished is likely to 
enhance returns, vintage watches are attractive if they look like they’ve been worn and 
have some unusual personal touches, such as inscriptions. Novelty can be a factor, too. 
Visser has a particularly intriguing pocket watch made in the late 1800s by German firm 
Ruhla to tie in with Boer War sentiment. ‘The motion work on the dial shows what looks 
like Paul Kruger – though I don’t have proof it is supposed to be him –  smacking the 
bottom of a man who appears to be English, because he is wearing a top hat and pince- 
nez and carries a brolly.’ He explains, ‘the moving arm doing the spanking adds interest, 
while the historical context could turn a cheap mass-produced piece such as this into a 
desirable collector’s item.’

VALUE JUDGEMENT

Visser doesn’t know how much this unique piece is worth. Like other aficionados, he 
scans the internet to get a sense of the value of his items, noting that there are often 
large differences in pricing between different countries. ‘All collectors believe they are 
making a good investment. Very few are, because your watch is only worth something 
when you sell it, and very few sell,’ he says.

Generally, though, expect your luxury watch to drop in value soon after you’ve bought 
it. It takes time for a watch to regain and surpass its retail value, unless it is a particularly 
unusual specimen. As a rule of thumb, says Mavrodaris, a collectable watch should fetch 
at least half of its retail price. Then work on annual increases of 10 to 15%, so you are 
back to the position you started at in about five years. The value of the metal the watch 
is made of is a consideration too.

Zetler’s advice to the new collector is to look into the history of the timepiece before 
you make a purchase, and preferably get an expert to study the face as well as the inner 
workings to verify you are not being duped. There are many authentic-looking fakes on 
the market across all brands – it’s not just the glass-backed ‘Rolexes’ you should avoid. 

If in doubt, go for the rarer varieties of well-known makes, says Zetler. He reveals he 
has ‘quite a few’ of the Rolex Daytona range, including a 1970s stainless-steel, vintage 
cosmograph, as well as ‘one or two’ classic Rolex Submariner Reds, in his personal 
collection. ‘I won’t sell. You can’t find them. They really are like hen’s teeth,’ says the 
trader, a firm believer that the best watches will always increase in value over time. 


