fFthe lealian military had not
switched sides to fight alongside
the Allies m September 1943, watch
collectors would probably not be

SEYNCHREONIZED S0 passionane about Officine
SWIMMER Panerai. They would sall be im-

The Panerai Luminar pressive timepieces, beaurifully
1950 Eight Days, a crafted and distinetively styled, but

new model made wath

. in the service of Fascism alone pre-
old parts, produced
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£18000 each,  sailing mini-submarines into Mediter-

eanean harbors, Panerais are now tound
strapped o wrists of men struck by the
watch's distinctive sapphire crystal
face, Arabic numerals, and half-mioon
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world, making it hard o classify the aryp-
ical Panerai fanatic. To them, the warch
is both an mstrument for measuring tme

' and a wimess to herotem past. The proud 8
| faces often are an inch and a half wade,
B 50 the watches are not to be worn g
. lightly—literally or hguratively. Collec-
tors of these warches, known as Paner- i
§ isti, range fram the mibdhy detail-consaous
[ |_||., obsessive, versed in every aspect of

mechanics and meaning, Mo one warch |
15 that -|_|1H|,'||,'|1I_ fromm e NExT in books or
performance. But because they are totems
of masculinity and sagnifiers of taste and
8 status, detail is everything, The Radiomir
maodels, for instance, take their name
from a special blend, now discontinued,
of gamma-ray-emitting radioactive ma-
terials. The numerals once glowed in the
ocean's darkest depths.

For some years now in Europe, Pan-
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course for the blonde ar the bar of the

and lately it's been turning ordinary. | ———

. ; weanng celebrties like Brad Pint, profes-
men ||"‘|tG Utte r‘fa r“lat“:g sional athletes (the entire defensive |im-_-|:p
" of the Green Bay Packers), and polin-

i | cians, including Bill Clinton and Arnold
Schwarzenegger, the popularity of Pan-
erai is rapidly growing, Unbke many types §
of dress warches that need to be in per-
fect condimon to be fully appreciated, Pan- s
erai warches look best when they have
been scuffed by life,

The modern Paneral man may nog
spend much ame underwater, but it pays
to be prepared, and the warch has a good
stomy to tell, “The luxury of Panera grew
out of its heritage and the purposefulness
of cach detail,” explains designer Ralph B8
Lauren, owner of a highly prized Ra
dicmir model made for the Esvptian mal-
itary. “These watches  threads >140
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were not abourt the larest fashion—they
were designed to work in specific con-
ditions. Their form and beaury were sec-
andary to their function; they're rugged,
utilitarian, and handsome.”

ounded in Florence in 1860,
the company has spent most
of the last century and a half
in relative obscurity, known
only to specialist collectors and
the Italian military, who even
had the watches designared
state secrets. (The company
made diving instruments and
timing devices for the Italian
torpedo boats of World War
11, and the wrist-worn com-
passes and depth gauges are
still highly prized.) In 1997 the
small, fading firm was bought
by haxury giant Compagnie Fi-
manciére Richemont, which has set about
popularizing the brand withour diluring
the value of exclusivity and rradition.
“You don’t want to spoil the joy of it be-
ing a secret,” says the company’s U5,
president, Philippe Bonay.
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Ar the same time,
Panerai is careful mo
maintin the ingerest
of collectors who
are passionate and
fickde and, like many
men, react poordy o
abrupt change. Al-
ter models too radi-
cally and purists
balk: dio it oo slow-
Iy and there’s lirtle
reason o purchase
anew. To thar end,
the company pro-
Y. 8 duces only limited
DR quantities in two
distinct lines: histonc

[copies of clas-

| THEDEPTHS g designs with

OF TIME manual wind-

Avintage Luminor  ing mecha-
and Radicmir, nisms) and

N from Ralph
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designs with

automatic
movemenis), With-
in ¢ach group, there
are only three basic
madels, Luminor,
Luminor Marina,
and Radiomir (rang-
ing in price from
£4,000 to $20,000).
Panerais often have an eight-day move-
ment with a meter to show how much
POWET remains before the warch needs
to be wound again; almost all have a
crown guard and a locking lever origi-
nally developed to improve water resis-
tance. Several times a yvear, Panerai
releases a new model. Several months
ago, for mstance, the company offered
the Luminor Marina 1950 Eight Days,
which uses onginal movements restored
to new condition. Every Panerai is
stamped with a unique number to inds-
care where in the schedule its model was
produced. Superstitious collectors requiest
mvdels wirh zerial numbers that corre-

VINTAGE WATCHES AT AUCTION

Antiquorurn Important Collectors Wrishwalches, Pocket Walches, and Clocks
September 28 and December 7 at the Plaza Athénde, NYC.
For detais and informabon: anliqudnim.com.

spond o birthdays, lucky numbers, or
the numerals on a sports jersey.

Jay Pulli, a Department of Defense
contractor with expertise in detecting un-
derground nuclear explosions, recom-
mends a new Radiomir mode] called the
210 that’s an exact duplicare of a World
War Il model. “Go for the contempo-
rary models made specifically ro look
like the old ones,™ he says. Bur there are
also other, perfectly prosaic, reasons for
the popularity of Panerai—for example,
the dimming eyesight of 40-something
men. Film producer Cary Woods
(Sewingers, Godzilla), owner of a base
model Luminor Marina, says he’s un-
moved by stones of valorous Italian sub-
mariners: [ just like the look of it, and
being 48 years old, 1 like the size of it.”

The rates of accrual are driving the
Panerai market into bonanza mode:
Mew models are doubling and tripling
their value in the space of a decade. Last
spring, Sothebys sold a vintage Panerai
at auction for $43,200—a rare stain-
less-steel diver’s warch from 1938, the
most historically significant model ro
come on the market vet. In that era, as
the clouds of war gathered over Europe,
the Italian navy realized it had no bat-
tleships capable of marching the British
fleet, so commandos were trained to do
battle from beneath the waves. For that
they would need watches, compasses,
and depth gauges, and Panerai pro-
duced all of chem.

The planning paid off: In mid-De-
cember 1941, frogmen stuck explosives
on the hulls of rwo British bartleships
anchored in the Egyprian port of
Alexandria. When the ships sank in
fiery wrecks, Prime Minister Winston
Churchill told Padiament that “six Ital-
ians dressed in rather unusual diving
suits and equipped with materials of
laughably lietle cost have swung the
military balance of power in the
Mediterranean in favor of the Axis.”
The advantage didn't last, of course,
but at least one of the watches did.
—EDWARD HELMORE threads =142

Christia's Watches Octobar 20 at Christie's Rockefelier Center, NYC. For

details and information: christies.com.

Sotheby's Walches Decemnber 5 at 1334 York Avenua, NYC.
For detasts and information; solifebys.com,

NEW WATCHES

Dificine Panerai 9490 Brighton ‘Way, Beverly Hills, (310) 228-1515.
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