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number of years ago, I was attending the Birmingham 
clock and watch fair when I saw displayed on one of the 

tables a chronometer which looked like an early example. 
It was housed in a plain brown mahogany box, seven and a 
half inches square (190mm) without brass re-enforcement to 
the corners. The dial and movement were signed ‘French, 
Royal Exchange, London No. 424.’ The middle section of the 
box opened fully and was not provided with a stay. This is 
rather inconvenient when winding as more space is required 
to accommodate the lid and middle section when open, but 
it is an indication of early work, Figure 1. The bezel was 
very narrow and carried a deep convex glass. The dial was 
unusual, having larger Arabic numerals than is normally the 
case when employed on chronometers, and it lacked a state-
of-wind indicator. When I took the chronometer out of the 
bowl it was obvious that the fusee chain was thicker than 
usual. All of these factors, I thought, were an indication of 
an early date of manufacture. Unfortunately, the detent was 
damaged and lacked a locking stone but the escape-wheel 
appeared in good condition, as did the balance and spring. 
The balance was unusually light, which again reinforced my 
opinion of an early date for the chronometer. At some time in 
the past, the bowl, bezel, gimbals and locking mechanism had 
been chrome plated!

Most chronometers after the 1845 period are very 
standardised, unless they have some form of complication 
to the balance regarding improving middle-temperature 
error. I was tempted to buy the chronometer, even with the 
damage to the detent, as I was convinced that the instrument, 
signed by French, was an early example. However, the 
damaged detent made me apprehensive regarding the time 
that would be involved in repairing, and the chrome plating 
gave the instrument a bizarre appearance, which added to 
my reluctance. I departed the fair without buying the item, 
only to regret it later when I consulted my books at home. 
As it happened, I had kept the seller’s telephone number 
and was informed that his friend would be coming into the 
area in the following week. So it was that I was reunited with 
the instrument and the work began making a detent and 
passing spring, after first having the chrome plating removed 
electrically from the bowl, bezel and gimbals. After polishing 
and lacquering, the chronometer was restored to its original 
appearance.

In the Georgian and Victorian periods a specialist would 
have been employed to make the detent and passing spring, 
using for this task the skills honed through long hours and 
years of experience. I had previously made a detent and 
this chronometer was of the ‘dovetail’ type used by various 
makers, including Robert Pennington. This is somewhat 
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easier to make as the sliding action of the detent in the dovetail 
of the brass block allows for some adjustment. The balance 
was also of a type employed by Robert Pennington, with a 
narrow brass cross-bar terminating in a fitting which carries 
the bimetallic rims and the two brass timing screws. The free 
ends of the bimetallic rims are provided with a clearance hole 
through which the timing screws pass and are threaded into 
the fittings at the end of the cross-bar, Figure 2. The purpose 
of this is to avoid distortion to the rims by unskilled hands and 
is not any form of limit for extremes of temperature. They are 

A

Figure 1. 

Figure 2. 



363August 2016       HOROLOGICAL JOURNAL
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often confused with Poole’s non-continuous low temperature 
auxiliary, which came into use in the mid 1840s, and was very 
popular as it was cheap, effective and easy to make.

After one false start I made the detent, fitted a new locking 
stone and, later, the gold passing spring, re-pivoted the long 
balance staff and fitted a new end-stone to the balance cock, 
as the original was cracked. The hands were re-blued and, 
on examining the dial, I discovered that it was made of solid 
silver! On the reverse were various repair marks indicating 
that the chronometer had been repaired in San Francisco 
21/12/1900 by E. Gingg (six years before the city was 
destroyed by an earthquake and the fire that followed it), also 
the names H. Wenter and V. H. Duhert 1887, appear. The 
name E. Gingg is deeply cut into the metal, further showing 
that it is a piece of solid silver. This gave me some problems 
when restoring it as, over the years, it had suffered dents to 
this soft metal which had then been filled with black wax. The 
depth of the dents made their removal impossible as doing so 
would have eliminated much of the finer engraving and in the 
interest of conservation I decided to give the silver a fine grain 
finish and lacquer with Fridgilene, Figure 3.

There was virtually no wear to the train or other pivots 
and the movement is in excellent condition. This is probably 
helped by the fact that it is of 30-hour duration and thus 
requires a much weaker mainspring than one of two days or 
eight days running period. The mainspring was signed on the 
blue steel ‘Meredith 5/24’, but later had to be replaced when 
it broke in humid weather. The diameter of the movement 
is 77.8mm (3.7"). Figure 4 shows the engraved back plate, 
78mm in diameter.

I date this chronometer circa 1812–1814 (Mercer lists No 
720 as 1823), and it is probably from the workshops of Robert 
Pennington as there are many characteristics of his work.1,2 

Santiago James Moore French (what a fabulous name to be 
given!) is listed as working at 14–15 Sweetings Alley 1811–39, 
and 80 Cornhill 1840–45, was elected to the Worshipful 
Company of Clockmakers in 1811 and progressed to become a 
prolific producer of chronometers in his own workshops. After 
his death in 1840, the business and workshops were taken 
over by the immigrant Spanish clockmaker, J. R. Losada who 
had worked for French and later married his widow. Under 
Losada, the firm continued to produce many fine clocks and 
chronometers selling, in 1864, 38 to the Spanish government 
after successfully competing in trials.3 During this period the 

shop in Cornhill (called The City Observatory) was equipped 
with a large time ball which received signals from the Electric 
Telegraph Company to enable the public to check their 
watches.4 A picture of French’s original shop and time ball 
appears in Edward John Dent, by Vaudrey Mercer.5 

Number 424 has a very lively action and gives an outstanding 
performance with a steady rate after more than 200 years. 
It is a credit to those hands that made it in a very different 
age when canals and barges were considered the latest means 
of transport for goods, decades before the railways were to 
take precedence. The manufacture of one-day chronometers 
(30-hour duration) did not survive long as the short duration 
was risky. Failure to wind would lead to losing the benefit 
of having the ability to calculate longitude and this risk was 
compounded when there was no state-of-wind indication, as 
on this early example. The simplicity of the 30-hour duration 
train and the ability to run with a weaker mainspring, which 
was less liable to break, was thought not a sufficient advantage 
when the two-day chronometer was made in numbers, and 
whose longer duration gave greater security against failure 
to wind. Being very expensive, eight-day chronometers were 
often used in a domestic setting rather than by the Navy which 
would not have found their long duration (and consequently 
greater cost) justified, as it, for the most part wound all its 
chronometers every day anyway.

Having survived over 200 years, the instrument is a 
tribute to the many workers employed in the chronometer 
and watchmaking trades in Georgian England, whose 
individual manual skills produced some of the finest products 
in conditions we would now consider intolerable. Listening to 
the steady beat of the chronometer, I feel linked to a past age 
and all the individual craftsmen who created the watches and 
clocks in a period now lost in the mists of time, when Britain 
led the world in the production of precision chronometers and 
watches.
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