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BUILD YOUR OWN WATCH
If you’ve attended the Basic Mechanical Watch course, here’s another
fabulous opportunity for you to test your skills by building your very own
watch, over two days at Upton Hall.
Tutor John Murphy FBHI will be on hand to guide and assist you through the
process so that by the end you can have a fully operational BHI timepiece
with a genuine Swiss movement, stainless steel case, dial, hands and
leather strap, to take away as yours.
All tools and equipment are provided (though if you use a particular
eyeglass holder, for example, you may wish to bring it with you).
The course, including one night’s accommodation and breakfast, is just
£975 for BHI members. Dates to be announced. To register your interest
please contact Zanna on the details below.

Training Clock
and Watchmakers
Since 1858

To book your place
T: 01636 817603
E: zanna@bhi.co.uk

bhi.co.uk
Upton Hall • Upton • Newark
June 2019
Nottinghamshire • NG23 5TE
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Thomas Tompion
Timepiece No. 1891
Discovery of an Unrecorded Watch
Jeremy Evans

Preparing the ground at their plant nursery in Hexham, Northumberland, Richard Kennedy’s partnerʼs parents were surprised to come across
an old, rusted, silver-cased watch buried in the earth. Initially they put it on display in their home, but when Richard researched the name
of the maker – Tompion – he brought it to Upton Hall to find out more. Jeremy Evans, Tompion expert and former Conservation Officer in
the Horological Study Room at the British Museum, gives his analysis of the watch here.

Figure 1.

A

n exciting discovery happened recently when a silvercased timepiece watch by Thomas Tompion, missing its
outer case, was unearthed in Northumberland.
With coded number 0891 (1891)*, the watch would have
been made and retailed circa 1694, but without Tompion’s
ledgers, which have not survived, there is no way of knowing
to whom it was sold. It is of absolutely standard design, the
silver champlevé dial with the familiar cherub and garland
cartouches containing the ‘signature’ Tompion, London, and the

*

Having begun to number his watches in series in about 1681, in about
1682 Tompion introduced a simple coding system for numbering,
possibly in an effort to confuse forgers. Dots represented hundreds,
ie. .86. = 286, .4.7. = 347 and :6: = 406. When he reached 500 he used
a cross to represent that figure, so 63 = 563, 220 = 720, etc. He did
not combine crosses with dots. When he reached 1000 he used a 0 to
represent that figure, as in this watch, so 0891 = 1891.
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Figure 2.

verge movement with tulip pillars and fine balance cock with
streamers or wings. The watch was hitherto unrecorded (in
modern times), so it is a ‘new’ one to add to the list.
It is the casemaker’s mark within the inner case, or ‘box’,
that is most interesting, because it is the first time that it has
been recorded: a cameo mark, WS, surmounted by what is
possibly a rudimentary crown. It is tempting to try to ascribe
this mark to William Sherwood which, if correct, would make
it the earliest case recorded by him. There are, however,
several details that might cast doubt on this suggestion.
Firstly, Sherwood was not officially made free until 1695,
so it would be a little surprising, though perhaps not entirely
out of the question, to see a mark of his on a watch of circa
1694. Watches were often finished out of sequence so it may
be that no. 1891 was not retailed until 1695 or even 1696.
Secondly, the mark is not as crisp as might be expected from
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Figures 3a–3d. Above and centre: the number and mark on the newly discovered watch. Top right: an example of a known William Sherwood mark,
and bottom right: a mark with a crown that might be a Sherwood mark, but this is not certain.
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what should have been a brand new punch. Is it possible
that the punch threw up burrs that were removed during
finishing, hence the mark’s rubbed or polished appearance?
The serial number would probably not have been punched
before the maker’s mark, but at a later point in production.
Thirdly, why choose a cameo punch that is harder to make
than a simpler incuse punch? Lastly, if it was indeed his mark,
why was it discarded in favour of his far more familiar incuse
mark? Might there have been some objection to the use of a
crown above the mark – if it is, indeed, a crown?
Sherwood was apprenticed to James Delander in 1686
and made free in 1695. James was the brother of Nathaniel
Delander who was Tompion’s principal case maker until
he died in 1691. Initially, Sherwood was one of several
casemakers to be employed by Tompion during the eight or
nine years following Nathaniel’s death, but by the turn of the
century he had become his leading supplier. He continued to
supply Graham after Tompion’s death, producing hundreds,
if not thousands, of cases for these two leading watchmakers.
James Delander had premises in Bolt and Tunn Court, about
40 yards away from Tompion’s – ten if there was a back door,
which there probably was.
Sherwood’s more frequently encountered mark, WS incuse,
was almost invariably used on his cases made between at least
1697 and 1729, from which year the last example is recorded.
There was, indeed, another WS mark surmounted by a
crown, possibly also Sherwood’s, but that was, again, incuse
and quite different from the mark of no. 1891. It is probable,
therefore, that the case of no. 1891 is not a later replacement,
but its original case with an unrecorded mark, adding another
fascinating detail to the story of TT’s watch case makers.
No other obvious candidate can be suggested as the owner of
this mark.
All the steel components have, of course, become terribly
rusted and are almost certainly beyond restoration, but the
brass components – especially those which are gilded – will
probably be saveable, should any attempt at restoration be
made. Any thought of restoration will almost certainly involve
the replacement of every steel component, so it would almost
be a re-build. Not impossible, but a huge amount of work and
very expensive if attempted. It has, however, been done before;
see Antiquarian Horolog y, June 1981, p609, ‘A Tompion watch
dug up on the South Downs in 1977’ by W. A. Van Aken.
Extraordinarily, this involved no. 0886 (1886) – just five away
from this recently excavated example. Quite a coincidence!

Figure 4. Another silver case Thomas Tompion, circa 1698, no. 2628,
sold by Sotheby's in 2016. This gives an idea of what watch no. 1891
might have looked like in its prime.

The movement would have been made by one of Tompion’s
employees, several of them probably outworkers. If it is ever
dismantled, his mark might be found somewhere on one of
the plates – W, I, TD and RH being four that have so far
been found on watches from this period. The serial number
will be found in several places, principally on the potence
plate, engraved with the signature, punched on the pillarplate, and scratched in other places – see Thomas Tompion 300
Years, Evans, Carter, Wright, Water Lane Publishing, Stroud,
Gloucestershire, 2013, p274.
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BHI BUSINESS PARTNER
Membership Opportunities*

With the British Horological Institute’s ever increasing exposure as a highly
respected clock and watch training provider for not only the horological world,
but the public too, we are now offering a further level of BHI Membership to
complement that of Corporate Membership.
Although previously explored, BHI business membership has not been
promoted greatly in the past. This membership is offered as an upgrade to
current members in the horological retail and repair business, to be associated
with the BHI. Partners in business, so to speak.
As we continue to attend numerous events across the UK, we have been
fortunate that so many have welcomed our modern BHI approach. This has
been clear in the uplift of students visiting Upton Hall and our ever improving
facilities.
Not only are we teaching budding professionals to EAL accreditation status,
we offer a range of opportunities for all abilities.
We are inviting members to join us and promote their business as a BHI
Business Partner. Benefits for this level of membership are:
• Inclusion on the BHI website and in the monthly HJ and BHI marketing
media
• Opportunity to use the BHI Business Partner logo on your website
and business stationery
• 10% discount for you and your staff on five-day training courses
• 5% discount on all other courses at Upton Hall
(excluding introduction days)

Please support your Institute. It’s your backing that helps us to improve our
facilities and train the clock and watch makers of the future.

To become a BHI Business Partner,
contact Brian Noble at brian@bhi.co.uk
* Open to current members who wish to upgrade to become a BHI Business Partner.
Fees will be charged annually from the time of upgrading (£500/year). Continuing
additional individual membership is required, with fees payable annually on 1 January.

BHI Business Partners
The British Horological Institute is supported by the following Business Partners

RS Watch Repairs
www.rswatchrepairs.com
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W. E. Clarke & Son
www.weclarkandson.co.uk

271

