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Dear fellow watch connoisseurs
Welcome to Issue 18
For a story genuinely to qualify as a legend, it should unfold in many chapters.
Certainly that holds true for the legend of the Blancpain Fifty Fathoms. Recall the
chapters of then Blancpain CEO, Jean-Jacques Fiechter’s adventures with his diving
club and his inventiveness in the conception of the world’s first modern diving watch;
the adoption by the French Navy’s combat divers; Jacques-Yves Cousteau’s selection of
the Fifty for his dives; the creation of the Bathyscaphe and more. In this Issue we
focus on one of the most celebrated chapters of this seventy-year saga, the MIL-SPEC 1
and MIL-SPEC 2 Fifties that were the chosen diving watches for the United States
Navy. We trace the story through not only the recollections of Jean-Jacques Fiechter,
but as well the memories of the two sons of Blancpain’s then US importer Allen V.
Tornek. Fortunately, in addition, we have accessed formerly classified reports of the
Navy’s testing program. The events of this chapter span nearly two decades beginning
in 1953 and running through the 1960s. Fast forward to the present with our modern
homage to this important chapter with the Tribute to Fifty Fathoms MIL-SPEC, one of
our highlights at Baselworld 2017.
There are many dimensions to our in-house métiers d’art savoir faire. Previously
we have introduced our readers to our timepieces showcasing fine engraving,
damascening, and shakudō. In this Issue, we focus upon the creative and original
forms of enamel painting taking place in Blancpain’s Le Brassus studio.

Enjoy Issue 18!

Marc A. Hayek
President and CEO Blancpain
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TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

Tribute to

FIFTY FATHOMS
MIL-SPEC
The now iconic Fifty Fathoms MIL-SPEC was selected as the US Navy
dive watch. The Tribute pays homage to its history.
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Hindsight is miraculous. Drawing upon its seemingly limitless powers, all of us can assume the mantle of
unbounded creativity. Innovations that followed
tireless brutal labors and, often, humiliating setbacks
can be made to seem obvious and easy. Looking back
upon the more than half century of the Blancpain
Fifty Fathoms and the inspirational insights that defined its features, it is far too easy to tumble into the
hindsight trap. “Well of course that’s what a diving
watch had to be; aren’t they all that way?”

Yes, today there is an understood set of characteristics
that nearly universally is taken to define the genre. But
the reason for that is not that these elements were obvious at the beginning as hindsight might suggest;
instead it is because one pioneer created the first modern diving watch and the rest of the world followed.
That pioneer blazing the path was Blancpain.
The debut at Baselworld 2017 of the new Blancpain
Tribute to Fifty Fathoms MIL-SPEC, which embodies
all of the key features that originally defined the Fifty
Fathoms plus an additional element, a moisture indicator, furnishes the occasion to retrace the evolution

of the Fifty Fathoms from its birth to the creation of
the two versions of MIL-SPEC Fifty Fathoms that became the diving watch for the United States Navy and
secured their place in diving history as landmark
timepieces.
After the end of World War II, scuba diving was in its
infancy. As is often the case with a newly born field of
endeavor, equipment lagged behind enthusiasm. Amateurs and professionals (at this time, military) were
struggling to come to grips with the underwater world
and its demands. Events transpired to place the Fifty
Fathoms as a bridge between the efforts of these two
groups: the amateur was Blancpain’s CEO at the time,
Jean-Jacques Fiechter; the military professionals were
Robert (“Bob”) Maloubier and Lieutenant Claude
Riffaud of the recently formed French Navy Combat
Diving Corps. In Fiechter’s amateur diving world,
where he was a member of a club located in the south
of France, it was not yet understood that divers
needed a watch. One dive changed all that. Without a
watch to track his time underwater, Jean-Jacques
Fiechter exhausted his scuba tanks. Resisting his impulses to panic, he knew that he could not sprint to

BLANCPAIN created the ORIGINAL TEMPLATE
for modern diving watches, a FORMULA THAT
ENDURES for the entire watch world today.

Right: The MIL-SPEC 1 with its
distinctive moisture indicator.
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the surface without risk of injury; a measured ascent
at the very limits of his breath was required. Of course,
he survived the scare. But beyond the raw emotion of
his fright, he acquired both profound insights and the
inspiration to create a timing instrument for those
who shared his diving passion. Returning to the
Blancpain workshops, Fiechter devoted himself to designing a watch that would enable him and his fellow
divers to time their dives safely, easily, and reliably.
He had no script. There was no precedent. Most horological development builds upon the foundation laid
by centuries of earlier watchmaking. With no similar
guidance from past watchmakers, Fiechter thrust
upon himself a white piece of paper design project.
What attributes must his watch possess? Watertightness, sure. But what about setting the watch in a wet
environment? If a dive were being timed, how should
the starting time be marked? Magnets were part of
the diving environment; how could the watch be protected? What was needed to read the watch underwater? What would enhance legibility? Should it be
manual wind or automatic winding? Finding answers
was vital, but so, too, was even asking all the right
questions.

When Jean-Jacques Fiechter created
the original Fifty Fathoms THERE WAS
NO PRECEDENT to follow.

Things were not much easier for the French military
team. In one respect, they were ahead of Fiechter. They
had determined in advance that their navy divers
would need a timing instrument. No need for an
epiphany after running out of air during a dive. That
initial insight, however, did not yield a watch that
worked. At the outset, they were steered toward a
French watch company called LIP which happily furnished them what it considered to be a diving watch.
The samples received were small, difficult to read
underwater, and, worst of all, far from water resistant.
In Maloubier’s words describing the tests, the watches
all “drowned to death”. Other watch houses contacted
by the French had nothing to offer. Eventually, the
French made contact with Fiechter at Blancpain.
The bridge between the military and amateur diving
worlds was formed. The French team’s ideas for what
was required for their underwater missions and
Fiechter’s specifications, formed from his own diving
experience, meshed fully. Given samples of the Fifty
Fathoms for evaluation, the French found that the
Blancpain design incorporated the features that their
divers required. The Fifty Fathoms samples functioned perfectly in their tests. The French Navy had
its watch.

Opposite: Blancpain’s then CEO
Jean-Jacques Fiechter on a dive
in the south of France.
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The history of the Fifty Fathoms with
the US Navy merits its own dedicated
chapter in the LEGEND .

And what was the formula that debuted with
Blancpain’s Fifty Fathoms? Superior water resistance
built upon two solutions for which Fiechter obtained
patents: a double sealed crown and a special seal design for the case back. The crown was particularly
clever: since there were two seals, there was protection
against moisture even if the crown were pulled partway out. To further ensure watertightness, Fiechter
determined that the watch must have an automatic
winding system. This would minimize wear on the
crown sealing system that otherwise would accompany daily manual winding. Legibility was a paramount
consideration since the underwater environment and
masks both conspire against easy readability. So, he
settled on a large size for the Fifty Fathoms and plain
white indexes, bezel markings and hands against a
black background. To aid reading in darkness, the indexes and hands were luminous. One ingenious feature was the rotating bezel. By placing the bezel index
opposite the minute hand at the start of a dive, the
elapsed time could be read directly from the bezel.
And to ensure against inadvertent rotation of the
bezel, Fiechter devised a locking mechanism. To aid
group diving where synchronization of watches would
be important, Fiechter equipped the Fifty Fathoms
with a hacking mechanism to stop the watches when

the crown was pulled. Thus, the group could all set
time together. Finally, knowing that the diving environment was often home to strong magnets, Fiechter
protected the movement from magnetism by wrapping it in an iron inner case which would function as
a shield. Never before had a diving watch been constructed with this ensemble of features and designs all
perfectly conceived for the underwater world and the
needs of divers.
What was ideal for the French military perfectly sui
ted the amateur, or better said, civilian, world. The
Fifty Fathoms quickly established itself as an essential
piece of equipment alongside tanks, breathing apparatus, masks, and fins. Such was its perception as an
indispensable instrument, that the Fifty Fathoms was
generally sold in diving shops. A good example is
AquaLung, which along with manufacturing scuba
tanks and breathing apparatus, owned retail diving
equipment stores selling and renting not only gear of
their own manufacture, but Fifty Fathoms watches as
well. Illustrative of the close links between the Fifty
Fathoms and AquaLung’s other diving gear, the watches in their shops were specially ordered from Blancpain
with “Aqua Lung” written upon the dials.
The French military was not the only navy to adopt the
Fifty Fathoms for its divers. It became the watch for
the navies of the United States, Germany, Spain, Israel
and Pakistan among others. But it is its history with
the United States Navy that merits its own dedicated
chapter in the larger Fifty Fathoms story. These United
States Navy Fifty Fathoms watches came to be known
as “MIL-SPEC”. Today, MIL-SPEC models are arguably the most coveted and sought after Fifties watches
in the vintage market, with skyrocketing auction
prices. And it is the MIL-SPEC patrimony that inspired Blancpain’s new limited edition Tribute to Fifty
Fathoms MIL-SPEC which was a sensation at its debut
during the 2017 Basel fair. We will return shortly to
the description of the new limited edition piece, but
first let us turn to the history that lies behind it.
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This chapter in the history of the Fifty Fathoms revolves around Blancpain’s distributor in America,
Allen V. Tornek. Tornek met Jean-Jacques Fiechter’s
brother, René, in New York and the two of them
teamed up on a business venture aimed at avoiding
punishing watch tariffs then in effect in the US.
Through René, Tornek met Jean-Jacques and forged a
business relationship with Blancpain that was to endure for decades.
If there has been one constant that marks the evolution of the Fifty Fathoms, it has been the pivotal role
that passion for diving has played at key junctures.
The watch was first created by Jean-Jacques Fiechter
based on his experience as a diver. Its modern renaissance has been powered by Marc A. Hayek, today’s
CEO, again flowing from his diving passion. In
Tornek’s case, the passionate diver was his son Larry.
During an early meeting with Fiechter, Tornek was
exposed for the first time to the Fifty Fathoms. His
interest was piqued because of his son’s new diving
passion, so he flew home with a watch. Of course,

Right and opposite:
Specifications for the hands and
case of the MIL-SPEC.

Larry was thrilled, so much so that he still treasures
the watch today, half a century later. Beyond the joy
of giving a gift to his son, the purchase planted a seed
in Allen V. Tornek’s thoughts. Why not look for ways
to distribute the Fifty Fathoms in the United States
and, having learned of the adoption by the French
Navy, why not with the largest potential purchaser of
them all, the US Navy?
Dealing with the labyrinthian jungle of government
procurement is daunting, particularly it seems if the
military is involved. Tornek knew he needed a guide
and turned to a retired colonel in Washington DC
for assistance. At the time, now 1955, the Navy was
developing a specification for what it called “submer
sible wrist watches”. However difficult the process
would have been in ordinary circumstances to secure
a contract for Blancpain, Fiechter and Tornek had to
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confront a predetermined strong Navy bias in favor of
one American watch company. Indeed, the Navy was
crafting the specifications in concert with that potential supplier in anticipation of giving them the order.
Compounding the difficulties even further, the Buy
American Act would impose a series of obstacles
against non-US watches, such as a rule requiring the
“purchase” (keep note of that word as it will play a role
as the tale unfolds) of jewels fabricated in America
and, as one additional discouraging word, a 25% tariff.
The deck was stacked against Blancpain.
Nonetheless Tornek attacked the problem. He flew
to Switzerland and met with Jean-Jacques Fiechter.
Despite what appeared to be forbidding obstacles and
a process conceived inevitably to award the contract
to the American company, Fiechter and he were deter
mined to go forward.
The 1955 draft specification plainly was not written in
a vacuum. Its requirements largely mirrored the Fifty
Fathoms watches that were already in the hands of

other navies. It reads like a description of what
Blancpain had first invented more than two years before, with one addition, a moisture indicator which,
as it turns out, Blancpain had subsequently added.
Watertightness
3.6.1 Requirements, Case, General.
The case and crystal assembly shall be sealed and sufficiently rigid to withstand a hydrostatic pressure of
175 pounds per square inch (gage) with no leakage…
3.9 Requirements, Moisture Indicator.
A moisture indicator shall be securely fastened to the
dial in a visible location. The free rotation of the hands
shall not be affected when the indicator is in place.
Visibility in dark
3.7.1 Requirements, Dials and Hands, General.
Readability of this watch is of primary importance. It
shall be able to be read in total darkness. Care should
be taken to ensure that all markings are sharp edged,
clean and readily distinguishable from other remote
and adjacent marks.
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Since a diver ISSUED THE WATCH WITH
HIS OTHER DIVING GEAR could not know
if the watch had been misused by another diver,
a moisture indicator on the dial represented
an ADDED SAFETY MEASURE .
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3.7.4 Requirements, Dials and Hands.
The three hands shall be distinctly different from each
other and shall clearly stand out from the dial background when viewed in either natural daylight conditions or total darkness.
Outer, rotatable ring
3.6.6 Requirements, Case Rotatable Ring.
The watch shall be equipped with a rotatable ring in
the location normally occupied by the bezel. (In use,
the ring will be rotated to line up the index mark with
one of the hands.) The ring shall be designed to be
rotated and set by hand without tools and shall
be protected against unintentional movement caused
by abrasion, shock and vibration.
While the American Navy was waiting for the “favored” US watch company to develop a watch, it needed interim supply. Its efforts were summarized in a
December 1957 report where it determined that
Blancpain and one other Swiss brand had watches that
were considered acceptable for use.

Blancpain remained a step ahead. It already had more
than two years of experience with the Fifty Fathoms.
That experience led Fiechter to add one feature to his
original 1953 Fifty, a moisture indicator. The idea of
having a moisture indicator made sense to Fiechter.
He knew that in many environments, and most particularly in the military arena, the Fifty Fathoms
watches were not handled in the same way that a normal owner would utilize his personal watch. Instead
of being given to a diver to keep and wear as if it were
his own watch, the watches were provided to military
personnel at the beginning of a mission along with the
rest of the diving equipment and were returned to the
equipment personnel at the conclusion of a dive. Thus,
a diver would likely be diving with a different watch
on each dive and, vitally, when receiving a watch along
with his other gear prior to a dive, would have no idea
how the watch had been previously used. Said more
starkly, the diver would not know if the watch he was
then being issued had been misused by someone
earlier. Fiechter saw a risk in this. What if during an
earlier dive, the crown had been caught on netting or
had been recklessly manhandled by the diver which
might have allowed moisture into the watch? Unless
something had been reported, these events would
be unknown to subsequent users. Fiechter’s solution
was elegant. He fitted a small disk upon the dial in the
6 o’clock position that would change color in the event
of a moisture intrusion. Not only was this version
of the watch adopted by the French Navy, JacquesYves Cousteau and his team dived with them, including
during their filming of the Academy Award winning
film Silent World.
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Upon learning of the US Navy’s draft 1955 specification, Fiechter improved the design of the moisture
indicator. Instead of a simple disk that would change
color, he developed a bi-colored version: pale blue on
one half and red on the other. In the event of moisture
intrusion, the blue half of the disk would change its
color to red. Thus, when a diver was issued his watch
for a mission, if the blue color showed well on the disk,
he could wear the watch with confidence that it had
not been compromised earlier.
The series of Fifty Fathoms equipped with this bicolor moisture indicator was named “MIL-SPEC” as
it was developed in conformance with the draft Navy
specification.
Several Blancpain MIL-SPEC watches were tested by
the US Navy in 1958. Alongside Blancpain were
watches from two other Swiss companies. The watch
from the American company that the Navy had been
favoring was still under development and, therefore,
was not tested. The approval for interim use of the
Blancpain MIL-SPEC was affirmed. Indeed, it was
the only watch in the test which included all the elements laid out in the still in draft form 1955 specification. Interestingly, the one other Swiss watch that
had been approved for interim use alongside
Blancpain in 1957 failed the test and was deleted
from the US Navy’s list.
Yet another round of testing took place in 1959.
Plainly this round was occasioned by the fact that the
favored American company had finally built its
prototype USN watch. Far from cloaking its bias, the
Navy expressly wrote that the “primary objective” for
conducting this new test was to have an in-service
evaluation of the American watch alongside the Swiss
timepieces. In the case of Blancpain, the Navy saw no
need for testing as such. It had progressed beyond
testing to real world experience. The Navy wrote,
“This watch [Blancpain] has not been put through any
special tests since the [1958 report], but has been used
in numerous working dives on a continuous basis.”

The American watch did not comport itself well. The
Navy found a “tendency of the bezel ring to come off ”;
that its moisture indicator only worked to determine
watertightness at the time of manufacture; and that
the design of the face and hands was “short of optimum”. By contrast, the only watch that satisfied every
single test and met all criteria was the Blancpain Fifty
Fathoms MIL-SPEC. The report recites the Navy’s
experience with twelve Blancpain Fifty Fathoms
MIL-SPEC watches during what it called “Operation
HARDTACK”. These twelve Blancpains were worn
continuously for three to four months during the
operation. The description of the operation speaks
volumes:
“The [watches] were actively used by divers during this
period and subjected to shocks and hard use during
heavy work at the surface as well as to submersion.
The maximum depth of dive was 185 feet, but an extremely large number of dives were made to depths in
the vicinity of 150 feet. The primary employment of
the watches was to scuba diving, in which timing was
extremely critical due to the depths concerned.”

The US Navy verdict after testing
the Blancpain: “ VIRTUALLY
COMPLETE SATISFACTION ”.
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The final testing report from
the US Navy issued in 1959.
Now declassified.
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During testing the ONLY WATCH which
passed all tests was the FIFTY FATHOMS .

The performance of the watches was described as
“highly satisfactory” and none of the watches “gave
any evidence of leakage”. The rotating bezel was called
out specifically.
“The outer ring of the watches soon came to be re
garded as an indispensable feature…The ease of setting the ring and of reading the numbers were very
clearly superior in the Blancpain watch as compared
to various other types that were in use at the scene.”
As well, two other Blancpain special features were
noted:
“Two seemingly small features—the fact that setting
the watch did not require any unscrewing of a sealing
cap and the fact that the hands stop when the stem is
pulled out—both proved significantly valuable in
situations where rapid ‘synchronization’ of several
watches was required. The fact that the lack of a sealing cap apparently did not impair resistance to leakage
should be noted.”
What the report is referring to are in fact two design
elements that Blancpain incorporated in the Fifty
Fathoms dating all the way back to Fiechter’s first ver-

sions. The movements were designed to “hack”, which
means that when the crown was pulled to the time
setting position, the movement is stopped. That is
what allowed the ease of synchronization which is
reported. The superior water resistance without the
need of a screw down cap is attributable to Fiechter’s
patented double sealed crown.
The conclusion of the report adds to the praise:
“In summary, experience with 12 Blancpain underwater watches during Operation HARDTACK
yielded virtually complete satisfaction. No worthwhile suggestions for improvement of this watch can
be offered.”
One further observation jumps off the pages of the
1959 report where all of the military criteria were listed
and the performance of the timepieces recorded. The
only watch rated “satisfactory” on all aspects evaluated
by the Navy was the Blancpain.

Opposite: The Frankford
Arsenal in the 1950s, a
US Navy testing site.
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¹ The MIL-SPEC 2 watches are
extremely rare today. They were
constructed using special metal
which had greatly reduced
magnetic attraction, had a
brushed finish to ensure against
“sparkling” and a movement
utilizing beryllium. As these
watches were issued to Navy
divers as military equipment and
not as personal timepieces, only
a scant few found their way into
private hands.

Two iterations of specification were to be issued by the
Navy, one in September 1959 and a follow-on version
in March 1961. The difference between the two largely
rests on the addition of non-magnetic criteria. The
1961 version added this element in order to guard
against the watches setting off magnetically triggered
mines. The Fifty Fathoms was qualified under both.
The 1959 version of the specification defined the original Fifty Fathoms MIL-SPEC, which has sometimes
been called the MIL-SPEC 1. The non-magnetic version defined the later Fifty Fathoms MIL-SPEC 2.1

² The Frankford Arsenal ceased
government operations in 1977.
Today it is an office park.

These specifications required qualification testing at a
military facility, notwithstanding all the testing that

had taken place previously. The site chosen by the
Navy was its Frankford Arsenal in Philadelphia which
was opened in 1816 during the presidency of James
Madison as a small arms and munitions facility.2
Larry Tornek vividly recalls attending the qualification testing program. Then a graduate student at the
prestigious Wharton Business School in Philadelphia,
Larry was nominated by his father to attend on behalf
of Blancpain. The tests were brutal and one stands
out in his memory. Paragraph 4.4.9.1, conceived to
test the strength of the crystal, called for placing a
40-inch-long steel tube upon the watch’s crystal and
dropping a 5/8-inch solid steel ball down the tube so
as to strike the crystal!
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Blancpain received contracts from the Navy for both
the MIL-SPEC and MIL-SPEC 2. That, however, did
not relieve Tornek and Blancpain from the provisions
of the Buy American Act and the accompanying compliance gymnastics. The jewel provision was particularly amusing. It was mandated that American jewels
be “purchased”. Fortunately, the requirement was for
“purchase” not “use”. Since the quality of available
American jewels at the time was so poor, Tornek
bought the jewels—perfect compliance—and then
promptly threw them away.
Considering all of the energy and effort (and wasted
jewels) that Blancpain and Tornek poured into this
chapter of the Fifty Fathoms, the rewards were some-

what disappointing. This was largely due to the Navy’s
ordering practices. Rather than ordering large quantities at one time, orders for relatively small quantities
were placed periodically. Naturally, this practice made
production runs more difficult and costly. Not only
were the quantities called out in each order frustra
tingly small, but on occasion the numbers were bizarre.
One order was for 631 watches. Why not a nice round
number? Because the Navy wanted 600 watches and
as a backup 5% more plus one!
The third in the series of limited edition Tribute to
Fifty Fathoms pieces, the MIL-SPEC has been inspired
by this rich history. Its MIL-SPEC heritage is instantly
seen with the presence of a bi-color moisture indicator

Opposite: The US Navy dial
specification including the
mandatory moisture indicator.
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at 6 o’clock on the dial, the same position as on the
original watches. As with the original, it is the change
of color which would signal any intrusion of moisture.
The top half of the disk is white in color. If exposed to
moisture the color will change to a warning red. The
dial of the Tribute likewise recalls the Navy’s watches
with its stick markers at 3, 6 and 9 and prominent dots
elsewhere at five-minute intervals. Of course, there is
a large marker at 12 o’clock. The Navy specification
called for the dial marking “U.S.” under the name
Blancpain. Naturally, that has been left out.
Creating a Tribute timepiece did not mean that
Blancpain’s modern innovations would be swept aside.
To the contrary, the Tribute MIL-SPEC makes use of

Blancpain’s current savoir faire. The automatic winding
movement is equipped with two mainspring barrels
endowing the watch with a 96-hour power reserve. The
balance wheel is free sprung with gold regulation screws
and it is fitted with a silicium balance spring. The sili
cium balance spring achieves the same protection
against magnetism as the vintage models’ inner iron
cases. With no further need of an inner iron case, the
modern Tribute has been fitted with a clear sapphire
case back which affords a view of the finely finished
movement including the solid gold winding rotor with
a NAC coating (a platinum alloy) and Blancpain logo.
There is one other important modern attribute
brought to the Tribute MIL-SPEC, its bombé sapphire
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bezel. Created by Blancpain in 2003 as part of the cele
bration of the Fifty Fathoms’ 50th anniversary, the
rounded bezel has a special allure and radiance which
only solid sapphire can achieve. One additional plus,
bested only by diamond, sapphire is extraordinarily
hard and, therefore, scratch resistant.
Historically, over the three decades that Jean-Jacques
Fiechter was CEO of Blancpain, Fifty Fathoms timepieces were produced in a range of sizes. The Tribute
MIL-SPEC echoes that tradition as it is 40.30 mm in
diameter. Connoisseurs now have a choice of sizes
within the Fifty Fathoms collection as there are mo
dels with diameters ranging from 38 mm to 58.65 mm.
One final word: the Tribute to Fifty Fathoms MILSPEC is limited to but 500 examples. •

The new limited
edition Tribute to
Fifty Fathoms
MIL-SPEC.
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TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

Métiers d’art

ENAMEL
PAINTINGS
Blancpain’s artists mix tradition and new creativity.
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Miniature enamel painting
draws upon A RICH HISTORY
including arranging marriages.

Imagine yourself as a nobleman with a beautiful
eligible daughter 500 years ago. Pleasant thought
isn’t it? Of course, you have an important task before you, finding her a suitable match. Naturally
your position, wealth, and even terms of a dowry
would be known or could be easily presented in a
letter. But what about her appearance? Tragic that
mobile phone selfies won’t come along for another
half millennium. The solution: a miniature portrait
in enamel to accompany a letter.

In the mid-1600s, particularly in France, miniature
enamel portraiture became extremely popular, not
only as a way of introduction to potential suitors, but
as a form of personal memento. Indeed, many officers
fighting distant from home carried enamel portraits
of their families, much as soldiers today carry photos
tucked away in wallets. The art form flourished until
upended by the technology of photographs.
Nonetheless, during its heyday the techniques and the
savoir faire for miniature enamel portraiture found
fertile ground outside of France in Geneva. Initially,
it flourished as a way to bring value to early, not ter-

ribly precise, timepieces. The development of watchmaking can be thought of as having two distinct early
phases. The first came with the invention of the mainspring, which as a source of stored energy, enabled the
creation of the first watches. However, these primitive
efforts lacked effective regulating elements. Thus,
precision timekeeping was not really part of the
bargain. Indeed, it was common during this period
for watches to have only an hour hand, since it was
rather pointless to pretend that a minute hand would
convey any useful information. It was only with the
invention of the balance wheel by Dutch mathematician Christiaan Huygens in 1674, that precision came
to watchmaking.
During the interval between the invention of the
mainspring and the invention of the balance wheel,
miniature enamel painting became interwoven with
watchmaking. If a watch lacked value as a timekeeping
instrument, adding elaborate decoration, most often
in the form of enamel painting, served to bestow importance upon the timepiece. Thus, enamel painters
took root in Geneva and established the grand Swiss
tradition of watch enameling.
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Today, miniature enamel painting has become an
extremely rare art form. Less than a handful of watch
houses offer métiers d’art pieces featuring it and, of
those, fewer still actually practice it within their walls.
Thus, with its in-house enamelers in its Le Brassus
studio, Blancpain indeed sets itself apart in its dedication to métiers d’art.
It is the head of the Métiers d’Art atelier, Christophe
Bernardot, who leads the enamelers at Blancpain.
Christophe is a classically educated artist who attended the École régionale des Beaux-Arts in Besançon,
less than 40 minutes distant from the Vallée de Joux.
There he learned the fundamental techniques for
enamel painting. Initially, however, he went to work
not in the horological world, but for the renowned house of Porcelaine de Sèvres. When he joined
Blancpain in Le Brassus, the studio had already established its fame with artistic engraving. With his
arrival came a broad expansion of Blancpain’s artistic
savoir faire as he brought not only enamel painting,
but damascening and shakudō techniques. Blancpain
now stands in rarified air in practicing all of these
forms of artistic expression under its roof.

In many ways, Blancpain’s enameling is utterly classic,
respecting the finest Swiss traditions. There are, however, two respects in which Christophe does part company with that tradition and the handful of Swiss
artisans who still are able to carry the enamel banner.
The first departure is somewhat technical. Swiss
enameling generally calls for a last step which places
a transparent protective layer, called fondant, over
the portrait or image. Historically this made sense as
many enamel works were placed on the outside of
the watch on the case. Thus exposed to the elements
and handling, they certainly required protection. In
Blancpain’s case, enamel art is uniquely brought to the
dial. Since that is a completely protected and sealed
environment, adding a fondant layer not only would
be unnecessary but would risk diminishing somewhat
the vibrancy of the painting. His second departure is
artistic. Today, the few remaining Swiss artists still
cling to motifs from centuries ago. Both Marc A.
Hayek and he believe in unbounded creativity and
Christophe has been freed to find new motifs and
styles for these miniature pieces of dial art. Incidentally, it’s not that Christophe abjures the stylized
pieces from the past or that he has not painted some;
off to the side of his workbench in Le Brassus is a glass
case filled with some of his marvelous examples of
classically themed enamels including a breathtaking
miniature reproduction he painted earlier in his career of Jean Dominique Auguste Ingres’ 1814 celebrated work La Grande Odalisque (“The Grand
Concubine”). Notwithstanding his evident talent in
painting these stunning works, Christophe refuses to
allow his art to be imprisoned by the past.

Blancpain’s ARTISTS are FREE
to find new motifs and styles.

Opposite: Chef d’atelier Christophe
Bernardot painting in the studio.
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The first stage of the work is

PREPARING THE SURFACE of the dial.

The process of bringing painted enamel to a watch dial
is extraordinarily involved. It begins with the fabrication of a surface for the painting. Blancpain’s enamel
dials use as a base a solid gold disk. To create an enamel surface for painting upon the gold base, layer after
layer of enamel must be applied to both sides of the
gold disk. Why both sides? It is to fight deformation.
Each application of an enamel layer requires a firing
in an 800 ºC oven. If enamel were present on only one
side, there would be a risk that the unprotected gold
on the back would heat and cool differently from the
front with warping as the result. After several layers
have been applied, Christophe meticulously polishes
the top surface. Full fired enamel, called grand feu,
has a natural tendency to become somewhat rounded
or bombé in shape. For an unpainted dial, this natural
bombé form is part of the allure as it brings visual interest. The unpainted grand feu enamel dials found
throughout Blancpain’s collections have this form. But
a bombé surface is not a suitable canvas for a painting.
Nor is one that has any trace of even micro cracks
from the oven firing. Thus, Christophe devotes enormous effort to polishing in order to ensure a perfectly
flat flawless surface.
Opposite: An early stage
in creating the work, line
drawing of the figures.

In most instances, before any paintbrush touches the
finely prepared surface of the dial, Christophe has prepared sketched studies of the image he wants to create.
Often multiple trials are evaluated. Christophe is looking for balance, not only with respect to the design
itself, but also with regard to the way in which that
design relates to other elements on the dial. Keep in
mind that, after all, this is a watch dial and that, in
addition to the image or portrait, there may be indexes
(a highly variable factor as some of his dials have no
indexes, others have some but not all, still others have
all twelve) and the legend “Blancpain”. It is vital, therefore, that these different elements be harmonious with
one another. As well, in some cases, the dial image has
been specially requested so that a preparation of a
study becomes important before further work starts
in order to ensure that the design is satisfactory.
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Once the layout of the design has been decided, the
next step is the preparation of the colors. Enamel powder is heated until it becomes a colorless liquid. Then
different metallic oxides are added to produce the desired colors. Christophe has confected special recipes
for some of his colors that he considers “top secret”.
Once the colors have been readied, the actual painting
can begin. Owing to the small scale of a watch dial, he
must work with staggeringly fine brushes and view his
work with magnification. In a nod to modernity, unlike his forebears hundreds of years ago, Christophe
works with the aid of a binocular microscope.
Since the colors are enamel themselves, the painting
must be followed by oven firing.

Freed from slavish devotion to historic themes,
Christophe’s selection of subject matters has been
boundless. Asian scenes, flowers, Lake Geneva and
the Lavaux vineyards (a UNESCO World Heritage
site), abstract fantasies, butterflies, and more have left
the workshop. Every single dial is unique and no design will ever be repeated. Thus, each owner of one of
these métiers d’art timepieces can be assured that he
or she owns a limited edition of one piece.
The Swiss-themed Lavaux dial not only debuts a new
motif but novel techniques as well. The dial portrays
the Lavaux vineyards which rise steeply from Lake
Geneva, not far from Blancpain’s administrative offices
in a suburb of Lausanne. To capture the scene of vineyards, lake, mountains and sky, Christophe wanted to
imbue the dial with the spirit of an Impressionist
watercolor. To achieve that special allure of a watercolor, he adapted his method of mixing colors so as to
dilute them.

Left: The oven used for firing
the enamel.
Opposite, above and below:
Mixing the colors.
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Each enamel dial is
a LIMITED EDITION OF ONE .

Some of the enamel dials are created using a technique
called champlevé. Instead of a completely flat surface
upon which colors are painted, champlevé begins with
carving out material, creating raised and lowered
zones on the dial, separated and framed by a thin gold
border at the edges of the carved areas. The object is
to bring an extra dimension of visual depth to the design. The carving is done with a form of awl called a
burin. After the carving is completed, using a stone,
the lowered zone is carefully polished so that it will be
perfectly smooth.

This champlevé technique was brought to the creation
of an edelweiss themed dial. The edelweiss, of course,
is the national flower of Switzerland. The dial features
two edelweiss flowers set against a white background.
Working upon the gold disk, Christophe carved down
what were to become the background areas of the dial,
leaving fine gold borders surrounding the petals and
leaves of the flower. Through this method not only did
he create the fine gold borders for the edelweiss, but
he, in effect, “raised” the flower elements of the dial
above their lowered surrounding background. When
he applied the white enamel to the petals, Christophe
fired that layer at a lower than normal temperature.
This imported a touch of graininess to the petals, mirroring the fuzzy texture of edelweiss petals in nature.
For the green leaves, he formulated a special green
color that is slightly transparent, mimicking the waxy
look of edelweiss leaves.
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Included in the ENAMEL REPERTOIRE
is the technique of champlevé.

Further distinguishing this extraordinary composition, are the centers of the two flowers. In nature, the
center of an edelweiss has a number of gold colored
spikey small florets. To fashion the centers, Christophe
drew upon his engraving repertoire. Beginning with a
disk of gold, he finely carved the florets, leaving small
central areas in each to be filled with enamel. Once he
had completed the carving and enameling of the two
centers, they were attached to the dial as appliques,
held in place by microscopically fine feet inserted into
equally miniscule holes. Both the carving and the
attachment bring even greater visual depth to this
unique dial.
One final step remained. The Blancpain legend; the
indexes at 12 and 6; and the notation “Swiss Made”
were all hand painted on the dial.
The Blancpain Métiers d’Art studio in Le Brassus
is rare in Switzerland with its assembly of artisans
skilled in an unmatched range of art forms and techniques. Equally important as their talent is the creative
freedom which Blancpain has given them to explore
and expand the boundaries of watchmaking artistic
expression. •
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Lorem ipsum beratia temquam faccumquis cuptumquibus
expliquid quaernatem re con nonsed qui.
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TEXT: LAURENT BALLESTA

THE VOLCANO

that burned the ocean
When the coral reef arises from its ashes.
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April 2007. The Piton de la Fournaise
volcano on Reunion Island erupts. An
exceptional eruption, such has not been
seen in thirty years. The lava flows reach
the ocean, destroying everything in their
path, both on land and sea.

February 2017. Ten years later, our boat
has just stopped in front of volcanic basalt
cliffs, the solidified remains of the flows in
2007 and silent reminders of this disaster.
What will we discover when we dive here?
What are we going to see here at the foot
of this coast onto which 130 million cubic
meters of lava poured? The flows fell to a
depth of more than 800 meters. Obviously
everything was destroyed, not only the
coral and everything living attached to the

rock, but also the fish nearby, which literal
ly boiled and whose scarlet remains were
found floating on the surface, miles from
the site.
On the same day, Reunion Island expand
ed and France could boast that it had ef
fortlessly gained 45 hectares of additional
territory, virgin lands where the first
mosses, the first lichens would take two
years to grow. It would take eight years for
the ferns to stake their claim, twelve for
young shrubs to appear, three centuries
for a forest to take over and another four
for this so-called primary forest to erase
every vestige of this disastrous past. A
vegetative succession that will not happen
here because since at least 1640 (the date
of the first accounts), eruptions are way
too frequent, with small flows at least once
a year, and every ten to thirty years for this
kind of major episode — a builder of land
but destroyer of life.

The flows fell to A DEPTH OF
MORE THAN 800 METERS .

The lava flows are made of very delicate
basalt. The ridges are still there ten years on
but will soon disappear due to erosion and the
coral concretions that will eventually recover.
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Near the surface, the lava tubes have already lost their roofs and all
that remain are cylindrical shoots that corals such as Pocillopora are
beginning to colonize.
Opposite: 80 meters from the seabed, the scenery is postapocalyptic. Not only have the flows totally destroyed everything,
but to make matters worse, the erosion caused by waves on the
surface continues to make steep slopes of scree and volcanic sand.

49

And what of under the surface? How does
marine life take back what is rightfully its
own? Does it do it in the same way close to
the surface and at great depths, where no
diver has yet ventured? It is time to do a
backward roll and go and see for ourselves,
and then depict it as best we can. We must
take advantage of the good weather, the sea
is calm and there is reasonable swell, but
it’s cyclone season and the charts are show
ing depressions forming further east, in
the heart of the Indian Ocean. We will
need to get moving with our deep dives,
one a day, for as long as we can over the
next ten days, because the next storm that
strikes the coast and stirs up the water will
herald the end of our mission.

For the time being, the water is crystal
clear, the sun high in the sky and when
I stop my descent at a depth of around
100 meters, I am fascinated by the visibility with which I am confronted. The
vision is somewhat disquieting, the decor
post-apocalyptic, with black rocks and
sand, mineral chaos, which from far off
appears desert-like, and one might almost
think that the flow happened yesterday
rather than ten years ago. One can clearly
distinguish scree areas, along with far
larger zones, never-ending black serpents
diving below the surface and continuing
their course towards inaccessible depths.
I also note tangled “lava cushions”, those
almost spherical forms stuck to each other
that form when less massive lava flows
cool down in a ball, and burst, giving rise
to a new lava ball, which in turn stands
still and then bursts with a new ball, and
so on…
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It is time to get closer to the bottom. We
are at –120 meters. From close up, we can
see that the volcanic rock is not sterile as
I believed. Calcareous algae have begun
their building work. The volcanic blocks
are increasingly stuck to each other by this
vegetal cement. A kind of leafy, reddish
mortar, like flowers on headstones in a
cemetery, brightens up the volcanic rock
and brings the promise of a future: it is
undoubtedly the first step in sustainable
recolonization by living organisms. In fact,
the calcareous algae will stabilize the bot
tom, and make it accessible to sessile in
vertebrate larvae that require a solid,
lasting base. Here and there, little sea fans,
sponges, appear. Taking a closer look, the
cavities start to appear inhabited. Crusta
ceans live here and fish come to hide, deep
water species such as sea goldies, damsel
fish, and some that have never before been
seen alive. An emotional smile when I en
counter a number of them, spotted during
the very first Gombessa mission in the
deep caves of the famous coelacanth in
South Africa.

Between the black basalt spurs, marred
with red calcerous algae, are vast, dark sand
flats leaning towards the abysses. I have
never seen a seabed with so steep a slope.
The sand sometimes reaches a 45-degree
angle. Here too, when one stops, the black
substrate takes on a completely different
look. It is made of olivine crystals, veritable
glass fragments oscillating between gold
and emerald. The oblique slope of this des
ert is covered in rare, small yet remarkable
creatures. Flying gurnards (sea robins),
take turns at mimetism and then, on the
contrary, appear in full view, using their
large colorful pectoral fins, an incandes
cent comet in the black sand. Showy fire
gobies, fuchsia-colored cockatoo waspfish,
vivid yellow juvenile wrasse … They have
come together: it’s a revolution in glorious
technicolor to combat the grayness of this
end-of-the-world decor.

Top: Larvae and juveniles like this peacock
wrasse (Iniistius pavo) find somewhere to
hide in these vast deserts of volcanic sand,
far from the predators on the reef.
Above: The fire goby (Nemateleotris decora)
always lives just above the seabed, on the
lookout for passing plankton in the current.
At the slightest alert, it dives into a burrow
that it has inevitably not built itself but
is borrowing from some other species.
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IT’S A REVOLUTION IN GLORIOUS
TECHNICOLOR to combat the grayness

of this end-of-the-world decor.

Top: The ghost boxing or cave shrimp
(Stenopus pyrsonotus) lives only at great
depths of more than 100 meters or in
suitably dark caves.
Above far left and left: The leaf scorpion
fish (Taenianotus triacanthus) can both be
many different colors and change in just
a few minutes. It molts regularly and sheds
its skin which is likely to play a role in its
breathing.
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The oriental flying gurnard (Dactyloptena orientalis)
plays a double game, involving either mimicry when
it is resting on the seabed that it emulates by turning
different shades of gray, or by showing off its very
colorful and highly visible fins which it uses to appear
bigger than it really is.
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We are approaching the surface. The neverending decompression stops will take
place underwater at depths of between 5
and 10 meters. Here, the reef-building corals,
those unrelenting construction workers,
have resumed their painstaking task. On
the collapsed remains of an immense lava
tunnel, these “animal-plants” have started
their labor with not a care in the world for
their precarious future, in the event of a
flow once again coming to cover every
thing. Slowly but surely, the ecosystem is
re-establishing itself. Under my very eyes,
this small clump of coral that cannot be
more than 10 years old. Nevertheless, it
already houses the soft spotted croucher in
its intertwined branches.
Over the next few days, our deep dives
resemble journeys into the future. By ex
ploring older lava flows such as that which
ravaged part of the town of Piton SainteRose in 1977, today we can see what life on
the 2007 flow will look like in 30 years’
time. There is a clear difference. From –

80 meters the black volcanic rock has dis
appeared, encrusted with calcareous algae
and the seabed thus appears less dark. Of
course, one can still make out the shape of
the flows, but the reliefs are less chaotic,
less sharp. The marine life has laid down
its organic patina, smoothing the tortured
rock. It has soothed the wounds. There are
more fish and the delicate pink corals such
as the Stylaster genus both stud and domi
nate the landscape.
Opposite above: This blotched anthias (Odontanthias
borbonius) only exists beyond 100 meters. Despite being
highly sought after by aquarium lovers, there are no
photographs of this species in its natural environment.

HERE, THE REEF-BUILDING CORALS,
THOSE UNRELENTING CONSTRUCTION
WORKERS, have resumed their

painstaking task.

Opposite bottom: All along the slopes we explored we
noticed that this resplendent goldie male (Pseudanthias
pulcherrimus) preferred to remain at the thermocline
limit, the point at which the temperature rises abruptly.
Top and above: People from the district of Sainte-Rose
municipality still remember the lava flow in 1977 which
destroyed part of the town. Underwater, these flows
are now largely covered by crusty calcareous algae and
colonies of delicately ramified pink coral such as the
Stylaster species. The seabed is no longer black and has
become much lighter in color.
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Top: This twin spot anthias (Pseudanthias
bimaculatus) was hard to identify given its
unusual coloring on the steep slopes of the
volcano.
Above: The spotted croucher (Caracanthus
madagascariensis) is already hiding in the
young coral colonies near the surface.
Right: The gray chromis (Chromis axillaris)
was first documented at Reunion Island in
2009 following the eruption of the volcano
(when the scalded fish rose to the surface).
It was neither noticed nor photographed,
and yet it is found in large numbers at
about 100 meters deep.
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PROOF ONCE AGAIN THAT THIS NOTION OF
WHAT IS RARE IS ENTIRELY RELATIVE and just

a deceptive reflection of our inability to explore the deep.
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Other dives will take place, even deeper,
down to –120 meters on even older sites, of
volcanic origin obviously, like the entire
Reunion Island, but the result of lava flows
that nobody can remember, way before our
collective memories, maybe even multimillennium flows. We will find black coral
several meters high. On an imposing bed
of pink coral lies an enormous, pink and
white starfish that makes me feel like I’m
finding a long lost friend. This rare, deep
starfish, never described, bereft of a scien
tific name, is an old acquaintance. I have
already had an opportunity to photograph
it once in years gone by at the same depth
but in another ocean. Proof once again that
this notion of what is rare is entirely rela
tive and just a deceptive reflection of our
inability to explore the deep.

The impressive size of these old gorgonian
sea fans indicates that conditions have been
stable for a very long time, undoubtedly
more than a hundred years. Their presence
shows that there have been no lava flows in
this area for at least a century…
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This imposing starfish goes virtually
unnoticed: it has still not been given
a scientific name and has still not been
documented. It is nonetheless found at
least from Reunion Island to New Caledonia.
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My thoughts turn to this great volcano
that, ten years ago, burned the ocean.
A FAIRLY INSIGNIFICANT EVENT
FROM A LONG-TERM PERSPECTIVE.

The next day, the tropical storm arrives.
The wind and rain will never stop. Nearly
a full week in the grip of a conspiracy be
tween the skies and the seas preventing
any new dives and indicating the end of
the mission. It doesn’t matter, reaching the
inaccessible star is a venture with a great
future. There will be other explorations.

Opposite: At 70 meters deep,
shoals of resplendent goldie
females (Pseudanthias
pulcherrimus) in the Stylaster coral
beds.
Right: There are frequent small
eruptions. During the 2017 mission,
we had the privilege of seeing a
lava flow, although it was far too
small to reach the ocean.

Once again, my thoughts turn to this great
volcano that, ten years ago, burned the
ocean. A fairly insignificant event from a
long-term perspective. Despite the fact
that life is mortal, it always begins again,
because that which is mineral, supposedly
unchanging, sooner or later changes and
dissipates. Life is made of water and water
is more powerful than fire, as everyone
knows. •
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TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

A case

FOR CASES
Exploring the details of crafting a finely made watch case.
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Case making is TRANSFORMATIVE .

You have to hand it to the fraternity of watchmakers.
They bask in adoration coming from all quarters.
Magazines, social media, the internet placing them
and their handiwork on pedestals. Through it all,
spotlights have been trained on their établis (workbenches) revealing their methods, techniques and,
even on occasion, secrets. In a word, collectors know
or at least think they know how movements are built
and how watchmakers work. But what about case
makers? Without doubt connoisseurs scrutinize the
smallest details of design and finish and rejoice
upon seeing and, yes, feeling an exquisitely finished
watch case. Of course they should. In some ways,
there is a tighter bond between a watch owner and
his watch case than there is with the movement.
After all, even with an open case back, the movements
are generally hidden 100% of the time when the
watch is being worn. But the case of the watch fully
puts itself on display 24/7. That said, although its
virtues vividly present themselves and are well
admired, what about the processes and people

that produced it? Manifest unfairness, for this allimportant aspect of watchmaking has largely been
relegated to obscurity, hidden behind a veil. So let
us pull back that veil and explore the fine art of
case making.

Many art forms embellish. What began as a canvas
remains a canvas. Same for engraving. An engraved
object retains its core essence. Case making on the
other hand is transformative. A raw bar of metal, be
it gold, platinum or steel, is transformed into a voluptuous sculpture. Gazing at the flowing curves and
glimmering polish it is difficult, bordering on the
impossible, to imagine that a Blancpain case was
once a charmless hunk of material. What is remarkable is that, seen from 10,000 meters, the art of this
transformation has remained basically the same for
two centuries. Machines are employed to arrive at the
basic shape of the case, followed by painstaking hand
work to bestow the finish. This is not to say that the
machines have not evolved over this time. Of course
they have. That said, a visit to the workshops of a
sister company commonly owned with Blancpain,
Simon Et Membrez, located in a remote corner of the
Swiss Jura in the town of Delémont, where Blancpain
cases are crafted, always begins with a tutorial on the
methods from the past.

Polishing a Blancpain double
stepped bezel requires
enormous skill, as, on the one
hand, a perfect sheen must be
bestowed upon it and, on the
other hand, the sharp border
must be preserved.
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Above: A historic Güdel case
carving machine.
Left: Polishing the lugs.

69

There is a striking link between the history of case
making and the making of movements. In the same
way that farmers in the Swiss Jura spent the winter
months on the upper floors of their barns, working
above their cows, fabricating movement components,
case makers practiced their unique craft in similar circumstances. The basic form of their cases was achieved
through a cutting, followed by a carving process, both
utilizing hand powered spindle machines. Around the
end of the 19th century, case making moved from the
farm to the factory. Interestingly, it was the Americans
who initially provided updated tools for the machining steps. In the early 20th century, the Swiss developed the next generation of tools. These Swiss
machines drew their power via belts connected to
overhead pulleys, and, working upon round disks of
metal, carved the round details of the case with a battery of specially shaped awls (called burins). These
machines were fitted with a variety of differently
shaped burins, each shape designed to carve a particular element of the case. The method at the time

called for pressing the case against the fixed point of
the selected burin and turning it against the tip, with
the depth precisely set via a control. Naturally, since
the tools were conceived to shape the round elements
of the case such as the bezel (interior and exterior),
interior supports for the movement, case back and
other fine elements, the lugs, most decidedly not
round, were soldered in place at a later stage.
Further advances came later in the course of the early
20th century. Machines were developed powerful
enough to stamp bars of gold, steel or platinum into
the basic shape of the final case, including the lugs.
After the stamping, carving and hand finishing processes would follow.
Today’s methods represent yet a further evolution of
this historical progression. First, of course, is finalizing
with high precision the design of the case in every single one of its details. Some of these details are largely
visible: the bezel, the fitting of the crystal, the interior
ring above the dial, the flow of the case to the lugs, the
case back. Many, however, are not as visible: the interior flanges for the movement, cut-outs for Blancpain’s
exclusive patented under-lug correctors and their
connections to the movement, openings for the crown,
the fit of the dial into its opening, the clearance of the
winding rotor, elements such as chronograph pushers
and much more. Even though detailed drawings are
developed by Blancpain’s design teams for all of these
particulars, there is often considerable back and forth
technical discussion to ensure that the case can be
produced to perform as designed.

There is a STRIKING LINK between the history
of case making and the making of movements.
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Once the design is finalized and approved, for most
Blancpain cases, stamping represents the first production stage. However, before that can begin, the stamping tools must be fabricated. There is a veritable library
of tools, unique for every Blancpain case, filling special shelves at Simon Et Membrez. As much as 200 tons
of force are brought to bear to stamp the form of the
case with its lugs. This first stamping produces a stark,
straight-sided shape. In the 1950s the immediately
following steps would be machining to create the
finer elements of form. As machining away material,
even if most of the fine grains are recovered, is inevitably somewhat wasteful, the first stamping is now
generally followed by additional stamping steps
instead of proceeding immediately to machining.
There can be as many as twenty successive stampings,
each targeted at a particular element of the case shape,
with each stamping separated by a complex heating/
cooling process. The reason for the heating, done in a
hydrogen atmosphere, is to condition the gold or steel
for the further shaping to follow.
Elaborate carving steps follow the stamping. For round
elements, today’s machines, although highly advanced
and programmable, operate in a similar manner to
the pulley-driven burin machines which debuted in
the early 20th century. The process is called tournage
(turning). The tip of a burin, which performs the
carving, is fixed into position, and the case is pressed
against it and rotated. As with the historical pulley
machines, there are a variety of burin shapes, each one
targeted at a particular case element. Keep in mind
that for a Blancpain case, these steps are followed not
only for the main body of the case, but the bezel and
the case back as well. Although the core idea of carving
with a burin has carried over from the earlier pulley
machines, one aspect of today’s process has advanced

A watchword for all aspects of
modern case making is PRECISION .

enormously: precision. For their time, the pulley machines achieved admirable precision with vernier adjustments allowing for tightly controlled depthing of
the tool. Now, however, Blancpain’s case elements can
be carved with a tolerance on the order of 3 microns.
This becomes extremely important, to cite three examples, to ensure proper fitting of the bezel into the flange
carved into the case body, the fitting of the sapphire
crystals into the bezel, and the fitting of sapphire onto
the case back.
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Above: In between successive stamping
operations, the cases undergo a heating process.
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For some models, the elements of the case are so
complicated that an array of different burins in one
machine is not enough. A good example is the Villeret
Calendrier Chinois Traditionnel. Three separate machines, each with a selection of burins, are required
to perform all of the tournage operations.
Machines similar to those which are used for tournage
perform drilling of holes, which is termed fraisage.
A moment of thought quickly yields the list of holes
found in the case: the crown, pushers for chronographs, correctors for those models which do not have
correctors under the lugs, the interior of the lugs for
the spring bars that hold the strap.
Thus far, all of the operations have been aimed at
creating the basic shapes of the case (and separately
the bezel and case back) and its internal and external
elements. But we are only a fraction of the way on
the journey toward completion of the case. What
remains are dozens of hand-milling, engraving,
finishing, and assembly steps. Hopefully with a
Blancpain timepiece close at hand, let’s take a tour of
the case and consider some of the hand operations
which have been performed.
A good place to start is with Villeret case lugs. The
form of the case body adjacent to the lugs slopes
slightly inward toward the case back. Yet the intersection of the lug and the rounded body is crisp and
sharp. Achieving that finely drawn junction calls for
hand milling. Traditional round mill stones are used.
With both practiced eye and touch, the case maker
forms the fine edge of the junction on the edge of the
turning stone. The inside intersection of the lug and
case body is formed in the same way.

Successive operations to produce
the basic case shape are ONLY
THE BEGINNING of the journey
to produce the finished case.
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Polishing is its own art form. Working under specially
calibrated lights, conceived to highlight even the most
miniscule flaw, the case makers progressively address
every surface on the case body. A succession of ever
finer brushes and lighter abrasive materials are used
to arrive at a perfect sheen. Matters are particularly
delicate at the joint between case body and the lugs.
All the care lavished upon those intersections at the
milling wheel could easily be compromised with
mis-performed polishing. Only the most talented case
polishers are able to preserve fully the sharpness of
junction while at the same time extracting the fine
luster that is the mark of a Blancpain case.
Blancpain’s signature double pomme bezel poses its
own special challenge. Here again it is a junction, that
between the two rings of the bezel, which calls upon
special skills. The case polisher fits the bezel on a
custom designed holder and carefully addresses the
junction with a finely edged polishing brush. Not only
must the edge retain its sharp definition, but the form
must be consistent around the full 360-degree circle
of the bezel. Only master craftsmen with years of experience are tasked with this finishing step. Of course,

the other surfaces of the double pomme must be polished as well and the demands are similar: preserving
the perfect form and bestowing the same degree of
polish all the way around the rings.
After the polishing operations are completed the
components are sent to a different case specialist for
inspection. Working under lighting that shows no
pity, every surface is closely examined and, if even
the smallest imperfection is found, the piece is sent
back to be redone.
Not to be forgotten is engraving. Two types of engraving are generally performed. The Blancpain legend, in
a relatively large font, is engraved with a cutting tool.
So, too, is the case number. Smaller fonts such as those
used for the word “Swiss” or the reference number are
engraved using a laser.

Above and right: Careful
handwork marks the polishing
of case elements.
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Above left two panels: Assembly of
Blancpain’s patented under-lug correctors.
Left and above right: Assembly of
the Fifty Fathoms bezel.
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Blancpain’s FIFTY FATHOMS have their own
special process associated with the bezel.

Depending upon the model, there are special additional steps. Many of Blancpain’s complicated calendar
timepieces are equipped with its exclusive under-lug
correctors. As the name suggests, these are nestled into
a recess under the case lugs and replace the case side
dimples which are used industry-wide by others. Not
only do these correctors enable Blancpain to create
case sides which are perfectly smooth, un-marred by
corrector dimples, but they allow the owner to set the
calendar indications using a fingertip instead of a push
pin tool. The operation of assembling the under-lug
correctors closely resembles movement assembly by a
watchmaker. The slots and grooves for the correctors
are cut into the case before it arrives at the bench of
the assembler. The system has several components, the

most important of which are the small pusher which
nestles under the lugs, a spring assembly which mates
with it, and a miniscule keeper (romantically called
the crevette, which translates to “shrimp”). Some
watches have as many as four correctors (although the
Calendrier Chinois Traditionnel and the Équation du
Temps Marchante have five), each of which is assembled by a specialist.
Fifty Fathoms pieces have their own special processes
associated with the rotating bezel. Various types of
bezels are used in the Fifty Fathoms collection: bombé
(domed) sapphire and, for the Bathyscaphe models,
different bezels with ceramic inserts and Liquidmetal®
hour-markers. The sapphire bezel rings arrive at
Simon Et Membrez, finished in shape, but lacking
color or index markings. The first step is the application of color to the underside of the bezel. The placement of color underneath the bombé ring brings a
unique luster and allure to the bezel and is a technique
pioneered by Blancpain. After the color is applied, the
indexes are laser cut and filled with Super-LumiNova®.
Again, all of this is done on the reverse side of the
bezel. Mating the sapphire to the bezel ring is extremely
difficult as the tolerances of the fit are extraordinarily
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fine. In addition, positioning is exacting. There are fine
teeth which are built into the underside of the metal
ring which serve to ensure that the bezel rotates in
precise small increments. The difficulty that arises is
in the placement of the index at 12 o’clock. It must be
placed in a position relative to the teeth below such
that it will be perfectly centered as the bezel is rotated
to the 12 o’clock position. If the relationship between
the bezel index and the teeth is not perfectly correct,
the index will come to rest either slightly before or after
12, which is unacceptable.

To walk through the case workshops following all of
these processes, and it is no exaggeration to say that
there are dozens and dozens of stages for the creation
of a single type of case, is to see a Blancpain case with
new eyes. Now gazing at the lugs as they flow onto
the side of case, inspecting the flawless double pomme
bezel or feeling a Fifty Fathoms bezel smartly click
into place with index precisely centered at 12, calls
to mind the towering savoir faire of the craftsmen
in Delémont. •

Somewhat in a category by themselves are those
Blancpain cases made of titanium. Titanium is extremely hard, presenting unique challenges for
machining. First, is wear of the tips of the burin. After
only a handful of processes, the tips become sufficiently dulled that they must be replaced. Second,
and even more forbidding, is heat. Both machine and
components become extremely hot during machining,
creating a not insubstantial risk of fire. Thus, special
precautions must be taken in those areas where fabrication of titanium takes place.

IT IS NO EXAGGERATION to say that

there are dozens and dozens of stages
for the creation of a single type of case.
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TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

L’Assiette

CHAMPENOISE
New notions of freshness, purity, and above all
intensity of flavor in Reims.
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As WINEMAKING IN CHAMPAGNE
has evolved so has its CUISINE .

Revolution is such a harsh emotionally charged
word. Conjured are images of Robespierre, Bolsheviks, Che and more. There is no quarter given nor
relief from hard edges, severity, brutality, or even
destruction. But can there be a gentle revolution?
One that is tolerant, honors and respects what has
gone before, while at the same time, illuminating
new ideas that can compatibly co-exist with history
and tradition. So broaden your thinking. Add to the
list of definitions in your mental dictionary these
soothing notions. Holding to those thoughts will
guide you to an understanding of today’s Champagne revolution both in its wine and its food. And
in the center of it all is the region’s most celebrated
restaurant, L’Assiette Champenoise.

Legend has it that Champagne was invented by the
Benedictine monk Dom Pierre Pérignon (1638-1715).
Although he was responsible for many innovations in
winemaking, still wine, not bubbly, was the norm for
his era. Indeed, far from devoting himself to the production of sparkling wine, chief among Dom Pérignon’s
achievements were methods to prevent effervescence
from occurring. Development of the famed méthode

champenoise did not arrive until nearly a century and
a half after Dom Pérignon’s death, that is to say, in the
mid-1800s. Notwithstanding the distortion of history
enthusiastically broadcast by the trade, the transformation of winemaking that took place from making
still to sparkling wine catapulted Champagne to the
forefront in the world of wine and made it an unsurpassed symbol of celebration and luxury. At the same
time, it established the primacy of the grand houses:
Moët & Chandon, Veuve Clicquot, Taittinger, Laurent
Perrier, Roederer, Bollinger, Krug, Pol Roger, Deutz
and Piper-Heidsieck. The list is long; the names
house-hold words.
And linked to the rise and dominance of these power
houses came a certain conservatism. Each house
guarding its style. Hand in hand with the large houses,
the region’s cuisiniers followed their lead and became
just as determined not to rock the boat.
Quietly, almost via stealth, small individual boutique
producers began blossoming a decade ago. Emphasizing individual vineyards in ways that grand houses
with their large production never could or, owing to

Opposite: Ris de veau,
Crème de persil.
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their traditions, would never dare, artisanal Champagnes have arrived. Bold expressions of winemaking
have brought new dimensions to the notions of what
Champagne can be. Of course, the grand houses still
offer magnificent cuvées to their devoted followers,
but now connoisseurs also speak of vineyard classifications and their rankings as grand cru or premier cru,
particular villages in the region, and, of course, the
styles of individual winemakers. None of these notions
are included in the parlance of the large houses. This
is a revolution but a gentle one that exists side by side
with tradition.
In many ways, what Arnaud Lallement has achieved
in his restaurant L’Assiette Champenoise echoes the
breadth that marks today’s Champagne winemaking.
Instead of being immovably and inflexibly shackled to
the notions of grandeur and formality that formerly
defined la grande cuisine champenoise, he has imported
to the cooking of Reims new notions of freshness, purity and, above all, intensity of flavor. It is not an exaggeration to say that he has turned the Champagne
world topsy-turvy, gently and respectfully, of course.
As recently as a decade ago, in the grand restaurants
of Reims or neighboring Épernay, it always seemed as
if the dishes were conceived never to take the limelight
away from the glass of accompanying Champagne.

Who would dare upstage a coupe of Krug? The breadth
of choices today in Champagne—the wine card at
L’Assiette Champenoise offers a staggeringly large
selection of 1,054 different Champagnes!—ranging
from austere extra brut cuvées, to ultrasmall production cuvées vividly expressing their terroir, to almost
inky dark Pinot Noir cuvées, has allowed Lallement to
give full flight to a palette of intensely flavored dishes.
Now it is the plate that takes charge and the Champagne is chosen as the counterpoint.
Has he succeeded? The universal acclaim makes
the point. Three Michelin stars and 19.5 points
awarded by Gault & Millau. Keep in mind that several
years ago, Gault & Millau declared that 19 points
would be the maximum that could be awarded. A
ceiling. But what is a ceiling if it can’t be broken and
L’Assiette Champenoise is now one of only three
restaurants in all of France that have surpassed the
maximum to achieve 19.5.
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UNIVERSAL ACCLAIM with THREE MICHELIN
STARS and 19.5 GAULT & MILLAU POINTS .
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BLUE LOBSTER
Tribute to my dad, 2015

INGREDIENTS

Recipe for four people — Preparation time: 1 hour — Cooking time: 30 min
METHOD

LOBSTERS
Two 500–600 g blue lobsters

Separate uncooked lobster body, pincers and head. Blanch the pincers for
6 mins and the body for 2 mins. Remove the flesh and put it aside. Reheat
in the lobster butter just before serving. Chop the extremities and set aside
for the presentation.

LOBSTER BUTTER
500 g lobster shells
5 g paprika
100 g butter

Gently fry the lobster shell with the paprika. Cover with butter. Cook gently
for 1 hour. Sieve. Bring to the boil to clarify. Set aside.

SWEET PEPPER SIPHON
250 g potatoes
7 g olive oil
7 g smoked paprika
25 cl water
10 cl milk
200 g crème fraîche
10 g salt

Peel and chop the potatoes. Fry in a little olive oil. Add the sweet pepper
and cover with water. Reduce until almost dry. Add the milk, crème fraîche
and the salt. Bring to the boil. Mix and sieve. Pour into a siphon loaded with
a cartridge.

LOBSTER SAUCE
500 g lobster heads
10 g olive oil
15 g paprika
50 g honey
100 g shallots
37.5 cl dessert wine (Sauternes)
500 g crème fraîche

Peel and chop the shallot. Fry the lobster heads in olive oil. Add the paprika,
honey and shallot. Deglaze with dessert wine. Reduce by half. Cover with
water. Cook gently for 1 hour. Add crème fraîche. Sieve. Season to taste.

POTATO ROUNDS
200 g potatoes
10 cl lobster sauce

Peel the potatoes. Set aside one potato. Cut 30 × 6 cm diameter rounds from
the others. Blanche for 1 min. Deglaze with the lobster sauce.

POMMES SOUFFLÉES
6 Bintje potatoes
Deep fryer with sunflower oil

Cut the potatoes into 3 mm slices, and then ovals measuring 6 cm by 4 cm
wide. Blanch in sunflower oil at 135 °C, basting constantly, and then at
180 °C for 1 min. Sprinkle with salt to taste.

CHAMPAGNE VINEGAR REDUCTION
10 cl Champagne vinegar

Heat the vinegar and reduce it to the consistency of syrup.

3 nasturtium leaves
Chopped sage

Cut the leaves into four rounds measuring 2, 3 and 4 cm.

PRESENTATION

Place the three rounds of deglazed potatoes on the left side of each plate. Garnish lightly with the chopped lobster, sweet pepper
siphon and chopped sage. Cover each round with another round so as to form three ravioli. Place a line of Champagne reduction
on the right hand side of the plate. Place the lobster half-tail on it. Stand one pincer upright next to it. Finish with three rounds of
nasturtium and three pommes soufflées. Serve the lobster sauce aside on the table.
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The adjectives “FRESH ” and “PURE ” can be
overused. Here they are a POWERFUL ALMOST
IMPULSIVE reaction to what is on the plate.

It seems that every restaurant and, for that matter,
every restaurant review, incants the adjectives “fresh”
and “pure”. After all, who dreams of meals that are
“stale” and “impure”. So has all meaning been drained
from these words to the point that they signify nothing? My handwritten notes from two dinners at
L’Assiette Champenoise offer vivid evidence to the
contrary, as again and again my impressions and
descriptions of the plates, dish after dish, repeated
these words writ large and in capital letters. No pondering. No deep searching for what to write. Simply
a powerful almost impulsive reaction to what was on
the plate.

Opposite: Langoustine
royale rôtie.

Lallement’s tomato preparation, simply described as
Tomate D. Vecten/Eau de tomates makes the point. We
can all rejoice with a serving of ripe summer tomatoes.
But Lallement has elevated the genre with perfect
cherry tomatoes, peeled and stuffed with tomato concassée. This is a concassée like no other with showstopping vivid intensity of flavor. It is as if, somehow,
he had found a 1,000 watt amplifier to take the tomato
pulp and extract and concentrate it to an unprecedented degree. His secret is extra long, low temperature
cooking to arrive at this ultimate expression of the
essence of a perfect tomato. Surrounding the cherry
tomato is a nearly luminous red tomato gazpacho and,

for a textural crunch counterpoint, small olive oil
pommes soufflées. Emphatically demonstrating that
this was a tomato preparation like no other, served
alongside is a glass of pale yellow tomato water. The
color is a disguise, for like the puree on the interior of
cherry tomato, it has a freshness and purity (those
words again) and an intensity that can only be described as supercharged. What makes this even more
remarkable is that he eschews completely the chemical
engineering that modern cooks call molecular cuisine.
In short, he offers proof of what traditional cooking
can achieve when a dish is conceived to communicate
without distraction the essence of its star ingredient.
Who needs a centrifuge?
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Arnaud Lallement’s entire life has been devoted to cuisine, as was that of his father, Jean-Pierre, who in 1975,
together his his wife Colette, opened a restaurant
named L'Assiette Champenoise in Châlons-sur-Vesle,
10 km from today's location in Tinqueux near Reims.
At the age of 17, Arnaud began working in Châlons,
where his father had earned his first Michelin star in 1976
just two years after his son's birth. He then studied at
the Lycée hôtelier in Strasburg before enhancing his
knowledge through several years spent in postings
with three-star chefs Roger Vergé, Michel Guérard and
Alain Chapel. In 1996, Arnaud returned to work with
his parents, who had meanwhile relocated their establishment in Tinqueux as a hotel-restaurant. Following
Jean-Pierre’s sudden death in 2002 at the age of but 50
years, Arnaud took charge of the stoves and the restaurant began its ascent up the Michelin ladder, garnering
its second star in 2005 and the third in 2014.
He describes his cuisine as “contemporary” and “pure”
(there’s that word again) and is firm in saying that he
is not modern. Thus, no molecular transformations.
No sous vide. To achieve the purity that is his polestar,
Arnaud conceives his preparations to showcase never
more than two ingredients and, in most cases, only
one ingredient. That is not to say that his dishes are
simple. Paging through his cookbook confirms that
his preparations are staggeringly complex. They just
don’t appear to be. What pops into mind is Winston
Churchill’s famous observation, “Out of intense complexity, intense simplicities emerge.”

Notwithstanding the encyclopedic wine list with its
1,054 choices neatly organized and searchable upon
the iPads presented to the diners by the sommeliers,
the finest way to experience an adventure of both food
and wine here is to order the tasting menu accompanied by a different Champagne with every course. Not
only will each glass marry perfectly with the parade of
plates, but the journey will span the breadth of today’s
Champagne winemaking: artisanal small producers,
small production still wine, large house Champagnes
including cuvées prestige, rosés of different styles. One
important note. Great Champagnes are not merely
bubbles, but at their core are made of fine wine with
all the nuances, depth and complexity of prestigious
Burgundies or Bordeaux. The flutes that tend to be
favored as stemware outside of the region conspire
against letting the wine of Champagne completely
express itself. Offering a lesson, that hopefully will
be adopted more widely, Champagne at L'Assiette
Champenoise is served in red wine glasses giving full
flight to its aromas and flavors.

92 | Art de Vivre

Weather permitting, a meal begins with an aperitif
on the restaurant's lovely terrace nestled into a quiet
garden. Particularly if one has chosen the tasting
menu with matching wines, dispensing with the burden of reading and choosing, one can settle in with
the soothing breezes wafting in from the garden. Of
course, perfecting the beginning of the meal, always
a glass of Champagne accompanied by an armada of
small bites (recently, a delicate pastry with red pepper
mousse, an ethereal sponge cake of parsley topped
with puffed rice and citrus; sugar and salt cured sal
mon, and magnificently light but intensely flavored
croustillants de parmesan).

After the garden interlude, moving into the dining
room, which blends svelte contemporary decor with
a magnificent belle époque chandelier, Lallement
always begins with a nod toward Champagne tradition with a potée Champenoise. This is a delicate confit
of pork accented by mustard grains and topped with
crusty pastry round and crisp radish, cauliflower, turnips and carrots, all floated upon an earthy vegetable
stock. It represents an elevation of rustic country
cooking to three-star status.
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Unlike many temples of gastronomy
that relegate vegetables to supporting
roles, LALLEMENT devotes
ENTIRE COURSES to them.

Unlike many temples of gastronomy that relegate vegetables to supporting roles, Lallement devotes entire
courses to them. His ethereal tomato dish is a perfect
example. So, too, are his Courgette B. Deloffre/Epices
and Petits pois/Herbe à curry. The courgettes were
miniature in size and al dente, served with a deeply
flavored and rich parsley sauce. The pea dish was a
cold/warm preparation with a bright sweet pea sorbet, surrounded by a lukewarm pea sauce with just
a bare hint of curry. Texture came with a few grains
of puffed rice. The ensemble was essence of peas
“squared”, deep, fresh and concentrated.
Two shellfish preparations demonstrated the extreme
precision of his cooking. Homard Bleu/Hommage à
mon papa is just that, an update on a dish his father
first created in 1978. A giant perfectly cooked lobster
tail cooked until just barely translucent was juxtaposed next to a potato ravioli filled with bits from the
claw, all napped in a rich shellfish stock/Sauternes
sauce. This is a dish for those who revel in lobster.
Langoustine royale rôtie with its simply roasted giant
body set on its plate next to a generous spoonful of
what, before tasting, appeared as if it were mayonnaise,
was deceptive in its visual austerity. The “mayonnaise”
was not mayonnaise at all, but deeply flavored, concentrated essence of langoustine with olive oil, rendered slightly spicy by grapefruit pepper. The depth of
flavor was riveting.

Top: Petits pois/Herbe à curry.
Right: Tomate D. Vecten/
Cannelloni fondants.
Opposite: Pigeonneau fermier/
En tourte/Caillette.
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Caviar is a natural foil for Champagne and of course
Lallement offers his unique riff on the theme. Departing
from the convention where caviar opens a meal, Arnaud places his Caviar Kaviari/Haddock/Pomme de
terre in the middle of a tasting menu. He offered a
brilliant pair of foils for the caviar: barely warmed
smoky haddock and cloud-like warm potato mousse.
Both served as backgrounds leaving the caviar, where
it should be, center stage.

Opposite: Caviar Kavari/
Haddock/Pomme de terre.
Above right: Turbot breton/
Oignon vin jaune.

A fish standout was Saint-Pierre de Petit Bateau/Ponzu
crémeux. Saint-Pierre (John Dory) is a delicate fish
which always calls out for a complement to bring interest. The ponzu sauce, exotic, smoky, deep and rich,
did just that. Balancing were roasted aubergines
topped with Mexican tarragon and pâte miso, which
is derived from soy and watermelon. The watermelon
was the brilliant touch with its interplay against the
smoky fermented accents and the richness.

Another salute to Jean-Pierre Lallement remains a
standard, Pigeonneau fermier/En tourte/Caillette.
This recipe is the last one that Arnaud and his father
created together. More often than not, preparations
en croûte disappoint more than they enchant and, at
worst, the croûte serves only to distract from what it
houses. Banish the thought. Lallement’s croûte is
thin, light, delicate, and, best of all, fully maintains
its crispness. In short, it imparts texture to the layered
cooked rare pigeon, foie gras and Swiss chard in the
interior. As miraculous as the croûte was, the jus
alongside astonished with its otherworldly concentration and intensity. Thoroughly convinced more
pigeons went into the sauce than ever saw the insides
of the croûte.
Ris de veau/Crème de persil is a fixture at l'Assiette
Champenoise. A majestically large sweetbread with a
bronzed caramelized exterior and cloud-like interior
is served with its jus de cuisson brightened with parsley.
Fitting to the grandeur of this sweetbread, the sommelier paired it with a glass of Krug.
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Left: Amande/Miel.
Opposite above and below:
Citron M. Bachès.

Dessert at L’Assiette Champenoise is its own mini
tasting menu. Plates appear groaning with perfectly
crisp and light Cannelés de Bordeaux, fruit jellies, and
chocolate domes. Then the centerpiece arrives.
A standout is Amande/Miel. The description hides
the genius and delicacy of the preparation. This is a
yin/yang dessert with its crisp honeycomb delivering
texture and playing off almond ice cream, honey, and
a deep intense cherry sauce.
In the face of the lamentable habit of sportsmen spraying Champagne on teammates or any other soul in
range, a practice invented by American driver Dan
Gurney celebrating Ford’s 1,2,3 sweep of Le Mans in
1966, which has served to coarsen Champagne’s mystique, L’Assiette Champenoise has become a powerful
and important beacon and ambassador for what
Champagne should represent. Excellence, refinement,
and sophistication. More than that, L’Assiette Cham
penoise is a must for devotees of food and wine. •
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L’Assiette Champenoise has
become a POWERFUL BEACON
and AMBASSADOR for what
Champagne should represent.
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The Chassagne-Montrachet
Premier Cru Les Chaumées vineyard.
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TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

CAROLINE
MOREY
A famed burgundy domaine passes from Jean-Marc Morey
to his daughter Caroline.
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INTIMATE KNOWLEDGE of each vineyard
lies behind wines that express TERROIR .

Burgundy is a family affair, arguably more so than
any other wine growing region in the world.
Domaines there have been handed down, within a
family, for generations. Walking with Caroline
Morey through three of her prized white wine
premier cru vineyards in Chassagne-Montrachet—
Les Champs Gains, Les Chaumées, and Les Caillerets—
her descriptions of every undulation in the soil,
particulars of the individual vines, and even the
histories of rocky piles dividing plots, showcased an
intimacy that was palpable. It was not a matter of
trying to impress with what she knew; it’s just that
Caroline, who has spent her whole life in Chassagne
and, in these vineyards that passed to her from her
father Jean-Marc Morey and to him from her
grandfather, Albert Morey, speaks in a way that no
newcomer ever could. And, of course, that translates
into the wines she makes. She just knows how each
of these vineyards will express itself in the wines.
Burgundy wine fanatics understand well that this is
the essence of what is called terroir.

Caroline is one half of what the rest of the world would
call a “power couple”. Her husband, Pierre-Yves Colin,
also has his roots in the environs of Chassagne.
Although they share a single cuverie (winemaking
facility) on the flats, less than a kilometer from the
village center where they live, Caroline’s wines are
made under her name; Pierre-Yves’ under his own.
Even where they each have vines located in the same
vineyard such as in Les Caillerets (Caroline’s vines
occupy three levels of Les Caillerets, Pierre-Yves’ at
two levels and to the south), vinification and bottling
are kept separate.
If Caroline and Pierre-Yves are a power couple in
Chassagne, their village, in turn, makes its own p
 ower
statement as it lies at the epicenter of the finest Chardonnays on earth. This is shared space with its sister
village, Puligny-Montrachet. Burgundy purists no
doubt would bristle at the term “sister village” to
describe the relationship between Chassagne and
Puligny, but history and geography back me up. Both
villages appended the name “Montrachet” to their
monikers in 1879, a nod toward Le Montrachet vineyard whose eight hectares of hallowed ground have
earned it the title of the single most celebrated white
wine vineyard on earth. It is no exaggeration to say that
some wine connoisseurs do not fully comprehend
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just how appropriate it was for both villages to don the
mantle of Le Montrachet. Since all the grand cru
vineyards lie almost directly above the village of
Puligny and are well separated from the village of
Chassagne by the Route Nationale N6, it is an easy
trap to think of Le Montrachet and the other grand
cru white Burgundy vineyards as lying entirely within the boundaries of Puligny. In fact, Le Montrachet
is exactly evenly divided; four hectares located in
Chassagne, the other four in Puligny. Division, even
if not exactly half and half, also holds true for Bâtard.
As for the other three grands crus, Chevalier and
Bienvenues are entirely in Puligny, while Criots is
entirely within Chassagne.
As is generally true of Burgundy, the soil structure in
Chassagne is highly varied. Bordering the upper hillside vineyards is a limestone quarry, which, incidentally, was the source of the stone used to pave the
Trocadéro in Paris, not to mention its use locally for
tombstones and fireplaces. The hillside is where Les
Caillerets is situated and its abundance of white chalky
rocks and stones reflects its relative proximity to the
limestone cliffs. As one moves down toward the flats
such as Les Chaumées vineyard, which lies below the
village elevation and just above the route linking
Chassagne and the village of Santenay, the soil takes
on a distinctly reddish hue with fewer white rocks.

CHASSAGNE-MONTRACHET
lies at the epicenter of the FINEST
CHARDONNAYS on earth.

The village of Chassagne itself betrays little of the
elevated status of its wines. Apart from two wine
merchants (caveaux in French) and one restaurant
sitting above one of the caveaux (which, although
awarded one Michelin star, does little to broadcast its
presence), there is no commerce at all in the village.
No hotels. No shops. All signs of life are hidden behind the bleached, impeccably maintained, stone
walls that line its narrow lanes. There is a touch of
grandeur to the Mairie (city hall), but as it is withdrawn from the road and fronted by a park, like
everything else in Chassagne, it glories in its understatement. There are only three notable landmarks:
the Mairie, a rather spartan church and Les Murées
vineyard that flows into the center of the v illage
adjacent to the church.

Right: Village center of Chassagne
between the church and the Mairie.
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Despite the pre-eminence of its Chardonnays today,
until a couple of generations ago, Chassagne’s vineyards were predominantly planted in red. Indeed,
when her grandfather, Albert Morey, purchased his
Les Caillerets vineyard in 1949, the entire climat was
planted in red. Of course, those reds were Pinot Noir.
Mastering the varietals in Burgundy is easy: the whites
are Chardonnays1; the reds are Pinot Noir. Contrast
that with Châteauneuf-du-Pape in the southern Rhone
with its thirteen varietals. That ratio of white/red has
flipped entirely as the fashion of current times rewards
the whites with far higher prices than those commanded by the reds. In Caroline’s words, “Chassagne
has been blanched”. Today, following the “blanching”,
three quarters of all the Chassagne premiers crus are
white. Nonetheless, her heritage is equally divided
between white and red. Her father, Jean-Marc, although most famed for his whites, produced a number
of distinguished reds including a Chassagne Les
Champs Gains, Chassagne-Montrachet Village, Beaune
Grèves, and two Santenays. Caroline is dedicated to
upholding that tradition and, indeed, expanding her
ranges of both whites and reds.
It is interesting to observe how Caroline has taken
her patrimony and used it as a base to broaden her
profile. Bear in mind that family winemaking for all
of its virtues—personal expression, passion, artisanal
craft—also summons powerful forces of division. The
norm for succession from one generation to the next
carries with it a carving up of the family holdings
among siblings. Examining the history of the Morey
family in Chassagne demonstrates just that. Caroline’s
grandfather, Albert Morey, divided his vineyards between his two sons, Jean-Marc and Bernard (Bernard
Morey’s wines have since been taken over by his sons

Vincent and Thomas Morey; each now has his own
separate domaine). In turn, Caroline’s share of her
father’s parcels represents a halving between her
brother and herself. So, broadening compels acquisition. Starting just this past year, Caroline has procured
both white and red wine vineyards in Chassagne and
in the immediately adjacent appellation of Santenay.
One huge headline from these new parcels, as included is a portion of the Criots-Bâtard-Montrachet grand
cru. Taken together, these newly acquired vineyards
more than double her holdings. Her first vintage from
the new vineyards will be 2017.
Caroline’s experience in the vineyards was obvious
as we toured Chassagne together. In the cuverie,
I learned of her background in all the other phases of
winemaking. She worked with her father for more
than twenty years, absorbing the nuances of the vineyards, winemaking, cellaring, bottling, and even the
office. For the last few years before her debut under
her own name, she was fully managing her father’s
domaine, with his advice of course. She has, however,
her own ideas, particularly with respect to the whites.
Jean-Marc and his wines were perfect replicas of each
other. Exuberant, always joyful, delighting in the
abundance of Burgundian food and wine, indeed
Falstaffian, Jean-Marc and his wines assumed a playful round fullness. Accentuating the ripe fruit, he
believed in picking at the last moment and stirring
the wines and their lees in the barrels (a technique
called bâtonnage).

¹ There is very sparse planting of
Aligoté, favored for mixing to
make Kir, and a microscopic
quantity of Pinot Gris. All the
celebrated white Burgundies,
however, are 100% Chardonnay.
Above right: View of the village
of Chassagne from Les Caillerets
vineyard.
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Caroline’s philosophy for
her whites is one of

MINIMUM INTERVENTION .

Left: Fermentation tanks
in the cuverie.

Caroline’s style hews to a contrasting tack. She wants
her wines to emphasize the soil. That word again,
terroir. Her overarching philosophy is one of minimal
intervention or manipulation of her white wines. This
means she avoids the bâtonnage favored by her father,
preferring to let the wines interact naturally with the
lees. Depending on the vineyard and the year, she includes a large percentage of whole clusters in the press.
For reasons of both tradition and space c onstraints,
her father crushed the grapes before p
 lacing them in
the vat. Obviously, crushed grapes can ferment in
smaller vats. With the luxury of abundant space in the
new winery which Pierre-Yves and she constructed,
Caroline is able to crush the grape clusters in the fermentation vats. Once fermentation is complete the
wine, together with the lees, goes into the barrels. As
Caroline expresses it, she lets “the lees do all the work”
without any intervention on her part. On the subject
of barrels, she tightly controls the percentage of new
oak barrels. Too much new oak risks overpowering
and masking the expression of the vineyard in the resulting wine. Indeed, to achieve her desired fruit/oak
balance, Caroline favors 350 liter barrels rather than
the more conventional 228 liter size.

Aficionados know well the issue of premature oxidation of whites that has vexed Burgundian winemakers
since the mid-1990s, whereas “before”, which Burgundy
adherents often refer to as “the old days”, these were
wines that could age gracefully for, in many cases,
twenty years or more. Starting in the mid-1990s, most
white Burgundies began to fall apart in as little as three
or four years. Caroline believes that a lack of sufficient
acid is a significant culprit. Thus, she harvests before
the acid levels drop too low. This brings a bright freshness to her whites and the promise of long life.
In many ways, Caroline’s approach to making her
whites, in both the vineyard and in the cellars, is
similar to that of Pierre-Yves. They both are dedicated to harvesting while there still is enough acid remaining to preserve and hold the wine and to
respecting the credo of minimum intervention. Another point in common: they both use wax seals on
their bottles as they provide further insurance against
intrusion of oxygen that would imperil aging. That
does not mean, however, that the two domaines are
identical. For example, both Pierre-Yves and she
make a Chassagne Les Caillerets. Given that her vines
(incidentally her Les Caillerets vines are 50 years old)
and his come from different locations within this
premier cru vineyard and with her slightly lower
percentage of new oak, these two Les Caillerets express the vineyard slightly differently.
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There is one respect in which Caroline does depart
from her husband. She has far greater holdings of
Pinot Noir planted vineyards and produces far greater
quantities of red Burgundy. As we talked throughout
a morning, it was plain that making red wine deeply
entertains her. With her whites, the dictates of nonintervention mean just that, summoning, of course,
attention to every detail, but resisting temptations to
“do things” that would otherwise manipulate the wine.
Reds on the other hand call upon constant judgments,
manipulations, and adjustments. During fermentation
lees and foam rise to the top of the vats and are traditionally pushed back down into the fermenting juice.
This routine is called “punching down”. The i ssue confronting the winemaker is when to punch down and
how many times. Too much punching down can yield
a wine out of balance, not enough, a wine which is
feeble. Until the market price driven replanting with

CAROLINE MOREY is

representative of the new wave
of WOMEN WINEMAKERS .

whites, Chassagne was renowned for its delicate fruity
reds. They were never vinified to mimic blockbuster
reds from the Côte de Nuits. Said another way, they
were not seen as substitutes for a Chambertin Clos de
Bèze or a rich Clos de Vougeot. Thus, Caroline does
not aim to have too much extraction or deep tannins.
She decides the percentage of whole clusters according
to the vineyard and vintage; her most recent vintage
of Chassagne rouge was vinified with 40% whole
clusters. When she does her daily tasting during fermentation, deciding whether to continue punching
down, she is looking for finesse, with round, elegant
fruit not overpowered by structure. Her reds from
Chassagne, Santenay, Saint-Aubin and Beaune all
adhere to this classic Côte de Beaune style.
Not that many years ago, it was rare to find a woman
winemaker in Burgundy or, for that matter, in France.
That is not to say that there were no high-profile women
on the French wine scene, Corinne Mentzelopoulos
of Château Margaux, Madame de Lencquesaing of
Château Pichon Lalande, and Lalou Bize-Leroy of
Domaine Leroy and the Domaine de la RomanéeConti, quickly spring to mind. But despite their great
achievements, these women were not winemakers.
Caroline Morey is representative of the new order that
is blooming in California’s Napa Valley and now in
Burgundy (we profiled one other woman winemaker
in Issue No. 15 of Lettres du Brassus, Anne Gros of
Vosne-Romanée) where women move to the forefront
bringing their talents to winemaking. •
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TASTING
Notes

SANTENAY ROUGE.

CHASSAGNE LES CHAMPS GAINS.

30% whole clusters. Fruity, easy wine
with a pleasant strawberry character.

More concentrated still. Complex with its
interplay of lime zest and vanilla.

CHASSAGNE ROUGE.

CHASSAGNE LES CHAUMÉES.

Deeper and richer than the Santenay.
Well defined cherry fruit backed by
subtle vanilla oak.

Very concentrated. The vineyard well
expressed with minerals. Excellent focus
of the fruit. Some notes of ripe peaches.

SANTENAY LES CORNIÈRES.

CHASSAGNE LES CAILLERETS.

A flattering pretty wine. Bright flavors
with hints of candied lemon and oak.
Well defined finish.

A bit closed when tasted. This vineyard
requires two to three years in order for
the wine to open up. Excellent definition
of the minerals and fruit. Beautiful fruit/
acid balance. Superb concentration and
power.

CHASSAGNE LE CHÊNE.

A step up in concentration. Racy sweet
citrus followed by a rich sweet finish.

2015s bottled in January 2017, except Les
Chaumées and Les Caillerets which were
bottled in April 2017; tasted in May 2017.
All wines are white unless noted as red.
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SANTENAY LES CORNIÈRES.

CHASSAGNE LES CHAUMÉES.

Tasted from a new oak barrel. Impressive
for its appellation. Flattering fruit with
notes of apricot.

Tasted from a two-year-old barrel.
Round. Notes of lime zest stitched with
vanilla. Long rich finish.

CHASSAGNE LE CHÊNE.

CHASSAGNE LES CAILLERETS.

Note: Caroline makes both red and
white from this vineyard. Twenty year
old vines. Much more weight and more
minerals than the Santenay. Buttery
vanilla overtones.

Tasted from a new oak barrel. Impressive
weight and power. Peaches with bright
lemon. Superb ripeness. Perfect balance
with the vanilla. Very rich and endless
finish.

CHASSAGNE LES CHAMPS GAINS.

2016s tasted from the barrel in May 2017.
All wines are white.

Replanted her father’s old vines in 2009.
Spicy citrus nose. Excellent concentration
and structure. Wonderful balance of
minerals. Bright acidity.

Paris

Chassagne-Montrachet

DR. GEORGE DERBALIAN
Dr. George Derbalian is the Lettres du
Brassus wine expert. Dr. Derbalian is
the founder of Atherton Wine Imports,
located in northern California. Not only
has he become one of the United States’
premier importers of fine wines, but
he has acquired a well-deserved reputation as one of the leading and most
respected wine connoisseurs and
expert tasters in the world. Each year,
Dr. Derbalian travels the wine circuits of
Europe and the United States, meeting
with wine producers, owners of the
finest domaines, chefs de chai, and other
key figures in the world of wine.
Throughout the course of each year, he
tastes literally many thousands of current
production and vintage wines. In this
Issue Dr. Derbalian introduces us to the
Burgundy wines of Caroline Morey.
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TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

New

CALENDARS
Three new calendar models, each with
a different interpretation of the date.
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Reflect on this for a moment: of all the watchmaking complications, which is used the most frequently? Not to denigrate in the slightest, but certainly
not alarms (after all we only wake up once a day,
maybe twice if you have the luxury of an afternoon
nap); not chronographs (unless you are devoted to
timing risottos all day long, 16 minutes please); not
repeaters (unlikely to sound their enchanting
chimes more than a few times a day); not GMTs
(certainly one is not traversing time zones every
day). A case can be made that more than any other
complication it would be the date function which is
used the most often.

Recognizing the usefulness and importance of date
complications, Blancpain debuted at Baselworld
2017 three timepieces within the Villeret collection
offering different variations on the date theme: the
Villeret Jour Date, Villeret Semainier Grande Date 8
Jours, and Villeret Quantième Phases de Lune. Taken
together these offer three different “flavors” for the
display of the date: a window, a large date, and a
date hand.

A case can be made that of all the watchmaking
complications THE DATE functions are the ones
USED MOST OFTEN .

Window: The Villeret collection is Blancpain’s most
traditional with aesthetics that embody timeless elegance and refinement. The new Jour Date model reflects
those values and marries the Villeret signature design
elements of a double pomme bezel, Roman numerals
and slim case profile with an understated display of the
day of the week and date aligned next to each other
at 3 o’clock. The presentation of the day and date
integrates perfectly with the layout of the dial, fully
preserving the harmony of the indexes and the small
seconds, while at the same time offering easy legibility.
The midnight change of the day of the week is instantaneous; the date semi-instantaneous. So as not to
disturb the finely finished sides of the case with correctors, both the day and date are set and adjusted via
the crown.
The movement powering the Jour Date watch is
Blancpain’s automatic winding in-house caliber 1160
DD. With its two mainspring barrels, the 1160 DD
achieves a 72-hour power reserve. In common with
the movements across all its collections, Blancpain has
fitted the 1160 DD with a free sprung balance with
inertial regulation and a silicium balance spring. This
combination greatly enhances not only the precision
of the movement, but its robustness as well. Finely finished in the Villeret style with anglage, perlage, and
côtes de Genève finishes, the movement, together with
its yellow gold honeycomb guilloché pattern winding
rotor, are on display through the clear case back. The
Jour Date model features a 40 mm stainless steel case.

118 | In Time

Large Date: The Villeret Semainier Grande Date
8 Jours offers an entirely different interpretation of
date functionality starting with the date itself. The
ultimate in legibility is the large date complication.
Placed at the 6 o’clock position, the date with its extra-large numerals is shown in two adjacent windows.
Like other Blancpain large date implementations,
the Semainier’s date changes instantaneously at
midnight.
In addition to its large date display, the Semainier offers two additional date complications. First, of course,
is the one that has given its name to the timepiece:
a week of year indication with a serpentine hand.
Serpentine hands draw upon two centuries of watchmaking tradition. They were developed historically in
order to facilitate the distinction between hands
showing the time and those used for a supplementary
indication. That is exactly the rationale behind
Blancpain’s use of a serpentine hand for the Semainier.
The large hands for the time display, hours, minutes
and large seconds are in red gold with the hours and
minutes subtly openworked in the Villeret style. As
the large week of year hand is both blued and serpentine in shape, there is no possibility of confusion between it and the time display hands. The weeks of the
year are arrayed on the perimeter of the dial outside
of the Roman numerals.
Sharp-eyed connoisseurs will immediately notice that
53 weeks are shown on the Semainier’s dial. It is a common mistake made by many, including, lamentably,
some other watch houses, to assume that there are

always 52 weeks in a year. In fact, many years have 53
weeks. A bit of a technical briefing. The International
Organization for Standardization, commonly known
as “ISO”, has actually promulgated a standard, ISO
8601, for numbering weeks. According to the standard, week one of the year is the first week in January
with a Thursday and closest to January 1. The last week
of the year is one with a majority of its days falling in
December and its last day is the Sunday falling closest
to December 31. Applying these definitions from
the standard shows that in every 400-year cycle of the
Gregorian calendar, which we all follow, there are
71 years that have 53 weeks, or roughly one in five.
Examples are 2012, 2017, 2023, 2028, 2034.
The Semainier has one additional date-related indication, the day of the week. This is displayed in a subdial
at the 9 o’clock position.

The ULTIMATE IN LEGIBILITY
is the LARGE DATE complication.
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Above: The construction of Blancpain’s patented under-lug correctors. Unlike the industry
standard correctors placed on the flanks of the case, Blancpain’s design dispenses with the
need for a pusher tool. Instead the under-lug tab can be actuated with a fingertip. A
further bonus: since the correctors are nestled under the lugs, the flanks of the case are
clean, unblemished by corrector dimples.
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In addition to its large date display
the Semainier offers WEEK OF YEAR
and DAY OF THE WEEK indications.

Setting of all the calendar indications of the Semainier
is accomplished by Blancpain’s exclusive and patented under-lug correctors. Most commonly, calendar
indications are set using correctors, which appear as
small dimples built into the sides of the case. These
require a small tool or stylus in order to set or adjust
the indication. Blancpain’s under-lug correctors dispense with both of these disadvantageous characteristics. Rather than blemishing the sides of the case
with dimples, the correctors are hidden under the
lugs of the watch, leaving the side profiles of the timepiece utterly clean. Beyond the enhancement of the
appearance of the timepiece is the ease of use. Instead
of requiring a stylus tool to actuate the corrector,
Blancpain’s system allows setting and adjustment
with a fingertip. The corrector under the 11 o’clock
lug adjusts the day of the week; another corrector
under the 1 o’clock lug sets the week of the year. The
date is adjusted via the crown.

The movement of the Semainier is Blancpain’s inhouse caliber 3738G2. This automatic winding movement achieves an extraordinary eight-day power
reserve thanks to its three mainspring barrels. In
common with the Jour Date model, the movement has
been equipped with a free sprung inertially regulated
balance wheel fitted with a silicium balance spring. In
addition, the balance wheel has been crafted in titanium, which is the subject of another patent. The bi-color
winding rotor has been decorated in a honeycomb
guilloché pattern.
Bringing a special allure to all of these calendar indications is the Semainier’s full fired enamel dial. The
process to create the dial is particularly demanding.
Layer after layer of enamel are applied with oven firing
accompanying each application. The end result justifies the effort as there is an added dimension of depth
and richness which only full fired enamel can achieve.
The ensemble is fitted into a 42 mm red gold case and
includes a hand stitched alligator strap with a red gold
deployant buckle.
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The STYLE of the date for the women’s
Villeret Quantième Phases de Lune IS
EMBLEMATIC FOR BLANCPAIN .

Date hand: With the women’s Villeret Quantième
Phases de Lune, which is offered in both red gold and
stainless steel models, Blancpain presents a third
variation in the manner of its display of the date.
Thirty-one indexes are arrayed in a circle placed just
inside the diamond indexes of the chapter ring. The
date itself is marked by its own red-tipped hand. This
style of date display is emblematic for Blancpain as it
was used for the complete calendar moon phase timepiece which was the debut model in the early 1980s
and has been featured in both the men’s and women’s
collections continuously ever since. The moon phase
is placed at 6 o’clock, distinguished from the men’s
models by the image of the “man in the moon”, which
in this case is a “woman in the moon” with a discreet
beauty mark on her cheek.

Two of the stainless steel versions reprise an innovation which traces its roots back half a century to
Blancpain’s Ladybird patrimony. The Ladybird, which
debuted in 1956, pioneered an interchangeable strap
system. As the strap threaded through a slot in the
back of the watch, women could easily and quickly
select color and style to suit mood and dress. The same
spirit is found with the new women’s model. However,
instead of threading the strap options though the back
of the watch, which would result in a thicker profile,
Blancpain developed a simple system with a miniature
tab incorporated into the spring bar which holds the
strap in place on the watch. Pulling the small tab with
a finger releases the strap from the lugs. To insert a
different strap reverses the process. Pulling on the tab
allows a different colored strap to snap neatly into
place on the watch.
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With a no-fuss method for changing the strap, the
Villeret Quantième Phases de Lune is packaged as an
ensemble. Nestled into its wood presentation case is
the timepiece with an array of five different straps,
each conveying a different mood when mounted on
the watch: three alligator straps in blue, red and black,
along with white ostrich leather and black satin variations. There are four different versions of the new
steel women’s timepiece: two with the interchangeable
strap system, one with and one without diamonds set
into the bezel and on the dial; two without the new
strap system, again with or without diamonds on the
bezel and dial.

The new Villeret Quantième Phases de Lune is fitted
with Blancpain’s in-house caliber 913 which debuted
in 2015. Blancpain fervently believes that the technical excellence of its women’s and men’s movements
should be equal. Thus, the 913 features a free sprung
balance and silicium balance spring. It also plows new
technical ground in that the movement designers
integrated the automatic winding system into the
body of the movement instead of adding a separate
winding bridge. (For more details see Issue No. 17 of
Lettres du Brassus.)
Three Baselworld debuts and three distinctive interpretations of the all-important display of the date. •

The steel version of this
new Villeret Quantième
Phases de Lune IS
PACKAGED AS AN
ENSEMBLE .
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