
Memovox Restored 
 
 
Apologies in  advance,  because  this  is  more  about  a  man  than  a  watch,  but  I  can't  separate  the  two.  It’s  also  
very  long.  Read  on  or  scroll  rapidly  to  the  pictures,  I'll  quite  understand… 

My friend's watch 
 
To cut it short, my friend died, and some time later I came to 
own his Memovox. He bought it in the 1960s and wore it every 
day for much of his life, but for some time it had been in a 
drawer. It ran, and it ran accurately, but clearly it needed some 
expert care if it was to become an everyday watch for me.  
 
Having watches restored by the likes of Jaeger-LeCoultre is not 
the sort of thing I can generally afford, but my friend was      
special, and his watch was a bit special too. It took a while to 
accumulate the money, and I only decided on a JLC restoration 
after thinking long and hard about what was the right thing to 
do. The right thing for me, that is, because this wasn't a 
straightforward watch collectors' decision.  
 
I also sought the advice of respected friends at Watchuseek - 
particularly Ray MacDonald and John Opie, my moderator   
colleagues from the Vintages forum.  

My friend 
 
Bear with me as I tell his story, because it helps to explain why I found him so remarkable, and why his 
watch was important to me. 
 
I hesitated more than once before deciding to write about him, because even now it seems a little            
inappropriate to put him in the full, indiscriminating glare of the internet. He was from a different, more  
modest age.  

Henry was born in Prague, sufficiently long ago 
that he sometimes referred to his country of birth 
as Bohemia. To his broad historical way of     
thinking, his family was a product of a relatively 
benign Austro-Hungarian Empire.  
 
His father was a wealthy industrialist, his mother a  
concert violinist. His grandfather had traded with 
the Romanov dynasty in Tsarist Russia, a cousin 
wrote Broadway musicals, and in later life became 
moderately famous for essentially playing himself 
in a hit TV show and film.  
 
It was an international family, with branches in 
neighbouring countries. 

 
Just about every member of Henry's family seemed to be successful, whether in industry, business, music 
or medicine.  



Henry grew up in a street where the commonest car was a Rolls-Royce, and his family's ski-lodge in the 
mountains was big enough to be turned into a school when it was later taken over by the Republic of 
Czechoslovakia. Visiting opera stars stayed at their house when performing in Prague. Henry was musical 
too, and although living in Prague, went by train to Paris for his piano lessons. It was a different age, and an 
age about to end.  
 
Henry's family was Jewish (at least nominally, in terms of extraction and surname), like twenty percent of 
Prague's population in 1939. Henry's immediate family had the foresight, the money and the connections to 
get out as the eventual holocaust approached. Some relations, in common with two-thirds of Prague's   
Jewish population, died in Auschwitz, Maidanek, Treblinka and Sobibor.  
 
Henry's family boarded a plane, in something of a hurry, their departure partly assisted by a member of the 
House of Lords, leaving behind their wealth, their social position - and to his mother's chagrin, her rather 
valuable violin. Henry's father became a manager in a factory in the north of England, his mother formed a 
local music society and Henry joined the RAF.  
    
 
Henry hitched a ride back to his homeland at the 
end of the war. The day after the German         
surrender, he was in an RAF plane flying low over 
Berlin. The crew, it seemed, had mainly popped 
over to take a look. The plane landed, Henry got 
off and headed for Prague.  
 
"There were planes flying all over the place. You 
just got on one that was going your way." 
 
Back in Prague, Henry found himself bobbing 
about on the tides of history. I don't know if he was 
allied to any particular faction, but he was involved 
in some risky and maverick activities.  
 
Most probably, he was just being Henry - patriotic, 
principled and ridiculously brave.  
 
 
 
Henry and the Ambassador 
 
Quite how this came about, I have no idea, but Henry impersonated the Swedish Ambassador for a couple 
of weeks, giving the Ambassador time to leave the country incognito and unobserved.  
 
The Ambassador, rather like Raoul Wallenberg, his counterpart in Budapest, had been issuing protective 
Swedish passports to those who might be at risk, initially from the Germans and then from the Russians. 
Wallenberg was 'disappeared' by the Soviets, and was later reported to have died while imprisoned in the 
Lubyanka.  
 
Henry opened the Embassy each day, took phone calls and even maintained his impersonation through a 
meeting with a high-ranking Soviet official, all the time speaking in Swedish-accented English. When he 
thought that things were getting a bit hot, and confident that the Ambassador was now safe, he made his 
own exit.  
 
Just in time, as it turned out, because his journey to safety involved being pursued through the mountains 
by a detachment of Soviet troops with tracker dogs. Looking back down the mountains he could see them 
following. We will never know whether the troops thought they were pursuing the Swedish Ambassador or 
an 'agent' of some kind.  
 
It took him many weeks to reach Western Allied territory, and he emerged emaciated and near collapse, his 
broken shoes wrapped in rags.  
 
He had his mother's violin strapped to his back.  



Henry back in Britain 
 
He completed his interrupted education at London 
University, then went to work for the de Havilland 
aircraft company. At that time, de Havilland were 
developing   the  world’s   first   commercial   jet   airliner,  
the ultimately ill-fated Comet.  
 
Henry played a key role in developing systems that      
resolved a problem with decompression on landing, 
when prototypes were inclined to fill with fog. 
 
 
He later became Chief Engineer of Unilever, and something of an expert on refrigeration and climate     
control systems.  
 
When not climbing to the top of British industry, he was scaling most of the Alpine mountain peaks, and a 
few in the Himalayas. At some point, probably in celebration of having 'made it', after starting his life again 
from scratch, he bought himself a nice watch. To the best of my knowledge, the watch went to the top of 
some of the mountains he climbed.  
 
He retired to a modest flat, and I became his neighbour about twenty-five years ago. He lived  quietly, but 
treated himself to a new Mercedes every few years, which he drove to the ski-slopes well into his eighth 
decade. He also used it to stock up on wine from French vineyards, some of which went down my throat 
during long and wide-ranging conversations. He was the wisest and most remarkable man I will ever know, 
and he was audacious, good-humoured fun. He taught me about music, demonstrating harmony and    
counterpoint on the piano, and it wouldn't be too fanciful to say that he taught me similar things about life.  
 
It took me many years to piece together even an outline of his life, because he only offered details when    
giving some context to an observation or a random memory. One day, I mentioned something about    
Yugoslavia. "Do you know", he laughed, "a Yugoslavian Princess was once in this flat." In answering the 
question: "How the hell do you know Yugoslavian Princesses?”  he  revealed  a  bit  more  of  his  background.  
That's the way it happened, piece by piece. Some pieces didn't fully fall into place until speaking to his 
nephew after his funeral.  
 
 
Henry in Poland 
 
Henry never returned to Czechoslovakia, and never sought reparation for the family's lost properties when 
that became possible. One day, when my wife and I were planning our next trip to our apartment in Kraków, 
we asked if he'd like to come along. He jumped at it - "I'd love to! It will be the opera season! How far is it to 
the mountains?" Henry was an old man by now (although 'old' was never quite the right word for Henry), 
and had lately preferred to travel in the company of others. It also became apparent that a trip to Poland 
was a kind of substitute for a trip to Czechoslovakia, which he felt unable to visit. The languages were   
similar, as was the food, the architecture and the general Mitteleuropa ambience.  
 

 
We're not opera lovers, but we went to the opera. 
We had a box with plush gilded chairs, and wine 
was brought to us at the interval.  
 
We hired a car and a driver and went to the Tatra 
mountains. Henry was bouncing about like a spring 
lamb, pointing out the routes he would take up the 
peaks, diving into the woods looking for mushrooms. 
He feasted on food he said he hadn't tasted "in a 
thousand years!"  
 
He came back a week before us. We saw him off at 
the airport and we never saw him again.  

Art Deco main building of de Havilland aircraft factory, Hatfield 

Henry in the Tatra Mountains - beyond lies the former Czechoslovakia  



When we got home, Henry's nephew was waiting for us. Henry had died while taking a nap after his weekly 
visit to the gym. He was 86. His nephew also gave us an invitation card that Henry had prepared.                
It announced a 'Grand Kraków Reunion Dinner'. This was in October 2007.  
 
After his funeral, Henry's nephew asked if we would like to take a memento from his flat. I'll admit that the 
JLC crossed my mind, but not seriously. It was too personal, and one of his family would already have it.           
It would have been impertinent, and I was no more likely to have nominated the watch than the baby grand 
piano or the Mercedes. We chose a pair of slightly eccentric candlesticks that often drew our gaze while 
Henry was off opening another bottle.  

And then... 
 
Three years later, I was talking to another neighbour who was about to move away. He was a builder and 
Jack of All Trades, and had undertaken the clearance of Henry's flat. We were reminiscing about Henry, as 
we sometimes did, and I mentioned the watch, just in passing.      
 
"Oh, I've got that", he said. He went and got a box of odd bits and pieces, rummaged about a bit, and pulled 
out the JLC. "I meant to put it on eBay, but I've never got round to it. Probably needs a bit of fixing up." 
 
I borrowed it, photographed it, took advice and... bought it. I could hardly believe that I had it, and for     
several days it was rarely more than a couple of feet from my hand. I replaced the Fixo-Flex bracelet with a 
brown leather strap and tried to imagine how it would look buffed up a bit.  

A suitable case for treatment 
 
The Memovox on the (non-)original fixo-flex, and on a 
no-name calf-alligator strap after ten minutes with an 
old toothbrush and some soapy water. 
 
Reasonably   presentable   at   arm’s   length,   and   from   a  
sentimental perspective, but significantly deteriorated 
on closer inspection. 
 
 
Decisions to be made... 



The restoration question 
 
Ask watch buffs about restoration and most will say: Don't do it'.  
 
They will talk about 'originality', the loveliness of 'patina', and they will 
point out that restoration can lower a watch's value. They might also 
say that a watch loses some part of its identity by being smartened up.  
 
To me, most of that (the possible exception being collectors' value) is 
overly romantic and unconvincing. If I bought a vintage car, I wouldn't 
value the rust around the wheel arches, I'd get it fixed.  
 
Henry enjoyed and took pride in his watch when it looked good. When 
it started to look manky, he put it in a drawer and bought another 
watch. Why would I keep it manky? 
 
My wife put it best:  
 
"If you get it restored it will have another life. It had one life with Henry, and then it will have another one 
with you - and it will always be Henry's watch." 
 
Exactly.  

Who should restore it? 
 
There were cheaper options, but it was probably inevitable that I would send it back to its maker in        
Switzerland. I started saving.  
 
Late last year, I took it down to Jaeger-LeCoultre in Bond Street. The salesman recommended leaving the 
dial unrestored because of its - yes, I was half-expecting this - because of its lovely patina. I had long 
crossed that bridge, so requested an estimate for a full rebuild. The estimate would be itemised, so if I 
really couldn't afford it, I could select from a menu of options. The watch went off to Le Sentier.  
 
 
The estimate 
 

 
Fine. Away you go, JLC! 

 
 Restoration of movement (essential): £930.13 

 Soldering of movement pin (essential): £65.49 

 Replacement of crown pipe (essential): £130.99 

 Restoration of dial, disc and hands (optional): £936.73 

 New plexi glass (essential): £0.00 

 Creation of estimate: £42.00 (no charge if work proceeds) 

 P&P and insurance: £13.20 

 Estimate total: £2,118.54  

 
 Approximate delivery time: 35 weeks from authorisation. 



Collecting it... 
 
A year on from my first visit, and off to Bond Street. 
Excited or what?  
 
Apart from anything else, I hadn't seen it for a year, 
and in the meantime it had been dissected, laid 
bare on the operating table, scrutinised through 
lenses, and then, after fifty years, rebuilt by the 
successors to the watchmakers who first made it.   
 
My wife had been on board with the project from 
the start, so we decided to make a day of it. Bond 
Street, The Burlington Arcade, a couple of Royal 
Parks, Buckingham Palace, Whitehall - plenty of 
diversion to be had round there... 

 
 

 

We  sat  at  a  desk,  a  rather  fabulous  Atmos  clock  attracting  my  attention,  and  then  there  it  was…   
 
The bezel shone like mercury, the dial 
had a silky gleam under the spot-
lights.  
 
Improbably, it looked bigger, maybe 
because the case and dial were now 
a   single   silvery   entity.   It   wasn’t   just  
clean, it looked as though it would be 
at home in one of the display cases 
around us. 
  
The last time I saw it, the signature 
colour was a watery brown, as though 
it had been chewing tobacco for half a 
century. Tiny bacteria-like stuff had 
made a start on colonising the dial. 
Now it had a cool confidence, and it 
was ticking and telling the time like... 
well, like a watch.  
 
For most of its time with me, it had been immobile in a box, hands frozen at random angles. I wasn't used to 
it ticking, just ticking away like that, and thinking nothing of it.  
 
I hadn't picked it up yet. I picked it up, and there was that weighty, rubbery boing of the hammer rotor. You 
can feel these watches working, if you want to, as the weight shifts and recoils through 270°. It wouldn't do 
in a modern watch, but you wouldn't want to be without it in a 1960s Memovox. 
 
Looking closer... the curve of the outer dial was more apparent, now that it could reflect some light.         
The applied JLC symbol and the indices stood out in crisp relief. The printed 'Jaeger-LeCoultre', previously 
a little indistinct against the grubbiness of the dial, no longer looked as though the print was smudged.  
 
The  hands  looked  new,  even  though  they  weren’t.  The  new  crystal  had  the  same  profile  as  the  old,  but  no  
longer contributed its own sepia effect, or scattered reflections of micro-scratches across the dial. 
 
The Swiss manageress, seeing my goggle-eyed glee, was smiling almost as much as me... 
 
From being a charming but time-encrusted relic, the watch had been transformed into something that     
projected itself - out of the box, onto your wrist, and into the future. The cost of the restoration was just a 
number now, and it had been the right thing to do, entrusting it to Jaeger-LeCoultre.  
 



Jaeger-LeCoultre Memovox 
 
Ref. E 855, cal. 825 
 
Produced 1959-1968 
 
Total number produced: 48,853 
 
43,825 in stainless steel 
4,707 in yellow gold 
321 in red gold 
 
 
Purchased sometime in the 1960s. 
 
Acquired October 2010 
 
Restored by Jaeger-LeCoultre September 2012 
 

And on the wrist... 



Memovox - two moments in time 
 
What was the watch now, after its trip to Le Sentier? Simple - it was a 1960s Memovox in fantastic         
condition, and it was set fair for a second life. It was old, it was new, it was Henry's and it was mine.  
 
What did the Memovox represent when Henry bought it? It's hard to say with absolute certainty, because 
the world of watches was different in the 1960s.  
 
At  the  start  of  the  decade,  most  people  in  Britain  didn't  own  an  automatic  wristwatch,  and  many  didn’t  own  a  
wristwatch at all. My father had a cheap pocket watch, which he wound each morning and set to the BBC 
time signal. For those that could afford them, the Rolex Submariner was getting into its stride, the Omega 
Speedmaster was turning 'Professional', Patek Philippe was offering the first automatic watch with a       
perpetual calendar, and over in Japan Seiko were producing the first automatic chronograph. The brands 
you were most likely to see on a British High Street were Ingersoll, Smiths and Timex. Only the reasonably 
well-off had an Omega or a Longines.  
 
Perhaps the biggest difference between then and now is that the world of watches hadn't become self-
referential. There was less striving for effect, and little recycling of designs. There was no looking back,  
because the mood of the times said that the next thing was more interesting than the last thing. Even the 
Jaeger-LeCoultre Reverso had been retired, as out of place in the post-war world as a silent movie. There 
was virtually no interest in vintage watches, which would have been described in less flattering terms as 
‘second-hand’.  The  brand  tribalism  of  the  internet  age  was  a  horror  that  could  not  yet  be  imagined.   
 
You could quite reasonably call the 1960s a golden age for wristwatches, an age that was going to end in a 
couple of decades, and which the later renaissance of mechanical watches couldn't quite restore.  
 
 
 
Jaeger-LeCoultre 
 
The pantheon of luxury brands was long established, although people probably referred to 'makers' rather 
than brands. 'Luxury' also had rather more substance than it does today, when marketing men can whip up 
a luxury brand like an omelette.  

 
Jaeger-LeCoultre were luxury, and the substance of their  
renown came from watch movements and precision           
engineering. They have more than a thousand different     
calibres to their name, and there's hardly a complication that 
they haven't made. Way back in 1844, they invented the 
world's most accurate instrument, the Millionometer, which 
made it possible to measure the micron, and which made 
metric measurement the standard for watchmaking.  
 
At some point or another, Jaeger-LeCoultre has supplied 
movements or parts to most of the top-notch companies in 
Switzerland, from Audemars Piguet to Breguet, IWC, Omega, 
Patek Philippe and Vacheron Constantin. They made       
complete watches for Cartier. Not too surprisingly, they're 
acknowledged as 'La Grande Maison de la Vallée de Joux'. 
Jaeger-LeCoultre, in their advertising, confidently described 
their watches as 'Haute Horlogerie' and 'Horlogerie De Luxe'.  
 
Henry, with his background in a street full of Rolls-Royces, 
and with an appreciation of engineering, was likely to have 
grown up with an awareness of Jaeger-LeCoultre, and its  
significance as a watchmaker. It's possible that someone in his street owned an Atmos clock, which was 
prominently advertised at the time.  
 
Jaeger-LeCoultre made the first automatic wrist-alarm, the Memovox Automatic, in 1956, and he was likely 
to have been aware of that too.  



Henry’s  choice 
 
Why might Henry have chosen a Jaeger-LeCoultre, and why a Memovox? He could have bought a Rolex, 
an Omega, or a model from any of the 'Hautes Horlogerie' companies, although he would probably have 
thought that a Patek Philippe was going too far. He never minded spending money on quality, but generally 
drew the line at what he would have considered unnecessary extravagance.  
 
Then, as now, Jaeger-LeCoultre was above and at one remove from Rolex and Omega, which could have 
been bought in any fair-sized town in England. Jaeger-LeCoultre advertising said that their watches were 
for 'men of action', but in some way or another so did the advertising of most watch companies. It rang a 
little truer with Rolex and Omega because they were busy developing the 'sports' sector. Despite Jaeger-
LeCoultre's attempt to promote the Reverso as a sports watch, and the presence of a dive model in the 
catalogue, they were known for traditional, elegant watches. The combination of 'cut above', technical    
excellence and tradition would have been right up Henry's street, in more ways than one.  
 
There might also have been a more basic reason for him choosing a Jaeger-LeCoultre. Having heard him 
lavish his very best French accent on the name, I think he might just have liked the sound of it...  
 
 
Why a Memovox? In contemporary 
advertising, Jaeger-LeCoultre were 
accenting the advantages of a wrist 
alarm. It could remind you of your pre-
booked international call and when 
your taxi was due to arrive. It could 
help you to be on time for your flight      
departure, and tell you when you had 
stayed long enough in the midday 
sun. If you were a scientist, it could 
help you to time experiments. More 
prosaically, it could tell you when the 
new-fangled parking meter needed 
more coins. Somewhat incongruously, 
given  the  ‘man  of  action’  target  group,  
it could tell you when it was time to 
take your tablets. 
 
In effect, busy and important people 
were being told that they needed a 
wrist alarm to cope efficiently with the 
thrusting modernity of the times.  
 
It's pretty much the same spiel later 
applied to Filofaxes, Dictaphones and 
Personal Digital Assistants - all of 
them vital, most of them redundant 
within a decade.  
 
Yes, the Memovox would have      
appealed to Henry, with his efficient 
approach to getting things done, and 
his weakness for a nifty mechanical 
device. A gadget wrapped up in a 
swanky watch - what could be better? 
 
Interestingly, the promotion of the Memovox was not entirely dissimilar to the promotion of multi-function 
Casios twenty years later. In the late fifties and sixties, you needed 'haute horlogerie' to deliver convenient 
features. Not much later they were the virtual preserve of 'horlogerie plastique'.  
 
And when Henry's Memovox got a bit grubby, what did he replace it with? He could have bought anything, 
but  he  chose  a  Seiko  kinetic.  To  his  exacting  engineer’s  mind,  the  Seiko  was  a  better  instrument,  and  the  
technical performance rationale for haute horlogerie was long gone. 



Memovox, voice of memory 
 
Henry's life was shaped by the major events and cataclysms of twentieth-century European history. He was 
born into a highly-developed and civilised society that ceased to exist when he was eighteen. With his   
natural and inherited advantages, he would have flourished in the Republic that was established just three 
years before he was born, having risen from the ashes of World War 1 and the collapse of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. 
 
Two dictatorships, one from the west, one from the east, ensured that all he brought away from his old life, 
apart from his mother's violin, was his grandfather's diamond-studded platinum tie-pin. Everything else had 
to be earned again.  
 
He didn't waste time on bitterness, he just set about becoming British instead of Czech, even to the point of 
becoming devoted to cricket. The Jaeger-LeCoultre was a small but potent symbol of a life rebuilt. 
 
What would Henry think of me restoring his watch? He'd think I was nuts. He was rigorously unsentimental, 
and he didn't attach a great deal of importance to material things. "Let's face it," he once said, "one day 
everything I own, apart from the car and the piano, will go in a skip." 
 
Not quite, Henry, not quite. Five years after I last saw you, I've got a new watch - your watch. 
 

Henry Adler, 1921-2007 


