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Timekeeping is of course critical in space,
but watch companies entered the stratosphere
almost by accident

Watches that travel beyond the stratosphere require a
broad range of scientific testing and a somewhat differ-
ent set of specs than provided by a typical pilot watch. To
reach orbit, watches endured tests to check if the pieces
could withstand G-forces, radiation, extreme changes in
temperatures and pressures—all the while keeping their
functions accurate.

In the early days of space exploration it was natural
that the makers of pilot watches would seek to make
timekeepers destined for space travel. Yet evidence sug-
gests the contrary.

The Soviet program was more rigid from the start in
that it outfitted cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin with a state-
mandated Sturmanskije, manufactured by Poljot, during
Gagarin’s first trip into space. But the open-market econ-
omy in the United States led to a less structured launch.

During the early days of the U.S. space program,
astronauts took chronographs with them to back up
the clocks in the capsules. These included the Breitling
Navitimer worn by Scott Carpenter in 1962 and the
Speedmaster worn by Wally Schirra. These watches were
initially intended for the speedway, not the space way.
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How watch companies came to actively participate in
the early stages of the space program was not the result
of planning or marketing. In the case of Omega, the
company didn’t learn that its Speedmaster had been in
space until after the fact. Similarly, only recently did TAG
Heuer discover that John Glenn wore a Heuer stopwatch
in NASA's first orbital voyage.

Of course, once these watches returned to Earth,
advertising campaigns quickly picked up on the market-
ing potential, doing what they do best to let the pubic
know that their timepieces had been where no man had
gone before. Watch companies became more active in
developing timepieces for the space agencies.

Today, this partnership stretches beyond creating
watches destined for space. Watch firms are outfitting
astronauts with features specifically requested by astro-
nauts, providing functions that go beyond recording
mission times. This direct cooperation often results in
breakthrough technology to astronauts-and to those of
us who remain earthbound.

On these next pages we recall many of the watch
industry’s most robust space-time partnerships.
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FORTIS

A Russian Favorite

time & space

Fortis’ history has been embedded in aviation and
later space exploration, not only as the issuer of
official timepieces, but also as an active participant
in space experiments. Today, Fortis is the exclusive
supplier of manned space missions authorized by the
Russian Federal Space Agency.

In 1992, Fortis entered a partnership with the Euro-
Russian Space Commission through an unlikely venue.
East German Pop artist Andora had been commissioned
to paint the Russian Proton rocket as part of a publicity
campaign. His creativity made it to the dials of a Fortis
Stratoliner chronograph, with painted images of an
alien and spaceship. The chronograph took off in the
Proton rocket with a weather satellite and returned
safely to Earth. Today, replicas of this timepiece are cov-
eted among watch enthusiasts.

The successful return of the watch led the brand to
work with scientists at the Yuri Gagarin Russian State
Scientific-Research Test Center of Cosmonaut Training to
develop a watch specifically designed for space travel.
Sixty prototypes were subjected to G-force stress tests,
pressure chamber experiments and drastic temperature
changes. The resulting watch became part of the official
equipment cosmonauts took aboard the Euromir 1 mis-
sion in 1994, making it the first automatic chronograph
to step outside the space station.

The Limited Edition B-42 Black Mars 500 is embossed with
the emblems of the space agencies on the caseback.
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A year later Fortis added an alarm function to the
timepiece, no easy feat. In 1997, Fortis went into space
again as the Official Cosmonaut Chronograph for the
German-Russian space mission MIR 97.

Not simply providing chronographs for the wrists of
astronauts, in 2001 Fortis was used in the ISS’s experi-
ments that tracked global synchronization of watches
from space using GTS (Global Transmission Services.)
It partook in the development of new radio con-
trolled signals with the cooperation of the European
Space Agency, the German Aerospace Center DLR and
DaimlerChrysler Research.

Back on Earth, Fortis is still actively involved with
exploring the final frontier. The firm is looking ahead to
2030 when the first manned spacecraft is supposed to
take off for the red planet. The European-Russian MARS
500 Project, based in Moscow, will commence this spring,
with a 520-day (the time estimated to go and return
from Mars with a thirty-day stay) flight simulation. Six
crewmembers will endure the strenuous trial in mod-
ules no larger than 24 meters by 3 meters, cut-off from
the outside world, wearing their B-42 Black Mars 500
watches. These titanium timepieces come in a limited
edition to 2012, commemorating the firm’s hundred-
year anniversary.
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