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IntroductIon

A s you open these books and consider reading them, 
you may ask the question: “Why did Fred Friedberg 

write a second Illinois watch book? Didn’t he cover it all 
in his first book in 2004?” There were actually many good 
reasons to write a new Illinois book set. Among other 
things, I wanted: (a) to update the first book; (b) to 
cover the areas that I did not have the time or space 
to include previously; (c) to provide information on 
newly identified or confirmed Illinois wristwatches 
and related information; (d) to add a full 
identification guide for the Illinois ladies’ wristwatch 
models; and (e) to document as much information 
as I could find on the mostly heretofore unknown 
Hamilton-Illinois Mid-Century Modern wristwatches. 
In short, I have learned much since 2004 and I felt it 
only fair that collectors should share in this wealth of 
knowledge.

From a historical perspective, I wanted to correct 
some long-standing misconceptions about Illinois 
during its years under Hamilton control. In my ear-
lier book, The Illinois Watch: The Life and Times of 
a Great American Watch Company, I followed those 
researchers and authors who had gone before me 
and blindly accepted that Hamilton acquired Illinois 
and basically left Illinois unchanged. Then, as the 
Great Depression dragged on, dire financial straits 
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forced Hamilton to close its Illinois 
Division. In 2004, I believed this 
premise to be gospel and did not 
look further. I was focused primar-
ily on recording, memorializing 
and relating information on the 
actual Illinois men’s wristwatches 
themselves.

To correct this fault, the cur-
rent volumes used the whys of 
Hamilton’s acquisition of Illinois 
as a starting point, around which 
the rest of the books were built. 
It became immediately evident 
that context would become criti-
cal. Hamilton’s decisions did not 
occur in a vacuum. It would be 
necessary to explain the pre- and 
post-acquisition economy and 
its impact on Hamilton, and 
Hamilton’s reaction to events, in 
order to understand how it treated 
Illinois. The 1929 stock market 
crash and the resulting Great 
Depression had a huge effect on 
Hamilton’s decision-making. So 
did the death of the longtime 
Hamilton patriarch and president, 
Charles F. Miller, in July 1931. It is 
my hope that when you complete 
your reading of this entire set of 
books you will have a clearer un-
derstanding of the ever-increasing 
hardships Illinois endured until 
its demise as its new corporate 
parent, faced with life-and-death 
choices, elected to allow only one 
watch operation to survive in the 
face of the most tumultuous eco-
nomic conditions in the history of 
the United States.

Also, to understand Hamilton’s 
actions, it was necessary to 
examine the development of 
the watch industry in the United 
States, both before and after 
Illinois was acquired by Hamilton. 
Therefore, Volume 1 also delves 
into the historical background of 
the American watch industry; its 
state in the 1920s and the effects 
of Black Tuesday and the Great 
Depression on that watch industry 
in general and on the Hamilton 
Watch Company and its Illinois 
Watch Division in particular. This 
picture developed only after 
hundreds of hours of research 
performed at the New York Public 
Library, the Library of Congress in 
Washington, D.C., and the NAWCC 
Museum and Library in Columbia, 
Pennsylvania, as well numerous 
discussions and email exchanges 
with Hamilton and Illinois collec-
tors and experts. It also included 
weeks reviewing issues of local 
newspapers in Springfield and 
Lancaster between 1927 and 1935. 
Volume 4, describing Hamilton’s 
attempt to resurrect the Illinois 
name in the mid-1950s, which also 
required research in the resources 
mentioned above. All these ef-
forts were made in an attempt to 
determine why Hamilton handled 
Illinois in the manner it did.

These volumes also significantly 
update and supplement informa-
tion from the previous book as 
well as add chapters document-
ing Illinois ladies’ models and 

the Hamilton-Illinois models of 
the  1950s.

Every effort has been made to 
minimize the overlap between 
these volumes and The Illinois 
Watch: The Life and Times of a 
Great American Watch Company. 
It is recommended that you use 
both together to gain a greater 
appreciation of Illinois.

This set has been organized 
into five distinct volumes to help 
the reader understand Illinois in 
its various aspects.

Volume 1, which includes the 
first five chapters, places the 
Illinois Watch Company in the 
context of the American watch 
industry. 

Chapter 1 deals with the lives, 
personalities and contributions 
of key figures who helped build 
(and shutter) the Illinois Watch 
Company. 

Chapter 2 reports on historic 
work rules, work conditions and 
life in the Illinois Watch Factory, 
including the roles of women in 
the workforce. 

Chapter 3 deals with the devel-
opment of the American watch 
industry from its beginnings, in-
cluding its trials, tribulations and 
successes in the 1920s, leading up 
to Hamilton’s acquisition of Illinois 
in 1928. It details all of the likely 
reasons for the acquisition.

Chapter 4 describes the post-
acquisition boom times in the 
watch industry at the end of the 
1920s coupled with the pervasive 
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and intensive fear among manu-
facturers, jobbers and legitimate 
retailers about the practices of 
price-cutters, discounters and easy-
credit jewelers.

Chapter 5 reviews in detail the 
impact of the Great Depression 
as it hit the watch industry and 
Hamilton’s reaction to it as mea-
sured by its quiet but methodical 
winding down of Illinois, leading ul-
timately to the demise of that “Great 
American Watch Company.”

Volume 2, consisting of the next 
three chapters, discusses the major 
components of the Illinois watch.

Chapter 6 covers updated infor-
mation on movements and their 
repair, points out some anomalies 
in existing movement production 
databases, explains why Hamilton 
did not (as had earlier been report-
ed) produce thousands of Illinois 
wristwatch movements in 1948, 
describes how an Illinois movement 
functions (including a unique inter-
view with two watch repairpersons 
about the nuances of servicing 
Illinois watches), and provides brief 
histories of the key private-label 
Illinois customers.

Chapter 7 covers the transfor-
mation of pocket watch dials into 
wristwatch dials and presents 
examples of private-label, custom 
and unusual Illinois dials, along with 
descriptions on how enamel and 
metal dials were fabricated. It also 
examines the refinishing of metal 
dials via a first-of-its-kind in-depth 
interview with the leader of the 

largest dial-refinishing firm in the 
United States. Debate exists among 
collectors about the importance of 
keeping original dials rather than 
refinishing them. This author firmly 
believes that dials should not be 
refinished. For this reason there 
is also a list of dozens of “Redone 
Tells” to help a serious collector 
forensically identify refinished and 
original dials.

Chapter 8 provides a historical 
profile of the casemakers utilized 
by Illinois, and by Hamilton for 
Hamilton-Illinois wristwatches, 
along with an updated list of all 
known Illinois case model numbers. 
All Illinois models are listed by case 
shape in this chapter as well as by 
casemaker. There is also a watch 
attachment section that focuses 
on this specialty industry and the 
watchbands in vogue during the 
peak years of Illinois wristwatches.

Volumes 3 and 4 focus on the 
three major lines of Illinois wrist-
watches: the Illinois men’s models, 
the Illinois ladies’ models and the 
later Hamilton-Illinois watches, 
which included both men’s and 
ladies’ models.

Chapter 9, which occupies all of 
Volume 3, provides a complete iden-
tification guide to all known men’s 
Illinois wristwatch models. Entries 
include newly identified names and 
models, recently found advertise-
ments and other information, as 
well as fascinating and valuable 
internal corporate documents of 
Illinois and Hamilton.

Chapters 10 and 11 share 
Volume 4.

Chapter 10 presents the most 
comprehensive review of ladies’ 
Illinois wristwatches ever, building 
on the seminal work of Farrell Gay 
(with his permission and coopera-
tion) along with relevant adver-
tisements and information.

Chapter 11 documents to the 
greatest extent possible the 
Hamilton-Illinois wristwatches 
introduced and sold by 
Hamilton from 1953 to 1955 as its 
moderately priced marketing test 
case for the use of Swiss-made 
movements.

Volume 5 provides information 
for Illinois collectors and collec-
tors-to-be about collecting and 
suggestions on how to go about 
doing it.

Chapter 12 covers items of 
Illinois-related ephemera and 
other watch-related collectibles 
not shown in my previous book .

Chapter 13 lists numerous meth-
odologies for collecting a satisfy-
ing selection of Illinois wrist-
watches, along with contemporary 
strategies to do so by a leading 
grand-master collector. There’s 
also an extremely interesting and 
entertaining interview with four 
knowledgeable watch collectors. 

Chapter 14 sets forth a rather 
lengthy quiz included for your en-
joyment to “Test Your Knowledge” 
of Illinois history and wristwatch-
es, the Hamilton Watch Company, 
and this book in general.
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The earlier book introduced 
“Fantastic Finds” and “Historical 
Notes” sidebars, which received 
enthusiastic reader response. 
For this reason, I included these 
again. New features in this book 
set include interviews with watch 
repairers, a dial refinisher and 
serious Illinois collectors. I also 
gathered brief stories from collec-
tors about “Why I Collect Illinois.” 
These are spread throughout the 
books. To make these volumes 
more useful to both experienced 
and novice collectors, I have 
added “Tells” (to spot a redone 
dial), “Technical Tips,” “Fraud 
Alerts” and the information on 
watch attachments.

I hope I have convinced the 
reader that significant justification 
exists to open, read and enjoy 
these five volumes.
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