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1: Introduction
The Origins of Self-Winding Watches (Watkins, 2013) was printed at the end of January 
2014 and distributed in Europe, England and America. It seems that this book aroused 
interest in the subject because, during the following four months, a number of new 
documents were located. These included two tantalising references to a person named 
Christin in the records of the Académie Royale des Sciences et Belles-Lettres in Berlin; 
Berlin (1781, pages 41-42), Figures 1 and 2.

The mention in the 26 August entry, of a drawing of a self-winding watch, led to a concerted 
effort to find the letters and any other documents referring to Christin. 

Heinz Mundschau contacted the President of the Berlin Academy of Science and obtained 
copies of three letters, a summary of inventions, and a drawing of a self-winding watch 
with its explanation. These letters are presented in Sections 2, 5, 6 and 7. We do not know 
the name of the person to whom these letters were addressed, but it was probably Formey, 
Conseiller privé and perpetual secretary of the Berlin Academy. 

In addition, Bernard Roobaert and Richard Watkins found a number of other documents 
which discuss other inventions of Christin.

The purpose of this article is to present the documents that have been found. These have 
been grouped by subject in chronological order. 

Figure 2

Figure 1
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2: Circa 1725, Origins

Christin was the son of Jean-Pierre Christin and Charlotte Vulson, who married in the 
fall of 1724. Before her marriage,  Charlotte was a mistress of Jean-Jacques Rousseau; he 
mentions her in his “Confessions”. His father, Brigadier Vulson was a commander in the 
service of France and died at the Battle of Minden (1 August 1759), lost by the French. 
Christin was born in Bern, Switzerland, probably about 1730. (Cranston, 1982; Roobaert, 
2014.)

In the first of the three Berlin letters, Figures 3 to 5, Christin provided a short curriculum 
vitae:

Dear Sir 

I do not have the honour to be known to you, but I wish to be known by my works. 
My father was a lawyer in the canton of Bern in Switzerland, and my mother from 
Berlin, daughter of the brigadier Vulson, who died at Minden, a commander in the 
service of the King.

In my youth I was driven by an unquenchable appetite for mechanisms in general, 
and I followed the way which is absolutely necessary to succeed in this science, 
that is, I embraced watchmaking. I practiced all the rules, and I even dare to say 
all the delicacy of this art. I applied myself principally to the study of the best 
authors, so as to know all the results of the materials put in motion in the smallest 
volume, because this knowledge leads naturally to the most perfect exactitude in the 
execution of any machine, whatever type and size which it may be. I went to Paris 
for a suitable time to benefit from the knowledge of the great artists who are there. 
From there I went to Amsterdam, because I wanted to get some knowledge of the 
construction of ships, and finally I stopped in this city where I was summoned by the 
SAS Monseigneur the Margrave de Bade Dourlach, to set up some manufactories 
in his lands, which occupied me for more than twelve years. But as, for a few 
years, they have been able to do without me in the companies in question, which 
are well established, I now propose to reveal the useful inventions which appeared 
to deserve my application and are the result of a long succession of experiments. I 
wish to subject them to the judgment of the Academy of Sciences in Berlin and to 
offer to his Majesty the new discoveries which appear to be worthy.

The object of this letter is to request that you, Sir, do me the favour to direct me in 
what should be done to achieve my goal. The gracious protection that you grant to 
artists and to all that can contribute to the progress of the arts, assures me that you 
will view my intentions in a favourable way, I have taken the liberty to attach here 
the notice of the new inventions that I have produced. Later I will be able to provide 
others no less useful, in the case that the King finds me able to be employed in his 
service, and I have the honour to be with the most perfect consideration

Sir 

Your very humble and very obedient servant 

Christin watchmaker to the Court

Carlsrouhe June 16th, 1779
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3: 1755, The Semi Recoil Escapement

Figure 3
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3: 1755, The Semi Recoil Escapement

Figure 5
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3: 1755, The Semi Recoil Escapement

On 11 January 1755, the minutes of the Paris Académie Royale des Sciences (Paris, 1755a, 
page 5) reported:

Mr Christin came and showed the Company a new escapement that Messers Camus 
and Montigny are requested to examine.

And on 8 March 1755 (Paris, 1755a, page 168) they presented their report, Figure 6.

MM Camus et de Montigny ont fait le rapport suivant de l’échappement du Sr 
Christin.

Nous avons examiné par ordre de l’Académie un échappement de montre présentée 
par le Sieur Christin, horloger.

Figure 6
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3: 1755, The Semi Recoil Escapement

Cet échappement est à ancre à peu près semblable aux ancres ordinaires des 
pendules, conduite par un rochet qui porte deux espèce de dents, dont les unes sont 
entaillées dans son plan, les autres perpendiculaires à celles ci, et plus près du 
centre.

Pour donner un mouvement alternatif au balancier dont la verge porte l’ancre, 
les dents du plan du rochet avant d’arriver à la ligne des centres, rencontrent 
par leur dos la patte convexe de l’ancre, lâchassent en arrière, et font rétrograder 
le balancier. Lorsque ces dents sont échappées, les autres dents qui leur sont 
perpendiculairement implantées, rencontrent l’autre branche de l’ancre qui est 
concave, et qui fait la fonction d’une palette, elles la poussent en avant, et ramènent 
par conséquent le balancier.

Les dents du plan du rochet avancent assez considérablement au de la du centre 
de la verge du balancier, et s’échappent à la faveur d’une entaille profonde faites à 
cette verge qui est fortifiée en cet endroit par l’ancre même.

Cet engrenage extraordinaire rend la pulsion plus puissante pour faire reculer le 
balancier.

Les chevilles ou dents perpendiculaires au rochet, ne vont pas jusqu’au corps de 
la verge, pour qu’elles aient plus de facilité à passer et plus d’action sur la palette 
concave, elles sont formées en prismes triangulaires pour diminuer le frottement 
sur la palette; comme elles frottent sur toute l’épaisseur de cette palette, elles n’y 
peuvent point causer de ces éraillures si préjudiciables aux palettes des montres à 
roue de rencontre.

L’échappement du Sr C... a de plus ces deux avantages. 1, qu’il n’est par ce sujet 
au renversement. 2, que toutes les roues de la montre peuvent avoir leurs tiges 
parallèles et leurs pivots dans les platines, ce qui est très commode pour l’exécution 
des montres à ". 

Quoique le recul soit peut-être un peu trop grand dans la montre et dans le modelé 
que le Sr C... nous a présentés, nous croyons qu’on peut le diminuer au point de le 
rendre peu sensible. Comme cet échappement nous paraît a telle mouvement facile 
à exécuter, nous invitons l’auteur a faire diffèrent essais pour le perfectionner, s’il 
connaît par expérience que le recul puisse préjudicier à sa justesse ou si elle lui 
indique des proportionnés plus avantageuses dans les pièces dont il est compose.

Messers Camus and de Montigny made the following report of the escapement of 
Sr. Christin.

Or, in translation:

We examined, by order of the Academy, the watch escapement presented by Sieur 
Christin, watchmaker.

This escapement has an anchor somewhat similar to the ordinary anchors of 
clocks, driven by a ratchet which carries two types of teeth, some of which are cut 
in the plane of the ratchet, and the others are perpendicular to them and closer to 
the center.
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To give a reciprocating motion to the balance whose staff carries the anchor, before 
reaching the line of centers the teeth in the plane of the ratchet meet the convex back 
of the anchor leg, drop back and make the balance regress. When the teeth have 
escaped, the other teeth implanted perpendicularly to them, meet the other arm of 
the anchor that is concave, which acts as a pallet, and they push it forward, and 
therefore return the balance.

The teeth in the plain of the ratchet advance quite considerably into the center 
of the verge of the balance, and escape by means of a deep cut made in the verge, 
which is strengthened at this point by the same anchor.

This extraordinary gearing makes the most powerful impulse to push back the 
balance.

The pins or teeth perpendicular to the ratchet do not go into the body of the verge, 
so they have an easier time passing and more action on the concave pallet. They are 
formed as triangular prisms to reduce the friction on the pallet; as they rub on the 
whole width of this pallet, they cannot cause the wear so damaging to the pallets of 
watches with verge escapements.

The escapement of Sr C. .. has two more advantages. 1, it is not subject to reversal. 
2, all the wheels of the watch can have their arbors parallel and their pivots in the 
plates, which is very convenient for making seconds watches.

Although the recoil is perhaps a little too big in the watch and the model that 
Sr C... presented to us, we believe we can reduce it to the point of making it less 
sensitive. As this escapement seems easy to perform such a movement, we invite the 
author to make different experiments to perfect it, if he knows from experience that 
the recoil may act prejudicially to its accuracy or more favourable proportions in 
the parts of which it is composed.

This entry in the minutes was then reported in June 1755 (Paris, 1755b, pages 427-428).

Le sieur Christin, Horloger, vient d’inventer un nouvel échappement à recul pour 
les Montres, par lequel il évite les faux engrenages. Il donne en même temps plus de 
solidité aux mobiles, la roue à rochet portant chevilles d’une seule pièce, & la verge 
de même. Le mouvement se fait par une glissée, & non par un coup direct. Au lieu 
que la verge, dans les Montres ordinaires, n’a que quarante degrés de levée; elle 
en a soixante-dix dans celles du sieur Christin. L’invention de cet Artiste procure 
une grande facilité, pour faire des Montres à secondes, & en général pour faire des 
Montres plates. Le sieur Christin ayant présenté son Échappement à l’Académie 
Royale des Sciences, cette Compagnie, sur le rapport de Mrs, Camus & de Montigny, 
a jugé que ledit Échappement était utile, nouveau & facile à exécuter, & qu’on 
ne pouvait qu’inviter l’Auteur à faire de nouveaux essais pour perfectionner son 
invention.

Sieur Christin, watchmaker, has invented a new recoil escapement for watches by 
which he avoids false gearing. At the same time it gives more strength to the mobile, 
the ratchet wheel bearing pins in one piece, and the verge the same. The movement 
is made by sliding, and not by a direct hit. Instead of the verge in ordinary watches 
having only forty degrees movement, it is seventy in those of Mr. Christin. The 
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invention of the artist makes it very easy to construct seconds watches, and in 
general to make flat watches. M. Christin who presented his escapement to the 
Académie Royale des Sciences, this company, on the report of Messers Camus & de 
Montigny, held that that is a useful escapement, new and easy to construct, and 
they invited the author to do further tests to perfect his invention.

The Gazette de Berne, in an entry headed Paris 2 May, (Berne, 1755, page 2) adds that 
Christin was a native of Berne.

In 1755 Lepaute (1755, 1767, pages 129-135) described 
a clock with one wheel that he designed in 1751. The 
escapement of this clock is shown in Figure 7, adapted 
from Lepaute (1767, plate IX). There is an anchor with 
two arms, a curve o p and a straight pallet q. In the 
illustration, the escape wheel tooth x is turning q and 
the arbor z anti-clockwise. When the tooth is released 
from q, the tooth y meets the convex pallet o p and 
rotates the pallet and the arbor z clockwise.

After describing it, Lepaute states:

This escapement had several flaws that made me abandon it and replace it by 
the one discussed in Chapter XI. The friction of the tooth x on the curve o p is too 
great, and produced a considerable stress on the arbor z of the piece o p q, which 
is very long, can easily bend and perhaps even escape from the wheel. The effort of 
the tooth x on the curve o p is too unequal, and from the beginning of the impulse 
to its end it is always decreasing, whereas the force of this tooth on the pallet q is 
always increasing according to the length of the lever.

Although this escapement is defective, one could be seduced by the property it has 
of being applied to watches, removing the contrate wheel, and being quite easy to 
make, which is what brought Sieur Christin, in March last, to apply it to watches, 
and to publish it in newspapers as the newest and most perfect of all escapements. 
Experience will show everyone that he was far from correct.

We have not found an illustration of Christin’s 
escapement and Figure 8 is a crude but reasonable 
deduction, based on Lepaute’s statement that the only 
change is that the defect is increased much more by 
extending the pallet or lever q. The action is the same, 
except q is now on a different level and moved by the 
prismatic teeth.

Later reports add nothing to the above. These are: short summaries in Paris (1761, page 
138), Paris (1892, page 12) and Tardy (1951, page 63); and a translation of Lepaute in 
Geissler (1795, page 95).

Figure 7

Figure 8
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4: 1763, The Eight-Day Watch

The Gazette de Berne (Berne, 1763, page 4) published the following in an entry dated 2 
March 1763:

Sr Amédée Christin, Watchmaker established in Bern for several years, has 
invented a new construction for pocket watches, which run for eight days and mark 
the minutes & seconds. He dares, after various tests, to guarantee their durability 
and correctness, that depend on the proportions of all the well executed mobiles. He 
hopes that the curious and the enthusiasts for the arts will favourably receive his 
invention; we also find he has all sorts of ordinary watches in gold and silver, as 
well as double dial watches, for a reasonable price.

4: 1767 - 1778, The Pforzheim Watch 
Factory 

Fallet (1942) provides a history watchmaking in Pforzheim from which the following is 
derived.

On 6 April 1767 the government of Karlsruhe signed a contract with Jean-François 
Autran to establish in Pforzheim a factory for horology, mainly for watches, financed 
by His Serene Highness (S.A.S.) the Margrave of Baden-Dourlach. One objective was to 
train and employ boys and girls from the Pforzheim orphanage. But in a report of April 
24, Autran expanded the aims to include making jewelry and “hardware” (such as watch 
chains, swords, trimmings of weapons, loops, buttons, scissors, etc.) partly because 

the orphanage of Pforzheim is filled with clumsy, stupid, people suitable for 
nothing, but who could be occupied with smoothing and polishing hardware. 

To help manage this now vast business he engaged Jean-Jacques Ador. 

On 6 November 1767, the Margrave granted a privilege in the names of Autran, Amédée 
Christin and Louis Viala. Autran, Christin and Viala insisted on the need for expanding 
to other branches, including watch case manufacture. To raise money for this expansion, 
the Margrave granted the right to issue shares. But this was not very successful and on 2 
November 1767 they asked the Margrave to guarantee 30 to 40,000 guilders.

However, dissensions broke out between the leaders and, at the same time, there were 
conflicts with the workers which had been engaged as training masters. So on 28 June 
1768 the “factory” was split with Christin and Viala taking over the watch and jewelry 
manufacture, and Autran and Ador the manufacture of hardware, although the latter also 
manufactured watches. The Margrave financed this, providing 20,000 guilders to Christin 
and Viala, and 20,000 guilders to Autran. 

In 1771, the two factories had 203 workers, 274 people including the children. And at this 
time Christin (1771, 2014) wrote a 24 page booklet advertising the watch manufacture.

The business of Autran and Ador was not successful and their company was liquidated in 
1775.
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In 1774 Christin separated from Viala and the latter continued watchmaking on his own. 
This is confirmed by the records of Philipe DuBois & Fils (1758-1824). From September 
1771 to April 1774 Christin and Viala bought merchandise to the value of £1,149-11-10. 
Then in 1774 Jean Viala purchased a further £449-13-1 of merchandise in his own name.

On 14 June, 1774, Christin and his brother repeated a request, which the Margrave had 
already answered favourably, to allow them to be called watchmakers of the court and to 
be established as such in Karlsruhe. Christin added a supplication to take responsibility 
for a not completed clock which was at the Pforzheim factory and to advance 300 guilders 
to finish it; the court granted an advance of 200 guilders. On 1 October 1774, the older 
Christin wrote to the Margrave at Karlsruhe asking to set up a school of watchmaking, but 
the request was not granted. 

Jean Viala died in the same year, 1774, and the company was continued by his widow for 
nearly ten years; from 1774 to 1784 transactions with Philipe DuBois & Fils were in the 
name of his widow. In 1783, she remarried with the tradesman Hoffmann of Schaffhousen, 
and then the name Hoffman and Viala was used by Philipe DuBois & Fils.

After Christin and Viala separated, Christin stayed in Pforzheim and had some business 
with Philipe DuBois & Fils from 1774 to about 1778 or later, when he was described as 
insolvable with outstanding debt of £30-1-0 (the date is uncertain).

See also Pforzheim (2014).

Christin (2014) illustrates a clock with automata circa 1774, which is signed Christin 
Horloger de la Cour Carlsrouhe. This may be the clock mentioned above.

5: 1778 - 1779 Inventions
In 1778 Christin wrote a letter to Benjamin Franklin listing some inventions (Christin, 
1778):

Carlsruhe, at the residence of the Margrave of Baden-Durlach, September 19, 1778 
[in French]: 

Born in the canton of Bern, Switzerland, I have traveled through France, Holland, 
and Germany and devoted myself to clock-making and other works of precision. 
My ambition now is to submit to your judgment some of my inventions.

One of them is an oar for high free-board ships, designed in such a way that six of 
them can bring a vessel out of any port, away from currents, shoals and shallow 
waters, a mighty advantage in a war situation.

Another discovery I made concerns a machine for piercing metal: it would accelerate 
considerably the production of cannons.

Finally, I devised a new machine for cutting through steel and making files of all 
sizes by using the power of water, wind, or counterweights. A man operating it by 
himself could manufacture as many files as if he employed thirty workmen.

If you think it proper, I am ready to present my findings to the academies of Paris 
or London. The first one seems particularly important.

[Signed] Horloger de la Cour
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To his first Berlin letter, on 16 June 1779 (Figures 3 to 5), Christin attached a list of recent 
inventions, Figures 9 and 10:

Notice of new inventions

1 A construction of a watch which winds itself even in the pocket of he who carries 
it, without ever needing to wind it, in the taste of those already produced, 
but built with a new mechanism, which is my invention, the size of ordinary 
watches, and of a quality for which I can answer.

Figure 9
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2  A small mechanism appropriate to the inside a ship, intended to receive the 
movement of the ship’s log, and to show perfectly the distance that the vessel 
has travelled. 

3  A new type of oar suitable for ships with high sides, by the means of which a 
vessel will be able to continue on its way in calm weather, and to draw more 
easily from reefs, currents and shallows.

4  Machines for moving rather large sails being deployed to intercept the effect of 
a head wind, which would act on the prow of a ship, and which by receiving it 
will be set in action and will take the force of recoil, while turning on themselves. 
Their movement is intended to bring into play the new oars, by a continuation 
of their construction that, being assisted by the oarsmen, will produce the effect 
to navigate to the goal windward without being obliged to tack. This project, 
which appears initially to be chimerical, merits however some attention, the 
more so as one risks little by testing it, after having examined the small model 
that I have made.

5 - A small model of a machine to pierce canons that saws in the middle while 
turning and will cut the core to the bottom, which would be more expeditious 
than the ordinary way.

Figure 10
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6 - A rifle of a new construction that launches, without fire or powder, about twenty 
darts with much force, within the space of 15 seconds.

7 A mechanism, moved by a counterweight, for the task of cutting all kinds of 
files, with more perfection than when they are made by workers in the ordinary 
way. Owing to this discovery a manufacture of files can be established similar 
to that of England, and remove the English part of this trade which is very 
considerable, considering the need for this instrument throughout the world.

6: 1779, The Self-Winding Mechanism 
A little over a month after the first letter was send to Berlin, on 23 July 1779 Christin 
wrote a second letter, Figures 11 to 13:

Dear Sir 

The honour of your response gave me the greatest satisfaction by the hope that it 
gives me of a benevolence which always will be infinitely precious to me, and my 
first duty will be to deserve it.

I will follow the direction that you have prescribed me Sir, to send drawings or 
models of my discoveries to you; I will send them successively to avoid confusion. 
To start I take the liberty to now send you a drawing and an explanation of my 
invention of a watch which winds itself, that I ask you Sir to put under the eyes 
of the Academy. I hope that the principle of the movements, on which I based 
this mechanism, will find approval because of the certainty of its effects and 
the simplicity of the methods that I employ. I have a duty to send this invention 
first, because I expect that other artists have carried out experiments for the same 
purpose, but as I am unaware of the way that they took, it remains to be seen who 
will be the inventor who will have best succeeded. I flatter myself that my invention 
will always be recognized as the most perfect, because it is not possible to choose a 
simpler or more solid method than mine.

Allow me Sir, to have the honour to make some observations on the goal that I 
propose in this respect. I worked for more than twenty years to improve watches 
and to increase their functions. Some of my first productions were collected by the 
annals of the economic society of Bern, where I then lived; the Swiss journals and 
others made mention of it. My ambition at that time was a little reputation, but I 
would now wish to draw some advantage from the application of my talents. 

These new types of watches and the idea I have to form an establishment in Berlin 
should be investigated. I believe that if the report of the Academy is favourable to 
me, I could request from the King the grace of an exclusive privilege, to be the only 
manufacturer in all the Kingdom, unless His Majesty judges in connection with 
me to employ me with more considerable things, relating to the other inventions 
of which I would produce the models. In the latter case His Majesty could reward 
me in another manner and order the production of my new kind of watch to make 
the invention real. It would be a small favour which the King could make to all the 
amateur of watchmakers, as the King of France did by printing, in Paris in 1768, 
the book concerning the longitude watches invented by Mr Le Roy. 

With regard to my other inventions, of which I had the honour to send a notice to 
you previously, I will present working models of them to the Academy, because it is 
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more suitable to see them function, and I will go to Berlin to give demonstrations of 
them if you think, Sir, that is appropriate, as am still unmarried the voyage would 
not be embarrassing, and I would make it with the greatest pleasure as it would 
give me the honour most particularly to ensure you of the profound respect with 
which I am
Sir 
Your very humble and very obedient servant 
Christin watchmaker to the Court
Carlsrouhe

On July 23rd, 1779

Figure 11
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Figure 12
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Figure 13
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Attached to this letter were his explanation and diagram of a self-winding mechanism, 
Figures 14 to 18:

Description of a new kind of watch which winds itself, the invention of Amédé 
Christin, watchmaker of the court of Bade Dourbarch in Carlsrouhe of July 23rd, 
1779.

No force can overcome its equal by equal levers.

This truth, known to all watchmaker machinists, does not prevent a large number 
of those who are inventors to begin their work with research into perpetual motion, 
the usual effect of the ignorance which is dissipated in this respect only by repeated 
experiments. I did like the others in my first efforts, engaging myself with the 
mechanisms and numerous tests that I kept reminding myself at times the futility 
of my claims. But having soon confined within proper limits, I know well the power 
of springs and weights, whose operations are varied enough in the hands of an 
artist who can employ them suitably. Consequently, I imagined a few years ago 
what I propose today, to give to the machines intended to measure time a continual 
movement, without it being necessary to wind them. 

The knowledge of this matter provides me several ways applicable to the large 
clocks of cities and the clocks of apartments, I found it very easy to produce, by 
an interrupted and irregular moving force, another equal and continuous moving 
force.

When I worked on this discovery, several ways to reach that point arose. Each of 
them could be used, but I gave preference to simplest, which is also the most solid. 
The construction of the train marking the hours and the minutes differs from the 
other watches in that it is less complicated, which promotes a greater perfection 
in the execution of the work. It is without a fusee, with an escapement at rest, 
and it occupies only half of the ordinary space, the other half being reserved for 
the vibrations of the winder. This winder is a weight suspended and contained 
within the movement, it is heavy enough to wind the mainspring of the watch by 
a resistance divided to the thirty second part, and it operates by gravity or the 
heaviness that naturally leads it so that the least movement that is given to the 
watch while walking or by doing other things contributes to winding it. As long as 
the wearer is active in the house, he need only have the watch on him for two hours 
for it to be entirely wound up. All other agitations that the watch will receive during 
the rest of the time, will not harm the mechanism, because the winder remains 
motionless when it has finished its operation, but it is renewed every now and 
then on changes of attitude, in proportion to quantity that the spring of the watch 
unwinds, from which it results that it is wound all the times that it is agitated. 

The application of this rule was used by me for various works, and I formed in 
this respect a system which can be useful for all nations. My various experiments 
confirmed it, and my advances in this type were not limited to speculation relative 
to large machines. The invention, which is the current object of this explanation, 
is a pocket watch of ordinary size whose engine, no matter that it is very different 
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from those of the project for unmoving clocks which I have just mentioned, having 
however the same goal. 

It is made to go 36 hours when remaining in the same place, and it is enough when 
it has stopped for this reason, to set the hands correctly and put the watch in the 
pocket, and it will wind itself up. Only the movements which one makes by holding 
it will be enough to automatically start it, the other movements of the body which 
follow will also produce this effect, and however unequal the time from one action to 
the other, it does not disturb the watch, more especially as, in this new construction, 
the spring is wound from the inside and unwinds from the outside which acts on 
the train, so that even during the action of winding, the watch continues to run. 
The diagram that will follow I drew larger than the watch, so it clarifies all these 
aspects. I avoid the little known terms of watchmaking as much as possible so 
that it is necessary for a watchmaker to become acquainted with my invention to 
understand the nature of it (it should not be made public). It is unnecessary to 
give a description of the train of the watch, and I will restrict myself to mentioning 
first mobile which receives the impulses of what I call the winder, of which I have 
indicated the effects. All the mechanism of this invention is reduced to this single 
part constructed so that the swings only act on the end of the spring that winds it 
up, an observation which completes the demonstration of this new discovery.

The part marked (a) is made up of the endless screw (e), the weight (i) and the 
ratchet (o) of the click-and-ratchet work, the whole being joined together to make 
one moving part on two pivots at the places (m)

The wheel (u) is attached to the first mobile of the watch whose spring is wound by 
the swinging of the part (a)

The click-and-ratchet work seen at the piece (a) shown in profile, explains how a 
swing does not destroy what the contrary swing will have produced. It is seen that 
the ratchet (o) is retained by the part (n) so that the endless screw can turn only the 
way that winds the watch.
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Figure 14
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Figure 15
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Figure 16
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Figure 17
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Figure 18



25

7: 1779, Christin’s Third Letter

7: 1779, Christin’s Third Letter 

Christin did not get a reply to his second letter, and about 6 weeks later he sent a third 
letter, Figures 19 and 20:

Dear Sir 

You undoubtedly received the letter that I had the honour to write to you on July 
23rd, containing a drawing and a detailed explanation of my new invention of 
a watch which winds itself. Filled with hope that you will have the kindness to 
present it to the academy, I would wish only to know when I could be informed 
of the outcome. The assemblies being frequent, they have had time to determine 
it, and you would do me, Sir, a great favour to inform me of it, as I have other 
more important inventions to expose. I would be delighted to benefit from the most 
prompt and favourable circumstances, to merit the approval of your illustrious 
company. 

Please, Sir, forgive my eagerness and be convinced that I particularly want to 
honour your benevolence. You will get the satisfaction of me giving you the evidence 
of them, by supporting my intention to enter into the service of your Court. All 
my aptitudes tend to occupy me with new and useful objects, some distinguished 
people at the Court of France know me for that, where I have already made a 
few proposals, but I would give the preference to the Court of Prussia, if I found 
a suitable place in Berlin. I dare to hope for something of your kindness in this 
regard, by the interest that you take in the advancement of the arts, and the well 
being of the artists who seek to distinguish themselves by their talent and good 
conduct. I have the honour to be with the most perfect consideration

Sir 

Your very humble and very obedient servant

Christin, watchmaker to the Court

Carlsruhe

9 September, 1779
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Figure 19
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Figure 20
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8: 1783, The Correspondence System

The earliest and best description of the correspondence system is a letter written by 
Christin and dated 18 November 1783 (Paris, 1783, December, pages 17-20):

Here is the announcement of a mathematical correspondence invented by the 
watchmaker mechanic Christin, a native of Berne in Switzerland, and made in 
Berlin in 1783.

“It is generally believed that it is impossible to have correspondences on the earth 
quicker than couriers or the post. But I have just finished a machine that is fifty 
times faster, whereby two friends can communicate by writing at a great distance, 
by mechanically dictating their ideas.”

“Each friend is conveniently placed near a desk in his office, where he can convey 
his thoughts as intelligibly as he would in the ordinary way of writing.”

“The propositions are known in the office of the recipient at the same time as they 
are dictated in the first; and the distance, I suppose a hundred leagues, though 
divided into many stations, could only delay the effect by the minutes required to 
repeat the actions at each station, and it would then depend on the interested to 
deprive the intermediate offices of knowledge of the thing dictated.”

“The use of this invention is easy, and it can be used to correspond in all known 
languages , as one can be convinced by the machine that I made. It is composed of 
specific metals to last more than a century. The communication of the mechanical 
movement is contained in a small wooden pipe placed one foot below the ground, 
like the pipes of a fountain, but the arrangement is such that the moisture or 
even the water that might be introduced, would not prevent the functions of the 
instruments in each office; they are always safe in this regard.”

“A ruler who has built a correspondence system of this nature, of sufficient 
magnitude, could send orders 100 or 200 leagues from his person, and receive the 
answer in an hour, only assuming the written orders are of a few lines.”

“But an individual could use it limited to the boundaries of his lands, because of 
the location of the underground pipe, which does not preclude using this discovery 
as a pleasant recreation in a pleasure garden or the country, and use it effectively 
in the big cities.”

“I leave to general experience to demonstrate the utility of this invention, and in 
particular the examination of engineers, who can judge whether a machine of this 
nature may be one of the resources in a besieged fortress.”

“Berlin, 18 November 1783.”

“Amédée Christin.”

Mr Christin placed the machine in the garden he occupies in the summer, at the 
park near the gate to Potsdam, and we can see the effect. He is happy to admit 
admirers to play with this machine. We see from the little explanation that the 
artist has given, that his invention is quite different from that announced by Mr 
Linguet and he promises to improve it. The discovery of Mr Christin seems likely 
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to excite the attention of artists, scholars and as he himself says, governments. We 
need not dwell on the infinite benefits that the machine would have in the case of a 
siege where the posts, separated one from the other, the disclosure of which would 
be impractical or too dangerous, could give mutual advice on operations.

Mr Christin offers to set up his mathematical correspondence by subscription, at 
40 ducats for both writing offices containing the inventions of the correspondence, 
and half a ducat per toise for the underground communication; one pays 20 ducats 
when subscribing, and the rest when the finished work has been tested. You can 
subscribe at La Hague, the house of P.F. Gosse, bookseller & printer to the Court.

Linguet claimed to have invented a telegraph that probably used light. A toise is 6 feet. 
The length of a league varied, but assuming it is 2000 toises then a system for 1 league 
would cost 1,080 ducats.

Part of the information in Christin’s letter was repeated on 16 December 1783 (France, 
1783, Décember, page 203), and it produced a response in a letter to the editor on 27 
December (France, 1783, Décember, page 223):

In your current publication of the 16th, sir, a very necessary and very fast 
communication was proposed for a Power, mainly when at war; because at that 
time if it was possible to find a way to send the orders of a sovereign as rapidly 
as he could think, it would, no doubt, be the means that would be used. But the 
importance of this discovery was felt and advocated in France before the Swiss 
thought of it. In the summer of 1782, a person who does not wants to be named, and 
who is one of your subscribers, demonstrated the ability to get a package containing 
four sheets of paper written in any language from Paris to Brest, and have the 
response from Brest to Paris in less than a day. This method is not explained. But 
it can be built very easily, and when circumstances require the communication to 
change position, it can be done very quickly, which they only could do. The means 
employed are virtually indestructible, and it can be transported around as may be, 
but may be delayed by walking. It must, however, avoid the sea which is the only 
obstacle. So the thing once established would be forever.

So please, Sir, if possible, announce in your publication that this is not new, and 
it has been well known for at least 18 months, though it has not been mentioned in 
any public paper, and that it is more convenient, easier, quicker and cheaper than 
that offered in your gazette of the 16th of this month. I am, etc.

PS If some Power wanted to make use of these machines, a word by the same means 
and I would soon know.

Christin’s correspondence system was then advertised in 1784 (Luxembourg, 1784, pages 
51-52; Paris, 1784, pages 153-157).

In 1785, Halle (1785, pages 141-145) described the correspondence system (Figures 22-26 
and the transcript follow the translation):

The correspondence room to converse for miles around with someone else.

This invention has been touted in journals and newspapers as a surprising and 
worthy example of the knowledge of today’s world, and I was asked by a high person 
from another country, in writing, what did I think of this discovery in Berlin which 
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seemed to promise something great in war and peace. I lived in Berlin without 
having heard a word of the inventor, and the wonderful correspondence room. Now 
I have at last researched the same, and the watchmaker Christin, Swiss born and 
a resident here, led me into a garden of the city, where the secret was fenced off for 
a rehearsal in miniature. At the beginning of it, I found a room made of planks in 
which there was a kind of small writing desk, and on the console lay a horizontal 
disk of cardboard whose radius was divided into the 24 letters of the alphabet 
and the ten digits 0, 1 to 9. He had me sit down in front of this disc, which has 
a crank attached to the side of the cabinet that is turned until the metal pointer 
coming from the center of the cardboard disc indicated the first letter of the word 
which I wanted to send into the distance. After every word I should take a little 
break in turning the crank, and he assured me that at the same moment he read 
my communication at the other end of the corridor in an identical room made of 
planks, and he would respond to my words immediately afterwards on my disc, at 
a distance of several fathoms by air. So he left me and went to his correspondence 
room at the other end of the corridor.

So I turned my crank until the pointer was on the first letter, on the second letter, 
etc. on my disk as my question indicated. When the question turning was over, my 
pointer moved by itself. It stood still to remain on one of the letters and I wrote 
it with a pencil on paper; and the pointer then moved to the second letter, and so 
forth, and now as soon as I had written the letters on the paper I read the answer 
to my question. The artist now came to me and told me what I had written. He 
assured me that the construction of his correspondence system was as permanent 
as a tower clock made by Exempel and that it would last for many years; that this 
example on a small scale could be made on a great scale, so that two noblemen, 
whose estates were many miles from each other, could converse with each other at 
the same time; and that by stations it could be extended several hundred miles, so 
that the drafting of entire letters and reports from Berlin to St. Petersburg, and 
the answer, would take only a quarter of an hour, if one abbreviated the words 
to help; that a lord could notify another, by a little bell in the cabinets, when his 
correspondence with him was to begin by the silent exchange of letters, of which no 
one else, even standing behind his chair, could learn a single word, etc.

Too impatient to talk more about it, I will immediately describe the mechanism. 
Mark two circles on cardboard or wood, of which their outer size is about 9 to 10 
inches and their inner size about 8 to 9 inches, and divide them equally into 24 
parts. In these 24 places write the 24 letters of the alphabet, writing the letters on 
one disk from the right to the left, and on the other from the left to the right. An 
axle goes through center of each disc to which the pointers are attached. Under the 
pointers there is a long trench under the ground, where a long, four-sided box of 
wood runs from one correspondence room to the other, in which there are horizontal 
wheels, as we are accustomed to use in clocks which have multiple dials [contrate 
wheels]. These wheels have the same number of teeth.

These wheels, by turning the crank, as in Christin’s machine, make a noise, and 
may have, instead of expensive crown wheels, only two rollers that are as large as 
possible. The alignment of the disks can thus be obtained by a cord, which is fixed 
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by its ends to the two rollers. But as it is absolutely necessary that this line always 
stays tensioned, you have to attach a clock spring to each line, at the rollers, the 
same strength as each other, to ensure that they alternately tighten this cord and 
tension it. When you attach more small rollers at the places where the line does not 
going straight, as the situation of the place requires, there you can install disks. In 
addition one must, if one chooses rollers with alphabetical letters on the two discs, 
write them down from left to right. One can also put not only the 24 letters on both 
discs, but also specify numbers by the 10 digits on the perimeter, and show, by a 
long or short break, whether they need to write 10 or 100.

Here Halle changes the description to a system, illustrated in Figure 21, that uses steel 
rods instead of a cord.

When you consider this machine, the axles go from two discs into the wooden box 
under the earth with the mechanism, and are covered with earth so that you do 
not suspect it. They are of steel and the ends have brass wheels under the ground, 
thin steel shafts gear with them, that curve because of their length and weight, 
and it would ridiculous to think of a rod of iron which is half a mile, let alone one 
hundred miles long, and supported by forks, nor could it move a lot of wheels. The 
slightest repair is invisible under the ground, because it would not be possible to 
find the site to excavate, as the mile long box would soon go mouldy in the wet earth. 
So the ridiculousness is soon apparent to the reader. How accurately through hills, 
mountains, and rivers, would a run of many miles would be levelled and dug out by 
foreign countries; what annual repairs! In short, the thing is useless, and would be 
even if it cost little and was 
applicable; because you 
could only use it between two 
cities, which are known to 
correspond under the earth 
in a straight line. So let a 
single man, somewhere, 
make a fairly deep pit, so 
the whole correspondence 
system, without metaphor, 
is in an instant broken off, 
and destroys tons of gold by 
a cut of a spade. Figure 32.

Das Correspondenzzimmer, um sich in der Entfernung von ganzen Meilen, mit 
einem andern zu unterreden.

Man hat diese Erfindung in öffentlichen Blättern, und Zeitungen, als ein 
erstaunenswürdiges Beispiel, von dem Witze der heutigen Welt angepriesen, und 
ich wurde darüber von einer hohen Person, aus einem andern Lande, schriftlich 
zu Rathe gezogen, was ich von dieser berlinischen Entdeckung, welche in Kriegs 
- und Friedenszeiten was Grosses zu versprechen schien, hielte. Ich lebte in 
Berlin, ohne von dem Erfinder, und dessen wunderbaren Korrespondenz, ein Wort 
gehört zu haben. Nun forschte ich denselben endlich aus, und dieser, aus der 

Figure 21
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Schweiz gebürtige, und hier wohnhafte 
Uhrmacher Christin, führte mich in 
einen Garten von der Stadt, wo das 
Geheimnis, zu einer Probe im Kleinen, 
in einem Gange verzäunt war. An dem 
Anfange desselben, fand ich eine von 
Brettern gemachte Stube, in der eine 
Art von kleinem Schreibeschranken 
war, auf dessen Pulte eine horizontale 
Scheibe von Pappe lag, deren Umkreis 
in der 24 Buchstaben des Alphabetes, 
und in die zehn Ziffern, von 0 1 bis 9 
eingeteilt war. Er hat mich, daß ich 
mich vor dieser Scheibe niedersetzte, 
die an der Seite des Schrankes 
angebrachte Kurbel, so oft umdrehte, 
bis der, aus dem Mittelpunkte der 
Pappscheibe herausgehende metallne 
Zeiger, den ersten Buchstaben von dem 
Worte anzeigen würde, welches ich 
im Sinne hätte, ihm in der Ferne zu 
überschreiben. Nach jedem Worte, sollte 
ich eine kleine Pause im Umdrehen der 
Kurbel machen, und er versicherte mich, 
daß er am andern Ende des Ganges, in 
eben dergleichen Bretterzimmer, meine 
Zuschrift in eben dem Augenblicke 
lesen, erfahren, und mir so gleich 
darauf, in dieser Entfernung von 
etlichen Klaftern, durch die Luft, auf 
meine Scheibe antworten werde. Er 
gieng also nach seinem hölzernen 
Correspondenzzimmer, am andern 
Ende des Ganges hin, und verließ mich.

Ich drehte also meine Kurbel so lang 
um, bis der Zeiger, den ersten, hierauf 
den zweyten Buchstaben usw. meiner 
Frage auf meiner Scheibe anzeigte. Als 
die umgedrehte Frage zu Ende war, 
bewegte sich mein Zeiger von selbst, 
blieb auf einem der Buchstaben stille 
stehen, den ich mit Bleystift auf dem 
Papiere aufschrieb, der Zeiger brachte 
hierauf den zweyten Buchstaben, usw. 
hervor, und nun las ich die Antwort 

Figure 22

Figure 23
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auf meine erste Frage, so bald ich 
die Buchstaben auf dem Papiere 
zusammengesetzt hatte.

Der Künstler kam nun zu mir, und 
sagte, was ich ihm überschrieben. 
Er versicherte, dass der Bau seiner 
Correspondenz, von so guter Dauer sey, 
als eine Turmuhr, von der man Exempel 
habe, daß sie sich lange Jahre erhalten 
könne; daß diese Probe im Kleinen, 
von grosser Ausdehnung sey, daß sich 
zwey Edelleute, deren Güter zwey, und 
mehr Meilen aus einander lägen, in 
ein, und eben demselben Augenblicke, 
mit einander unterreden könnten, 
daß man dieses durch Stationen, auf 
einige hundert Meilen weit ausdehnen 
könne, daß man zur Abfassung ganzer 
Briefe, und Berichte von Berlin nach 
Petersburg, und zu der Beantwortung, 
wenn man Wörterabkürzungen zu 
Hilfe nähme, nur eine Viertelstunde 
Zeit nöthig habe; daß ein Gutsherr 
den andern durch ein Glöckchen im 
Kabinete benachrichtigen könne, 
wenn sein Correspondent mit ihm, den 
stummen Briefwechsel anzufangen 
beliebe, davon kein andrer, selbst der 
hinter seinem Stuhl stehe, nicht ein 
Wort zu erfahren bekomme, usw.

Zu ungeduldig, länger davon zu reden, will ich sogleich den Mechanismus selbst 
vor die Hand nehmen. Man theile zwey runde Scheiben von Pappe, oder von Holze, 
welche in ihrem äußern Durchschnitte 9 bis 10 Zoll, im innern Durchschnitte aber 
8 bis 9 Zoll halten, an ihrem Umkreise 24 gleiche Theile. In diese 24 Plätze schreibe 
man die 24 Buchstaben des Alphabets, indem man die Buchstaben auf der einem 
Scheibe, von der rechten gegen die linke, auf der andern, von der linken gegen die 
rechte Hand hin schreibt. Durch jeden Mittelpunkt der Scheiben geht eine Achse 
herab, auf welcher der Zeiger steckt. Unter dem Schreibepunkte wird ein langer 
Graben unter der Erde, bis zum andern Conferenzzimmer fortgeführt, worinnen 
ein langer, vierseitiger Kasten von Holz, mit den horizontalen Rädern waagerecht 
liegt, wie man an Uhren zu machen pflegt, welche mehrere Zifferblätter haben. 
Diese Räder bekommen gleich viel Zähne.

Selbst diese Räder, welche nur Kosten, und im Umdrehen der Kurbel, wie bei der 
Maschine des Christins, Geräusch machen, können statt der Kronräder, nur zwey 

Figure 24
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Rollen haben, die im Durchschnitte, 
so groß sind, als es möglich ist. Die 
Uebereinstimmung der Scheiben, läßt 
sich also durch eine Schnur erhalten, 
welche an ihren äußersten Enden, an 
beyden Rollen befestigt ist. Da es aber 
bey dieser Abänderung schlechterdings 
nothwendig ist, daß diese Schnur 
immer gespannt bleibe, so muß man auf 
jeder dieser Achsen, woran die Rollen 
stecken, eine Uhrfeder anbringen, 
welche gleiche Stärke mit der andern 
hat, damit sie wechselweise diese 
Schnur anziehen, und spannen können. 
Gleich bringe man unterwegens mehr 
kleine Rollen an den Stellen an, wo diese 
Schnur nicht gerade fortgeht, nachdem 
es die Lage des Orts erfordert, wo man 
die Scheiben anbringen will. Außerdem 
muß man, wenn man Rollen wählt, die 
alphabetischen Buchstaben, auf den 
beyden Scheiben, von der Linken zu 
rechten hinschreiben. Man kann auch 
überhaupt die beide Scheiben nicht nur 
in die 24 Buchstaben, sondern auch 
noch, um Zahlen anzugeben, die 10 
Ziffern, in eben den Umkreis bringen, 
und durch eine lange, oder kurze 
Pause anzeigen, ob man 10, oder 100 
schreiben wolle.

Wenn man bey dieser Maschine 
bedenkt, daß die Achsen, so von beyden 
Scheiben in die hölzerne Rinne, so 
unter der Erde mit der Mechanik 
fortgeht, und mit Erde bedeckt wird, 
damit man keinen Verdacht bekomme, 
stecken, von Stahl sind, daß die daran 
steckende messingene Räder unter der 
Erde, in stählerne, dünne Wellen, oder 
deren Getriebe, eingreifen, die sich 
durch ihre Länge krümmen, schwer 
werden, und es schon lächerlich werde, 
eine eiserne Stange zu gedenken, die 
eine halbe Meile, geschweige hundert 
Meilen lang wäre, und von Gabeln 
unterstützt, noch eine Menge Räder 

Figure 25

Figure 26
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bewegen soll, deren geringste Ausbesserung, unter der Erde wegfällt, da es nicht 
möglich wäre, die Stelle zum Aufgraben ausfindig zu machen, da der meilenlange 
Kasten in der nassen Erde bald verschimmeln müßte; so fällt das Lächerliche dem 
Leser bald in die Augen. Wie genau durch Berge, Gebirge, und Flüsse, müsste 
nach der Wasserwage ein Strich von vielen Meilen abgewogen, und durch fremde 
Länder fortgegraben werden; welche jährliche Reparaturen! Kurz: die Sache bleibt 
unnütze, selbst in dem Falle, wenn sie wenig kosten würde, und anwendbar wäre; 
denn man ziehe nur zwischen zwey Städten, von denen man weiß, daß sie unter 
der Erde korrespondieren, in Gedanken eine gerade Linie, und lasse einen einzigen 
Mann, erst wo, eine etwas tiefe Grube machen, so ist die ganze Korrespondenz, 
ohne Metapher, im Augenblicke abgebrochen, und Tonnen Goldes, durch Einen 
Spatenstich zerstört. Figur 32.

The correspondence system was then briefly mentioned in Berlin (1786b, page 788) and by 
Jacobsson (1793, page 365), the latter noting that

the invention is quite good, but hardly feasible, as Hr, J.S. Halle has already 
shown.

In 1894 Havard (1894, column 1357) included an entry under the heading Telegraph. In 
addition to a brief description of Christin’s system (taken from France, 1783) he writes:

The first of these documents is derived from “Annonces, affiches et avis divers” of 
20 June 1765 is as follows:

“The cabinet of Sieur Pelletier, which one sees on the Boulevard du Temple, has 
acquired two new pieces ...; one is a dial for communication where there are all 
the letters of the alphabet, and by means of which you can talk to a person in 
another room far removed, who sees describe naturally, on a second portable dial, 
the different letters on which the pointer stopped on the first dial.”

To complete this explanation, we recall that Sieur Pelletier, referred to here, was 
the owner of a cabinet of mechanical pieces and apparatus for physics that he 
showed to the public.

The reference to Annonces, affiches et avis divers is incorrect and the source for this quote 
has not been found. But two other books mention Pelletier’s communication dials. 

Fréron (1766, pages 120-121) includes:

This machinist, the rival of the famous Comus, continues to offer for the curiosity 
of the public the amusing spectacle of different pieces of his invention, such as the 
three clocks, the two communication dials, the box with figures, the love magician, 
the Dutch seaman, the flower box, the lottery, the palingenetic secretary, or the 
burning paper, etc, etc, etc. All these pieces are mechanical ingenuities; they charm 
the sight, and cause a pleasant surprise to the mind.

And Paris (1767, page 212) states:
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Sieur Pelletier, whom we have already spoken several times in our journal, seems 
to have become the rival of the famous Comus, and during the absence of the latter, 
who went abroad for some time, he alone has occupied the attention of amateurs 
with such curiosities at the Fair of S. Germain. He has, like Sr Comus, a box of 
numbers, communication dials and sympathetic clocks.

It is apparent that Pelletier’s communication dials are either identical or very similar to 
Christin’s system. 

9: 1784, Sundials
In in the memoires for 1784 the Berlin Academy published a long, technical article on 
sundials, “Sur la Gnomonique” written by M. de Castillon (Berlin, 1786a, pages 259-296). 
Section 34 of the article, page 284, is:

On peut aussi faire tailler sur un dessin proportionné au but qu’on se propose, une 
de ces pièces les Horlogers appellent limaçons. Cette pièce conduira l’index. C’est à 
M. Christin, Suisse du Canton de Berne, très-habile Horloger & Machiniste établi 
à Berlin, que je dois l’excellente idée d’employer le limaçon au lieu de vis, quand il 
s’agit de faire changer insensiblement de place à des aiguilles, styles, etc.

Or, translated:

One can also cut out for the proposed goal, on a proportional drawing, one of 
those parts horologists call snails. This part will move the index. This is from 
Mr Christin, a Swiss from the Canton of Bern and a very clever watchmaker and 
machinist, who is established in Berlin, who had the excellent idea to use a snail 
instead of screws, for gradually changing the position of needles, styles, etc.”

10: Directories
The following directory entries are interesting, but the sources of the information are not 
stated.

Tardy (1972):

Christin. Paris. Publia en 1775 un nouvel échappement à repos pour montre. Voir 
Chrestien

Chrestien. Paris. En 1755 il présente à l’A.R.S. un échappement de montre nouveau. 
Cite en 1772. Il signe: Christin à Paris.

Baillie (1951):

Christin

 ---. Berne. Late 17c. g. watch en. by Les frères Huaud.

 ---. Berne, 1758. Pforzheim, 1765. From Geneva. Founded a watch factory with 
Ador, which failed in 1762. cf. Bonard.

 ---. Paris. 1772

Bonard, ---. Romainmôtier. 1758. Started a watch factory with Ador at Berne with a 
loan from the town. Failed in 1762, and factory taken over by Michod.
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