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Searching for Tlusios 
 

Automatic Watches and the 
Earliest Important Document? 

 

 

Richard Watkins (Australia, July 28, 2013) 
 

Background 
My interest in automatic watches began a few years ago when I read some of the writings of Joseph 
Flores. From 1993 Joseph has studied the subject and produced a book (Flores, 2009) and many articles 
written in French, which have a profound influence on our understanding of the early history of these 
watches. His work has had the role of Hubert Sarton, a watch and clock maker in Liege, Belgium, as its 
focus. Sarton’s work dates from 1778.  

Until recently, the earliest reference to automatic watches, which we knew of, was in a report published 
on 1776, in the Churbaierische Intelligenzblatt, printed in Munich. This stated that: 

We must inform a honourable public, that Joseph Gallmeyr, the current Court mechanic of his 
Highness the Elector, has just bought a new invention to an unsurpassed perfection, which 
honours both the inventor and our Fatherland. 

Then, in 2011, Jean Claude Sabrier published his book The Self-Winding Watch, 18th - 21st Century. 
For reviews of this book, see Watkins (2012) and Flores (2012). 

This book creates more problems than it solves and, most importantly, provides a very biased view of 
history. However ... 

 

Tlusios Appears 
Probably the most interesting page of Sabrier’s book is near the end, where he provides the following 
information: 

In the Leipzig newsletters one learns that Joseph Tlusios, watchmaker-mechanic to the Kaiser 
and the Court, had invented a new type of striking watch that was the same size and shape as 
ordinary watches, and whose principal advantage lay in the fact that it never needed to be 
wound. The dial indicates the hours and minutes and the watch will continue to run as long as 
it is not left immobile. It must be worn at least one hour every three days to wind itself through 
the ordinary bodily motions. The owner of such a watch benefits from two further advantages: 
the first is it does not stop running during winding and is much more regular than other 
watches; the second is the elimination of the common problem of the chain breaking. The watch 
is protected from dust due to the fact that it is very difficult to open. (Sabrier, 2011, page 205) 

Sabrier dates this report to 1775, a year earlier than any other document we knew of at that time, and 
it is obviously very important. However, Sabrier failed to provide the name of the source or a 
translation, let alone a facsimile of it. It is described as “Leipzig newsletters” in the English edition and 
“Feuilles de Nouvelles de Leipzig” in the French edition of his book. Despite contacting him several 
times, Sabrier has not revealed his source. 

Joseph Tlusios is not mentioned anywhere. The closest is that both Abeler (2010) and Kaltenböck (1993, 
page 256) list Tlusios, 1776 in Vienna, but with a different given name, Peter. Clearly he is the wrong 
person. 

Sabrier’s statement prompted a search for the original document. 
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Searching for Tlusios 
The first document to be found resulted from a request by Joseph Flores, addressed to the library of the 
DGC via his German correspondent Heinz Mundschau. Ralf Weiß (2012) located the following report in 
the Leipziger Zeitungen, for September 1775 (see Figure 1):  

 
Figure 1 (From the original in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin). 

 

Prague the 15th August 

The citizen, Imperial and Royal Court Mechanic, Mr. Joseph Thustas, has invented a new type 
of pocket watch, whose shape and size are similar to the ordinary watches of this kind, but they 
are different, in that they need never be wound, but run continuously when worn on the person 
and are so kept in motion. The trick is, reportedly, mercury, which takes the place of the spring, 
and so prepared that it does not attack the metal. For this reason the watch no longer works 
when it remains still for a long time since it must be shaken to make it run. The price of an 
ordinary watch with a gold case is 100, and a repeating watch is 200 ducats. 

Although this report is in the same year and from the right city, it cannot be Sabrier’s source, because 
the name and the text are completely different; anyone reading this could not possibly transform the 
name from Thustas to Tlusios, let alone paraphrase the text into a completely different statement. 

So a new, very interesting document had been found, but Sabrier’s source was still a mystery, and there 
must be another report somewhere. 

Not knowing where to look or what name to look for, a long and tedious search was started. The result 
was that I found a second document from 1775 (Munich, 1775, page 340; see Figure 2): 

The mechanic accredited by the imperial and royal court, Joseph Tlustos has invented a 
completely new kind of pocket-watch. Concerning their form and dimensions they look like 
common watches; they indicate hours and minutes. But the great advantage of such a watch 
consists in the fact that it is not wound, and that it works continuously provided that it does not 
always lie somewhere but it must be carried for a minimum of one hour during three days, 
because the specialty of this watch is in fact the self-winding by the corporal movements [of the 
owner]. These advantages have two other agreeable aspects for the owner of such a watch, 
because firstly the movement is not interrupted by the winding and thus is more correct than 
common watches, and secondly the chain cannot be broken, a fact which otherwise happens 
frequently, and which is very unfortunate, especially on journeys. Thus it is clear that this 
recently invented watch will always be perfect. With a star on the dial under the hand[s] you 
can adjust the advance and retard specially for each country, following the sun dial. The cost of 
such a watch with a gold case, without hour repetition, is 100 ducats; with repetition it costs 
200 ducats. Foreign clients can contact the bank of exchange of Baron Fries and Co. 
(Translation by Heinz Mundschau, 2012-2013.) 
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Figure 2 (From the original in the Baierische StaatsBibliothek). 

 

Now we had another name, Tlustos, which is very similar to Sabrier’s Tlusios; indeed, someone not 
familiar with the German Fractur script could easily confuse the two. And the texts are similar enough 
for this to be Sabrier’s source. 

But this report was published in the Churbaierische Intelligenzblatt which was printed in Munich, the 
wrong city! So are there more documents to be found? 

A summary of the known evidence to this point in time was published in December 2012 (Flores, 
Mundschau & Watkins, 2012). It lists these documents and all other known evidence to 1780. This date 
is used as the cut-off point because we are confident that all the main discoveries occurred before 1780. 
After that it was a matter of manufacturing automatic watches and making minor alterations to the 
existing designs. 

One interesting detail in Figure 2 is the mention of a banker, Baron Fries and Co. A quick search led 
me to Cassis and Cottrell (2009, page 242), and this book notes that Johann Fries (1719 - 1785) was a 
Swiss Protestant banker from Mühlhausen who settled in Vienna. So the reference to Baron Fries & Co. 
suggested that Joseph Tlustos was the court mechanic in Vienna, yet another city. 

So I began another search, but this time looking for something from Vienna. Success! 

The report in Figure 3 appears in the Wienerisches Diarium (Vienna, 1773), and it is identical to that 
published in Munich (see Figure 2 and its translation). But it was published two years earlier, in May 
1773 and, again, in the wrong city! 
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Figure 3 (From the original in Austrian newspapers online). 

 

So we still have not found Tlusios, and we have not found Sabrier’s source.  

Does Tlusios exist? I think not and I believe Sabrier made a mistake. This is likely, because the names 
are so similar. And Peter Tlustos, uhrmacher, is mentioned in a 1775 edition of Wienerisches Diarium 
(Vienna, 1775), so it is probable that Abeler and Kaltenböck also used the wrong name. 

Perhaps Thustas is also wrong? A quick search using Google produced at least 19 people with the name 
Tlustos in the first few pages, but no-one at all with either of the names Thustas and Tlusios. Which 
raises a fascinating question: Was there only one person, Joseph Tlustos, and Joseph Tlusios and 
Joseph Thustas never existed? 
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What next? 
I would not have started searching for the elusive Tlusios if it were not for the work done by Joseph 
Flores and Heinz Mundschau and Ralf Weiß. They have produced so much interesting and tantalising 
evidence that they spurred me on to help them. 

Without the internet it would be impossible. Until books and newspapers had been digitised and OCR 
(optical character recognition) done, searching them was almost unthinkable. First, know the right 
language (German in this case, which I cannot speak or read fluently). Then get to the right library in 
the right city in the right country (a bit hard to do from Australia!). Then spend weeks leafing through 
books looking for names and key words.  

The internet has started to make this possible. But how do you know where to search and what to 
search for? The internet is supposed to have somewhere between 5 billion and 40 billion pages 
(depending on which estimate you use). And somewhere in it there may (or may not) be one page with 
valuable information. And all too often, using a search engine like Google will not find that page. It all 
depends on the search words. Searching for Tlustos will provide you with many irrelevant pages and 
not one hit on the right person; although you will discover that someone names Joseph Tlustos built a 
ship and sailed from Vienna to Linz in 1780!  

Sometimes this is because the information is not available. For example, I know that an important 
automatic watch is signed Egidius Link Augsburg, and so we might find something interesting in an 
Augsburg newspaper. If you search you will find Augspurgische Ordinari Postzeitung online from 1768. 
(This is easy when you have the name of the newspaper, but much harder if you do not.) Unfortunately 
the information is of little use. First, the newspaper has been digitised, but the OCR has not been done, 
so you cannot search the issues. Second, unlike some journals which have an index to articles at the end 
of each year, it seems Augspurgische Ordinari Postzeitung has no indexes. So either we give up, or we 
read each issue looking for Egidius Link. Well, for example, there are over 600 pages in the January to 
June 1773 issues (all that are available), and we need to examine at least 11 whole years, 1770 to 1780!  

Even searching for something that is available is very hard, because usually you do not know what to 
look for. Finding the Churbaierische Intelligenzblatt and the Wienerisches Diarium was partly luck. I 
knew searching for names was no use. And I did not know what newspapers and journals existed, so I 
had no names and not even a city! It was a matter of “trial and terror”. So it was by more luck than 
skill, trying different key words, that I found the International Coalition on Newspapers 
(http://icon.crl.edu/digitization.htm) which led me to Vienna. 
Then the hard work begins. Although OCR has been done on the Wienerisches Diarium, I did not know 
what to look for. Fortunately search for the name Tlustos worked and I found the article easily. But 
were there any other articles of interest? Then searching became tedious, because I started looking for 
anything with sackuhren (pocket watches) in it, from 1768 to 1780. And it became apparent that I 
needed to expand my search to variants of sachuhren and even uhren (clocks and watches). It took two 
days! But after reading almost endless advertisements I did find one other report; unfortunately, 
although it appears to refer to Recordon and his automatic watches (even though his name is not 
mentioned) it just paraphrases an earlier report we have known about for a while. So actually it was 
two wasted days. 

What next? Are there more reports waiting to be found? Possibly. But if they are in documents that 
have not been digitised, we may never find them. 

Where to look? Prague obviously, as Figure 1 comes from that city. But I cannot read the Czech 
language and a brief attempt to find something failed, partly because I could not understand the pages I 
found, even with the help of Google Translate. And there are many more European newspapers which 
might contain something. But do they? 
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