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Near the end of Fred Friedberg’s fascinating article 
about Lou Gehrig’s “Piping Rock” in the July/August 

2013 Watch & Clock Bulletin, he mentioned a 2012 NAW-
CC comment that “celebrity pedigree enhances watch 
and clock collectability.” He goes on to add that “con-
trary to certain dealers’ opinions, watch inscriptions may 
increase our appreciation of the watch itself.”

I have another example of those truisms: President 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s Hamilton “Pacer” Electric.

Hamilton introduced the world’s fi rst battery-powered 
wristwatch on January 3, 1957, with the release of the dra-
matically asymmetric “Ventura” and the sedate, round 
“Van Horn.” Both were 14K gold. Later that year Ham-
ilton offered more economical versions of this ground-
breaking technology in gold-fi lled cases. The Pacer bore 
a striking similarity to the Ventura but was sold at only 
$110 versus $200 for its solid-gold brother. The Pacer went 
on to become the most popular of all Hamilton Electric 
watches, offered for 12 years, with almost 43,000 sold. It 
remains one of the most popular of all Hamilton watches 
even today. (See the August 1994 NAWCC Bulletin, pages 
451-455, for more about the Pacer.) It was truly cutting 
edge in its day and is seen as an icon of the 1950s now.

This interest-
ing watch turned 
up on eBay, as so 
many treasures do. 
The seller was a 
consignment deal-
er, taking in items 
from private owners 
and selling them 
on eBay for a com-
mission. For many 
private sellers, this 
offers a great conve-
nience. The dealer 
recognized that the 
engraving on the 
back made this a 
rather special piece, 
yet surprisingly his 
auction title did not 
reference LBJ: “Vin-
tage Hamilton Elec-
tric “Pacer” Black 
Face 500 One of a 

Kind Gift US Senator.” The very lengthy description did 
go into great detail, some of which was quite fanciful, or 
at least wildly speculative as far as its history goes. But 
the watch appeared to be in very good condition, and the 
engraving certainly looked authentic:

“Presented to / Senator / Lyndon B. Johnson / by the 
McDowell County / Democrats / Welch, W. VA. / Oct. 18, 
1958.”

I was seriously tempted but the “Buy It Now” price 
struck me as a bit high. After giving it some thought, I 
went back the next day fi guring that if it hadn’t already 
sold, I should take a closer look and seriously consider 
it. To my surprise, the seller had somewhat arbitrarily 
dropped the asking price by $750, bringing it well within 
a “bargain” range. I wasted no time making the purchase. 

Once it arrived and I could inspect it in hand, I realized 
it was in far better condition than the photos suggested. 
It needed a light polishing, and the movement needed to 
be overhauled, but unlike most Model 500 Electric move-
ments I restore, this one had not been abused. In fact, I 
don’t think it had ever been touched, aside perhaps from 
one battery change. Even the original glass crystal was 
fl awless.

After getting it running, my fi rst order of business was 
to start researching its history. The LBJ Presidential Li-
brary in Austin, TX, was very responsive to my email in-
quiries. I quickly received confi rmation that Johnson had 
indeed been present in Welch, WV, on October 18, 1958:

“In the Statements collection, Box 26, 10/18/58 Ad-
dress, Democratic Meeting, Welch, West Virginia,” there 
are copies of Senator Johnson’s speech, and a letter from 
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Figure 2. The vintage Hamilton Pacer 
owned by President Lyndon B. Johnson 
was purchased on eBay.

LBJ’s

Figure 1. Johnson visited the home of Bernard 
Boyle, an Omaha, NE, Democratic leader during a 
campaign visit in June 1960. COURTESY LBJ LIBRARY, PHOTO 

BY JEFF BROODY. LBJ LIBRARY PHOTO BY WORLD WIDE PHOTOS.
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West Virginia Attorney General W. W. Barron to John-
son’s aide, George Reedy, and Reedy’s response about the 
Senator’s upcoming speech in West Virginia. Of partic-
ular interest to you may be the program for this event 
which includes an entry for the ‘Presentation of Gift’ by 
B. M. Stone.”

The Library included a scan of the program for the eve-
ning’s dinner and events, and I later obtained a photo-
graph of Johnson speaking on the occasion. 

I also contacted the eBay dealer to see if he could give 
me any additional information about the person who 
consigned it. He gave me some information, but out of 
respect for the consignor’s privacy he couldn’t give me 
the full story:

“I can tell you what the former owner told me. ... This 
watch was given to a four-tour Vietnam combat veteran, 
an airman, by then-President Lyndon B. Johnson, during 
a White House ceremony. I do not know the exact type of 
medal this airman received, but the president decided to 
give him something else special: the watch.

“This combat decorated veteran gave it to his grand-
son before passing away some years ago. …  I consigned 
it for him, getting him much more than he imagined. 
He is happier, probably much happier than you, because 
he now has a brief measure of immediate fi nancial relief 
even if of a transient nature.”

Meanwhile the most basic question still haunted me: it 
was apparent that Johnson was presented the watch at the 
event named on the case back, but did he actually wear 
the watch? I started to dig into the online archives of the 
New York Times, trying a great many search entries to see 
if I could fi nd any articles that might reference the watch. 
I knew it was a long shot, but it was worth a try. Along the 
way I found a very long article from September 17, 1967, 
in which the “snippet”—a brief quote from the article 
which included the terms of my search string (‘triangular 
watch Johnson’)—read “the fl ashing gold of his cuff links 
and the dash of his triangular wrist watch.” 

I thought for certain I had just hit pay dirt. I opened 
the full article and discovered it did not describe John-
son, but rather his very close friend, confi dant, adviser, 
and chief of staff, Marvin Watson.  Watson was a power-
ful fi gure in the Johnson White House—“traffi c cop” is 
what the article called him. No one got to meet with, or 
even speak on the phone with Johnson without passing 
through Watson fi rst. Johnson conferred with him daily 
about everything that happened in the administration.

A triangular watch was something so unusual that both 
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Figure 4. The program for 
the event at which Johnson 
was presented the Hamilton 
Pacer Electric. LBJ LIBRARY.

Figure 3. The Pacer was presented to then-Senator Johnson 
by the McDowell County Democrats in Welch, WV, on 
October 18, 1958.
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the writer and his editor felt it warranted mention in the 
article. Obviously, the Pacer given to Johnson in 1958 was 
triangular; Watson was clearly very close to Johnson as 
far back as the mid-1950s; and Johnson was well-known 
for his generosity. So I decided it is not implausible that 
Johnson may have gifted him his old (or even not-so-old) 
watch if Watson expressed admiration.

As luck would have it, Watson is still alive, at 89, and 
with the help of friends on a watch forum I was able to 
track down his phone number and give him a call. We 
had a delightful and very long conversation. Alas, my 
theory about his “dashing” triangular watch didn’t hold 
up: he did indeed own a Pacer, and in fact he still has 
it today. But it did not come from Johnson. Watson’s 
wife gave him the Pacer, coincidentally enough also in 
1958. He wore it all through the 1960s, the entire time he 
worked in the Johnson administration. He changed to a 
Rolex when Johnson gifted him one when he left offi ce 
in early 1969.

That particular avenue proved to be a false lead, but 
aside from the fascinating stories he told me, he did con-
fi rm that the story as relayed by the eBay dealer is entirely 
plausible. While he did not remember the specifi c occa-
sion at which Johnson gave away this watch as a special 
gift, he did say that Johnson was very well known for do-
ing exactly that sort of thing. He often gave cuff links off 
his own shirt, and he loved giving watches as presents, 
so much so that Watson was routinely buying Rolexes, 
Hamiltons, and other watches to give as gifts. However, 
many of those watches were custom-ordered with spe-
cial dials, including Johnson’s initials in his characteris-
tic handwritten style and “The Golden Rule” around the 
perimeter. Still, a personal watch as a special gift struck 
Marvin Watson as very likely and he saw no reason to 
doubt the claim.

That began a quest to fi gure out who the airman might 
be. Again with the help of many forum members a great 
many possible recipients were narrowed down, with one 
particular individual by far the most probable, for a great 
many reasons. But a thorough search through hundreds 
of photos taken on the two occasions that this airman 
met with Johnson and Johnson’s offi cial White House di-
ary fail to offer conclusive proof. No more likely candi-
dates have yet been pinpointed, and my personal belief 
is still that the airman I researched could very well have 
been the honoree, even if no record of the presentation 
was made. It would have presumably been made privately, 
without fanfare—not like the presentation of the Medal 
of Honor that he was awarded on one of his two visits to 
the White House. 

Still, the key question of whether Johnson actually 
wore the watch remained unanswered. But not for long: 
a sharp-eyed forum member found a photograph on the 
Washington Post website, in reference to biographer Rob-
ert Caro’s latest installment in his massive study of John-
son’s life. The caption offered little detail: “Senate Major-

Figure 6. Johnson campaigning at a McDowell County 
Democrats dinner rally in Welch, WV, on October 18, 1958. 
The Hamilton “Pacer” was presented to him at this event. 
LBJ LIBRARY.

Figure 5. Johnson campaigning at the 
Reno, NV, airport on May 30, 1960. 
LBJ LIBRARY PHOTO BY WORLD WIDE PHOTOS.
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ity Leader Lyndon B. Johnson, pho-
tographed before his rise to become 
John F. Kennedy’s vice president.”

Even with the limited accompa-
nying information, the photograph 
speaks for itself: Johnson very clearly 
is wearing this same watch. 

My email research with archivists 
at the LBJ Library had gone as far as 
it could, as had my online searches of 
photographs and newspaper archives. 
The only way to fi nd more would be 
a “brute force” search, an investment 
of time to dig through thousands of 
photos. This was simply too much to 
ask for, given the many people the ar-
chivists try to help. I fi gured I would 
just have to plan a trip to Austin to do 
some digging on my own.

But then I remembered that early 
in our correspondence the Library had given me a few 
names of professional, accredited researchers who are 
familiar with the Library’s holdings. It would cost some 
money to hire a private historian, but it would certainly 
amount to less than a trip to Austin. Besides, for someone 
who knows his or her way around the fi les, the task would 
probably be simpler than it would be for me. I contacted 
a journalist who coauthored a biography about Johnson, 
and hired her to spend the better part of a day digging 
for information. 

We set a series of priorities, the fi rst of which was ad-
mittedly a major long shot but one that I thought was 
defi nitely worth a try: was there any chance Johnson was 
wearing this watch in Dallas on 
the fateful day of November 22, 
1963? One of the great diffi cul-
ties in fi nding out what watch 
any person wore in those days 
is simply that because everyone 
wore suits, in the vast majority 
of photographs a sleeve covers 
the subjects’ wrist. None of the 
photos I could fi nd online show 
Johnson’s watch that day.

But after just a short search in 
the LBJ Library archives, my re-
searcher quickly found a couple 
of photographs clearly showing 
a round watch with metal band. 
Alas, a dead end.

On to the next priority.
And so it went. Photographs of 

many very special occasions were 

studied: the inauguration; his daugh-
ters’ weddings; the TV announce-
ment in which he shocked the entire 
country by saying that he would not 
run for reelection in 1968. All were 
dead ends.

But where we did strike gold was 
in 1960, during the campaigns. John-
son initially ran for president himself, 
traveling the country to give speeches 
and drum up support. Ultimately, he 
lost to John F. Kennedy at the Demo-
cratic National Convention in Los 
Angeles. But immediately thereafter, 
Kennedy asked Johnson to accept the 
vice-presidential nomination, and of 
course the rest is history. 

More than 15 photos turned up, 
which clearly show the Hamilton 
Pacer on Johnson’s wrist all through 

the 1960 campaigns, taken at events all over the United 
States. It is clear that Johnson wore the watch, most likely 
from the day he was presented it in 1958 until he fi nally 
changed to a Rolex by the time of the inauguration in 
January 1961. Perhaps he decided a “dashing triangular 
watch” did not have the gravitas he needed as vice-presi-
dent. Unless I someday stumble upon a written record in 
the LBJ Library (I still hope to go there myself someday), I 
cannot know for sure. But at least I do know that this gift 
did not get set aside the day after it was given: Johnson 
got a lot of use out of his Pacer while serving as Senate 
Majority Leader and leading up to his election as vice-
president.

Yes, I do believe that this “ce-
lebrity pedigree” greatly enhanc-
es this Hamilton Electric watch. 
It truly is historic.
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Figure 7. A Hamilton Electric 
custom ordered by Johnson with a 
special dial that includes his initials 
and “The Golden Rule.” AUTHOR’S 

COLLECTION.

Figure 8. Senators J. William Fulbright, left, 
and Johnson reviewing a committee report 
at the Capitol, Washington, DC, on June 21, 
1960. LBJ LIBRARY.
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