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C eleste Wong is a vivacious and friendly 

woman with a bright smile and infectious 

giggle. Her story is of an entrepreneur producing 

watches with beautiful, colorful dials made from 

natural materials, such as abalone, mother of pearl, 

and wood. Like some watchmakers, she came to 

watchmaking by the longer path: her early interest 

in watches did not blossom into a career right away.  

 Wong admits she always had a fixation with 

watches, “I’ve been in love with watches and clocks 

for as long as I can remember. At seven years old, I 

begged my mom for a Charlie Tuna watch.  I ate tuna 

sandwiches every day for several months so that we 

could accumulate enough labels to send away for it. 

I loved that watch.” 

 After high school Wong studied at Louisiana 

Tech and graduated with an engineering degree in 

biomedical engineering. Though watches are a feat 

of microengineering, Wong felt at the time that 

going to “watch school” wasn't an option for her.

 While still an undergrad she wrote the sort of 

book she would have wanted while settling on a 

major: Is There an Engineer Inside You? She shopped 

the book around to various publishers, but no 

one wanted to publish it. So, upon graduation, she 

self-published and marketed her book, which attract-

ed the attention of someone at NASA. Wong was 
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Wong’s most intricate 
dial is composed of 31 

pieces of tinted abalone 
inlaid in mother of pearl.
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surprised when NASA called her and said they want-

ed to purchase large quantities of her book. She says, 

“They said they loved the book. They wanted to give 

it to everybody.” 

 It was the beginning of a very prolific writing  

career for Wong. Her book became the #1 career 

book in engineering on Amazon.com and is current-

ly in its fifth edition. Wong has published numerous 

books related to careers in science, technology, engi-

neering, and math while maintaining a related blog, 

Celeste Baine’s Blog. In addition to writing, Wong 

worked at Science Teacher Training Center as Direc-

tor of Integrated Technology. Then Wong got a job 

with Lego and travelled around the country showing 

teachers how to teach engineering with Legos. After 

working for Lego, she moved to Oregon and start-

ed her own business in 2002, Engineering Educa-

tion Service Center, which helped middle and high 

school teachers start engineering programs within 

their schools. 

 In her multitasking fashion, Wong began to  

notice watches again. In 2008, she felt a renewed 

interest in watches. Wong says, “I would go to 

Goodwill and buy those big vases just stuffed full of 

watches for $25, and you have 40 watches or some-

thing. Every night, while watching TV, I’d take all 

the watches apart. I’d organize all the parts. Then I’d 

try to put them back together as different watches. 

I’d just play.” 

 While still working with clients from her own 

Engineering Education Service Center, she began 

to follow a new dream—The Celeste Watch Co., 

which she founded in 2015. She purchased a large 

collection of watchmaking tools and read as many 

books on watchmaking as she could find. Wong says, 

“As my skills improved, the ideas flowed too. I knew 

I needed to make the perfect watch—something 

to beautifully complement my love of nature, the 

ocean, and art. I wanted something organic and 

crafted by hand so that each piece would be unique 

and inspired.” In November of 2016 she posted on 

Celeste Baine’s Blog that she would be closing the 

Engineering Education Service Center and devoting 

her time to Celeste Watch Co. As she phases out the 

last of her teacher-training business by this July, she 

has been pulling double duty by making her dials, 

assembling her watches, and promoting her brand.

 Many of her first dials were experiments with 

wood. Some of the dials have a wooden overlay 

that is stained to a specific color and carved to let 

the pattern show through with an electroplated brass 

plate beneath. Wong currently works only with maple, 

cherry, walnut, alder, and purpleheart. She buys the 

best-quality veneer she can find, stains the wood, and 
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covers it with a finish. She runs the veneer through a 

sander until it is the desired thickness. The veneer is 

overlaid on an electroplated piece of brass. 

 When first experimenting with the wooden dials, 

it took a couple of years to get it right and figure 

out how to keep the wood from moving within the 

watch. That led her to using a brass plate beneath 

the wood. Plain brass did not achieve the look she 

wanted, so she electroplated the brass with ceramic. 

This she can do in 16 different colors ranging from 

pinks to greens to blues.

 On other dials, she uses a mother-of-pearl 

background and inlays pieces of tinted abalone 

shell. She uses shell that is harvested according to 

strict fishing quota and only purchases shell that is 

considered waste. She also inlays the shell directly 

onto the wood. The shells are tiny, sanded pieces. 

The shades, patterns, and color variations are the 

natural characteristics of the shell. According to her 

website, “Our dials use mixed materials. We don't 

print pictures and numbers on the dials like other 

manufacturers, we combine materials such as brass, 

wood, and shell to create faces, colors, and looks.” No 

two watches are ever identical.

 Her first dial design was a wave, which she called 

Nostalgia, that harks back to her roots. Her parents 

are from Hawaii. She made a wooden veneer dial 

and inlaid a mother-of-pearl wave. Other subjects 

she’s chosen for her watch dials run the gambit—a 

witch on a broom, a Volkswagen bus, a sea turtle, a 

wolf howling at the moon, a tree frog, trout, a bird 

dog, skull and cross bones, a musical note, a heart, 

a starburst, and a horse head. The horse head is 

created with 22 pieces of abalone shell tinted golden 

ochre and then inlaid in mother-of-pearl. Another 

variation of the horse head uses 22 pieces of mother-

of-pearl inlaid in black abalone. She has a list of 
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Ceramic electroplated dials. Almost any color can 
be created.

A blue 
microbus 

with a black 
strap. The 
microbus 
is a very 
popular 

choice with 
buyers.

The microbus is 12 pieces of abalone and mother of pearl. 
The top, bumpers, headlights, and hubcaps are all mother 
of pearl. The body of the bus is tinted red, yellow, green, 
blue, aqua, and purple. The entire collection of shell is then 
inlaid in blond abalone for a whimsical look that brings a 
smile to many faces.
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potential dials that she wants to create. Her ideas  

come from anywhere and everywhere. Her newest 

addition is a gorgeously made octopus. (See our cover.)  

 Wong’s process for creating dials takes a few weeks. 

After she decides on the type of dial she wants to make, 

Wong first designs it in Adobe Illustrator. Wong says, 

“I decide on colors and then cut the shell. This part 

requires testing and retesting to get it perfect. When 

I'm satisfied that the pieces are beautifully colored and 

correctly proportioned, I begin the inlay. Although it is 

sometimes tedious, especially when pieces are smaller 

than a grain of rice, I also consider this the fun part, as 

I see the dial come to life.” 

 Wong makes her own watch straps, using veg-

etable-tanned, goat-skin leather. She chose vegeta-

ble-tanned leather because it’s eco-friendly. Leath-

er tanned with vegetables often smells sweet and 

earthy rather than the chemical smell of chrome-

tanned leather. Wong also thinks that over time 

the leather develops a patina that gives the bands 

“a beautiful depth of color.” The bands come in a 

variety of colors and are hand-stitched. She cuts the 

bands herself and uses a laser to partially cut the 

holes. Then she sews the bands by hand with four-

ply linen thread. Wong says, “You have two needles 

and you go through each hole and you lock each 

stitch as you go. It will last five times longer than 

a machine-sewn band. If a stitch ever breaks, it will 

never unravel because you lock each one as you go.”

 Wong creates her dials and assembles her 

watches in Springfield, Oregon. She has an office, a 

clean room, and an area she calls the “fab lab.” It is 

where she keeps her laser cutter and does most of her 

leather work. Wong says, “When the dial is complete, 

I assemble the watch by inserting the Ronda 763 

“Swiss movement and hands.” At this point, the 

watch undergoes 72 hours of testing to ensure that 

it keeps time perfectly. Her 35mm cases are polished 

stainless steel with a scratch-resistant crystal and are 

reminiscent of an old Benrus mechanical watch she 

found in an estate sale. 

 Wong has been traveling the festival circuit to sell 

her watches, mainly on the West Coast. She enjoys 

Wong working at the 
microscope.

Celeste 
Wong 
at the 
Saturday 
Market in 
Eugene, 
Oregon.
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meeting people and talking about her watches. 

When asked which dial designs sell best, Wong says, 

“I figure there’s no rhyme or reason. I just bring 

them all.” However, working the festival circuit can 

be tough. Driving eight hours and setting up a tent 

for three days was a little too “hardcore” for Wong.  

She decided that going to festivals all year long was 

not a sustainable thing for her.

 In addition to festivals and her website,  

www.celestewatch.com, Wong has also taken up res-

idence at the Saturday market in Eugene, Oregon. 

This market booth led her to think bigger. So, intent 

on growing her business, Wong purchased property 

on Main Street in Springfield, Oregon, and opened 

a boutique. She says, “I think there are so few peo-

ple doing anything like I’m doing anywhere in the 

US that when watch enthusiasts come to Eugene for  

the track and field Olympic Trials, or whatever, 

they’ll come to the store because there’s nothing 

else like it.”  

 As Wong perfects her skills and continues to 

create art on dials, she also wants to learn more 

about watch movements themselves. In addition to 

reading books on watch repair and maintenance, 

Wong has begun taking classes on watch servicing 

and repair. She attended the quartz class at AWCI 

in February and looks forward to taking as many 

AWCI classes as possible.  

 Wong continues to build her selection of watch 

dials. She hopes to be in the watch business for 

a long while, engineering the daily challenge of 

melding all her skills and desires—owning her own 

business, creating works of art, and learning the 

inner workings of the watches she assembles. 

Kathy Ortt is an editor of the Horological Times.
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