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wood coated with black spelter,”
VanOrsdel said. Spelter is a grit-
ty type of coating that birds don’t
like, keeping them off the clocks’
hands, and White pointed out
cedar repels insects. The num-
bers are made of iron.

The clock has Westminster
chimes, which VanOrsdel said is
not common, and when working
properly, ring out every quarter
hour.

“Clock towers aren’t that rare,
but the Westminster chimes are
the rare quality of this one,” he
said. “A few churches had bells
like this and universities - like
UNC-Chapel Hill and Duke.”

Most clock towers were located
at the center of the commu-

Clock repairman Jim VanOrsdel overhauled the clock in 1992, the first time the clock had

nity, VanOrsdel said, just like in
Cliffside. And because people
couldn’t afford watches or clocks
years ago, town clocks served as
means for those who lived in the
communities to know the time.
“It is really, really depress-
ing not to hear it,” said Cliffside
resident and R.R. Haynes great-
granddaughter Janice Swing
said. “It’s the first thing people
ask about when they come into
town.”

Swing said the clock has gar-
nered the attention of those pass-
ing through, who would stop and
walk around the tower and read
the plaques at the site.

“And people on Cliffside Day
have gathered here,” she said.

Swing said that from a family,
community and a historical per-
spective, it’s one of the county’s
most valuable artifacts.

Rutherford County historian
and historical society ex offi-
cio member Robin Lattimore
agreed.

“It is one of architectural
treasures and historic sites,”
Lattimore said. The clock will be
included on a list of the 20 most
important historic sites in the
county he is currently compiling.

Lattimore described the clock
as a “wonderful mechanical mar-
vel” and “a greatly impressive
structure.”

“We live in an age when
what is built does not have the
craftsmanship - not that type
of investment would be made
today,” he said.

Preserving the past for the
future

Seventy to 80 years is about the
life of a tower clock before major
repairs are needed, VanOrsdel
said. In 1992 when the clock was

VanOrsdel had to take the inner
workings of the clock back to

his shop in Charlotte. This time,
he said, it would likely only take
around a month and a half and
most repairs will be done on site.

Once back in “tick tock” shape,
the clock, if maintained, could
run indefinitely.

“You couldn’t find one of these
anymore,” VanOrsdel said, ges-
turing to the pendulum and
gears that make the clock work.
“I happened to find one years
back from a clock collector who
had one in a barn, but you can’t
find them now. They don’t exist.”

Other than putting the clock
back in time, the internal work-
ings are still in much the same
shape as the earlier repairs.

“When we redid this one,
all that decoration was gone,”
VanOrsdel gestured to gold
painted trim on the workings
green legs. “People just don’t
have any idea what runs this
clock.”

VanOrsdel said there are a lot
of memories attached to the
clock for not only the commu-
nity, but for him as well.

“This is a mechanical artifact -
it has a little more solidity than a
plot of land,” he said.

Lattimore said he hoped
there would be a way to secure
resources to keep the clock func-
tioning for years to come. White
said that is in the works for the
society.

“We hope to set up a fund for
it,” he said.

Tax-deductible donations to
help with the cost of repairs can
be made online at www.remem-
bercliffside.com or by mail-
ing donations to the Cliffside

been repaired in its 70 years. VanOrsdel will again work on the clock when the funding is
available. Because it is a Westminster Chime (bells above), it is more rare than other tower
clocks. Each bell bears a stamp with the manufacturer’s name, Meneely Bell Co. of Troy, N.Y,
The largest bell (at right) was placed in memory of R.R. Haynes, founder of the town and of
Cliffside Mills, which was later bought by Cone Mills Corporation. The clock tower stands on

the former site of Haynes’ home and was dedicated Dec. 16, 1978.

overhauled, that was the case as
well.

Historical Society, 10612 Round
Rock Road, Charlotte, NC 28277.
“We want to be good stewards
of our cultural resources,” White

said. “It’s the heart of Cliffside.”

“For whatever reason, though,
it couldn’t be taken care of or
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maintained,” he said.
The renovation took around
five months to complete, and
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