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Around 
The Clock

by Gail Martin
photos by Richard Rudisill

Quality Devices Easily Withstand the Passage of Time

C
locks do much more than mea-
sure our lives in hours, minutes 
and seconds. In particular, 
classic, high-end and antique 
timepieces are a source of 

fascination and pride.  
The precision and intricacy of a quality 

clock’s mechanism is a thing of beauty.  
The clock casing, whether carved in fine 
wood, made of delicately painted porcelain, 
crafted of precious metal or encrusted with 
jewels, is a piece of art. And the provenance 
of the clock —  whether it originates from 
a famous estate or an era long ago — is a 
large part of its appeal.

Kenneth Demert is the owner of Hall 
Clock Shop in Charlotte. He has been sell-
ing clocks since 1976. Demert helps to 
satisfy Charlotte’s demand for fine time-
pieces, new and old, large and portable.

“We see a lot of demand for the antique 
hall clocks,” says Demert. In addition to hall 
clocks, often called “grandfather” clocks, 
Demert sells weight-driven German wall 
clocks, highly priced English clocks and 
exquisite French boudoir clocks.

“The maker makes all the difference in 
the world,” says Demert. “That’s very, very 
important.”  In mantel and boudoir clocks, 
manufacturers with high-end presence 
include Cartier, Tiffany and Jaeger-
LeCoultre. Crafting large wall clocks with 
weight-driven mechanisms are German 
manufacturers such as Junghans, Gustaf 
Becker and Lenzkirch have appeal. Those 
seeking a quality American weight-driven 
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A Herschede 
Grandfather Clock.
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A Swiss-Lacquered Boudoir Clock.
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clock, says Demert, should search for a 
Seth Thomas or Ansonia clock from the 
1850-to-1900 period.

It’s What’s Inside 
That Matters

“Quality is in the inside of the case,” 
says Jim VanOrsdel of The Clock Shop. 
Tiffany, for example, has made its cases 
over the years from silver, crystal, wood 
and bronze. But VanOrsdel, who helped to 
conserve the clocks at the Biltmore Estate 
in Asheville, says that what is inside is 
more important. For collectors, the qual-
ity of craftsmanship, the manufacturer’s 
reputation and the construction materials 
are important considerations, along with 
the time period and the collector’s per-
sonal taste.

“A clock is a functional artifact in a 
home,” says VanOrsdel. It is also one of 
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A Chelsea Ship Clock.

A French Mourning Clock.
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the most memorable items when estates 
are broken up. “The clock is the first thing 
kids fight over,” he adds.

Demert reveals an interesting chapter 
in Southern clock collecting. Right after 
the Civil War, the Southern Calendar Clock 
Company from St. Louis, Mo., sold clocks 
door to door, capitalizing on the South’s 
distaste for Northern-produced goods. Since 
all the famous American clockmakers were 
based in New England, Southern Calendar 
attained good sales with its $39, walnut 
case day-and-date clock. Its salesman would 
even stay the night at a purchaser’s home 
to ensure that the calendar changed cor-
rectly. Few if any buyers ever realized that 
the company was owned by New England 
clock manufacturer Seth Thomas. The few 
surviving Southern Calendar clocks are now 
valued at approximately $3,000 each.

For those serious shoppers seeking a hall 
clock, Demert recommends clocks with 
tubular bells because they have an “unfor-
gettable” sound, similar to that of a pipe 
organ, when they strike the hour. 

Size is an important consideration. 
Grandfather clocks, which stand at least six 
feet tall, are a good match for large rooms. 
Grandmother clocks, which are less than six 
feet tall, may be better scaled for a smaller 
home or condominium.

Most of the collectors Demert encounters 

begin with a treasured family heirloom. “You 
can remember when you were a kid that 
Grandpa would wind it every Sunday night,” 
says Demert about why clocks remain in 
our memories. 

The sound of a clock’s chime and the 
memory of where it sat in the family home 
often make a common piece priceless. 
“People will spend as much as the clock is 

worth to fix it,” he says, adding that he has 
seen customers bring in an unremarkable 
clock worth less than $50 wrapped in pil-
lows because it belonged to a grandparent. 
Those clocks, remarks Demert, are “not for 
sale at any price.”

For all these reasons, VanOrsdel says clocks 
remain a prized gift item. “There’s no present 
like the time,” he says with a smile. 

Reproduction of an 1808 
Congreve Rolling Ball Clock.

A Tiffany & Co. French Clock.
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