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Sometimes 
there is no 
option but to 
ask someone 
else to 
answer the 
telephone.

It seems my 
belief in 
honesty being 
the best 
policy didn’t 
work today.

telephone messages that have built up. 
After an hour on the telephone I nip 

back upstairs to find Oliver on his knees, 
shoeless, in the kitchen. ‘The light was 
fading, so I decided to bring the lever in 
here to see better,’ he explained. ‘Then I 
dropped it.’ Which reminded both of us 
why the workshop has a hardboard floor, 
laid shiny side up, rather than the kitchen 
which is carpeted. Both of us spend a 
further ten minutes feeling our way 
through the carpet to locate the wretched 
thing.

Still he had, prior to dropping it, found 
the cause of the problem. I suggest 
leaving this to the following morning 
when there is some better daylight. 
Oliver has much sympathy with the 

repairer who doesn’t do chronometers in 
winter.

I go back downstairs for some fool 
reason or other, only to be confronted 
with Mrs Gardener standing in the shop. 
‘I did say I wanted my clock back 
quickly, and you’ve had it for over two 
months now.’ She took no pleasure in the 
knowledge that part of it was definitely 
not lost in the kitchen carpet. It seems 
my belief in honesty being the best 
policy didn’t work today.

Before Mrs Gardener has left, another 
little old lady has brought in a carriage 
clock. ‘Could you tell me what it would 
cost to repair?’ No. We charge £10 to 
take it to pieces and then give you a 
price. If you have the work done, the 
t£10 comes off your bill. If not, then you 
have paid us £10 to take it to pieces and 
put it together again.

‘If you take it to pieces and put it 
together, and the clock then works, is 
that covered by the £10?’ Well, yes, but 
that is rather an unlikely outcome. ‘Let’s 
try that then shall we?’ 

I am sorely tempted to decommission 
her clock forever.  

The mountain of work undone grows 
sullenly in the workshop. Customers 
telephone with foolish comments 

along the lines of ‘Well, you’ve had my 
clock a week and I haven’t had a 
telephone call to say what’s wrong with 
it’. It can be hard to bite my tongue and 
not reply ‘If I wasn’t on the phone now, 
then I might be looking at clocks instead 
of failing to give you the answer you so 
urgently crave’.

In fact some reverse psychology flits 
in occasionally. Customers who say ‘no 
rush’ are usually met with ‘Please, if 
you value your sanity, never say that to 
a clockmaker’. I am reminded of a 
friend who told an irritated customer ‘I 
don’t feel like working on chronometers 
in the winter months. Try me again in 
June’.

I try hard not to tell barefaced lies to 
customers. An honest ‘I haven’t even 
looked at your clock for three weeks. I 
have other jobs to do and yours, as you 
already know, is something of a beast 

and not one we expect to make any 
money out of’ seems not to upset many 
people. 

Sometimes there is no option but to 
leave someone else to answer the 
telephone—assuring the world that I am 
‘out’—and to buckle down and actually 
do some work. We’re all quite chatty in 
the workshop, so I leave these days for 
when either Margaret or Oliver are not 
here, otherwise there isn’t the 
opportunity to concentrate. With three of 
us together there is too much pushing 
and shoving over who has which tools or 
who is using the cleaning room (a 
glorified cupboard with a window which 

will not open and a noisy extractor fan 
over Hissing Sid, the ultrasonic tank).

The first job is a bracket clock, which 
will not run in spite of our initial efforts. 
Margaret assured me the day before that 
the problem is probably with the front 
pivot of the escape wheel, which she 
believes has no shoulder to speak of. As 
I check it over, however, it seems 
obvious that the mesh of the fusee wheel 
with the centre wheel is not right. 
Stripping it down I see that a series of 
previous repairers have replaced first 
three, then one more either side, teeth: 
five in all.

The replaced teeth vary in degrees of 
correctness. The outer two are neat jobs, 
each one has a lovely profile to match 
the original teeth; the inner three have 
been inserted one at a time, with no 
dovetailing, and rather than a ‘bishop’s 
mitre’ tooth profile, are straight bits of 
brass with the edges rounded off. 

Textbooks suggest that to replace more 
than three teeth is asking for trouble. It 
creates too much room for error, too 
much drift from even spacing. The 
correct answer would be to cut a new 
wheel. I remember however, a nasty 
modern reproduction fusee wheel in the 
scrap box. Its radius and module almost 
exactly match and I chop five teeth out 
of that and fit them instead. As I try the 
newly repaired train, it runs perfectly 
smoothly—I can neither feel nor hear 
any difference between the new teeth 
and the old. It’s worth a chance. I 
re-assemble the clock and set it going, to 
see it stop again two hours later.

The escape wheel has jammed.
Meanwhile Mrs Gardener’s miniature 

carriage clock will not keep time. We 
have overhauled the platform time and 
again until it must be perfect and yet the 
clock loses. I have known the clock for 
years and it used to keep time until last 
month, so perhaps the problem is with 
the hands tension. Maybe the clock does 
keep time, but the hands do not keep up. 
So I while away an hour or two trying to 
get a friction fit sleeve perfect. When I 
am sure the hands tension is correct, I 
put the clock together again. Ten minutes 
later I check to see if it is still working—
only to see the balance wheel spin 
happily, hesitate, stop for over a second, 
and then set off again. As Oliver is fresh 
from his Horological Institute ‘Platform 
Escapement’ course, I suggest he strips it 
one more time and seeks the cause of 
this mystery. By now it is late in the day 
and I must answer some of the endless 
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