
said. 
The actual winding 

process is quick and 
simple, but the care and 
keeping of the 
courthouse clock requires 
a certain set of skills that 
are becoming harder to 
find since most clocks 
are operated by batteries 
or electricity and no 
longer need to be wound. 

“They can’t just get any 
Joe Blow to do it. 
There’s an art to it, I 
think,” said Hepfer’s 
wife, Jerri, after listening 
to Hepfer talk about his 
job. 

Happenstance led the 
duo not only to the 
courthouse, but to the life 

until it hits a white mark 
that the team of clock 
winders has placed on it. 
The white mark tells 
them when the clock is 
wound. 

Victor and Bob Dixon 
spent nearly 70 years 
winding the clock before 
Bob passed it off to a trio 
of younger upstarts  in 
2010 to keep time going. 
The death of one reduced 
the number of clock 
attendants to two, and 
now, once a week, either 
Dale Hepfer or Travis 
Dekoker can be found 
perched in the little shed 
winding the clock. 

“It’s not a job for the 
faint of heart,” Hepfer 

dome of stained glass 
that is visible from the 
first floor sits a small 
shed holding the 106-
year-old equipment that 
keeps the four-faced 
clock running. 

The only way to get to 
it is to sling a leg over a 
small fence that 
separates a catwalk from 
the stained glass and 
walk up a short ramp. 
Though stable and well-
maintained, one misstep 
could send someone 
tumbling three floors 
down. 

Once inside, the 
winders crank the 300-
pound weight, watching 
the rope connected to it 
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Every Monday 

morning, the clock atop 
the Monroe County 
Courthouse rings nine 
times. It’s just after that 
ends that the clock 
winders’ work begins. 

Positioned above the 

Monroe County Courthouse clock 
winders go behind-the-hands



	  

learned Hepfer worked 
with clocks, he asked to 
learn the trade. 

“I guess I’m a tinkerer 
at heart, you could say,” 
said Dekoker, whose 
great-grandfather was a 
clock mechanic. “It’s 
kind of satisfying to 
know I can take a 1900 
clock and fix it up and it 
will run another 100 
years.” 

There’s not a clock 
Hepfer will turn away – 
though Hepfer, Dekoker 
and most clock 
mechanics dislike cuckoo 
clocks, for the record – 
from kitchen clocks to 
banjo clocks to 
grandfather clocks. 
Under the case, no clock 
is the same nor is every 
problem, and most of the 
job is tinkering around.  

“You’re always 
learning, you truly are,” 
Hepfer said. 

Hepfer never advertises 
his business, and most 
customers find it through 
word-of-mouth.  

Along the wall of the 
shop are several clocks 
waiting for repairs – a 
banjo clock, a modern-
looking clock that plays 
music and a couple of 
cuckoo clocks. On a 
table is one with a sticker 
inside that reads “Seth 
Thomas Clock Company 
in Plymouth Hollow, 
Connecticut.” 

“We know this clock 
was manufactured before 
1863,” Hepfer said, 
touching its case, 
“because Plymouth 
Hollow changed its 
name.” 

The oldest clock Hepfer 
and Dekoker have 
worked on dated to the 
late 1700s, and it’s not 
unusual for the pair to 
repair clocks from the 
1800s. 

“We’ll run into a lot of 
different clocks that have 
a lot of different stories,” 

of working with and 
loving archaic machines. 
They don’t intend to stop 
any time soon. 

“This is something I 
could be doing until I’m 
90,” Dekoker said. 
 
The life of a clock 
mechanic 

Hepfer and Dekoker are 
clock mechanics by 
trade, repairing clocks of 
all types, except watches, 
in the basement of 
Hepfer’s home on 
Fairway Lane. 

Clocks came into the 
80-year-old Hepfer’s life 
accidentally. Unlike his 
predecessors as clock 
winder, it wasn’t 
something he learned as 
a child, but picked up as 
a late in life career 
change. 

Hepfer spent more than 
20 years working at RCA 
before being laid off in 
the late 1980s, and 
worked at Burger King 
and other odd jobs, 
trying to find a new 
career. 

One day, Hepfer got a 
call from friend Mel 
Taylor asking if he 
would be interested in 
fixing clocks. 

“He said, ‘Come on 
over, I have more clocks 
to fix than I can handle,’” 
Hepfer said. 

Hepfer became 
Taylor’s apprentice, 
spending years driving to 
work in Taylor’s 
Nashville shop. 
Eventually, Taylor 
retired, giving a lot of his 
business to Hepfer. 

Hepfer’s clock business 
started as one room in his 
basement, and now 
extends to multiple 
rooms.  

He even has his own 
apprentice in Dekoker, 
who Hepfer met through 
a mutual friend, 
originally to play table 
tennis. When Dekoker 

Dekoker said. 
After finishing a repair, 

it's tradition for the 
repairer to put his or her 
initials and the date it 
was worked on 
somewhere on the clock. 
Dekoker said that 
sometimes he’ll find a 
place to put his initials 
and it’s next to a person 
who worked on the clock 
in the 1890s. 

It’s one of the cooler 
parts of the job, getting 
to put his own mark on 
history, Dekoker said. 
 
Winding the courthouse 
clock 

Dekoker gets most of 
the blame for the pair 
taking on the winding of 
the courthouse clock. He 
and former partner Phil 
Van Hook convinced 
Hepfer to take on the 
duties, learning from Bob 
Dixon as he prepared to 
retire. 

Monroe County's 
courthouse clock is one 
of the few large 
mechanical clocks still 
wound by hand in the 
state. The clock is in 
great shape, and Hepfer 
credits the care of 
previous clock winders 
for the condition that the 
clock gears are in. 

“It looks like it was 
built yesterday,” he said. 

But the process hasn’t 
entire escaped progress. 
The chimes are 
connected to the Atomic 
Clock in Colorado, 
ringing exactly in time. 
Hepfer and Dekoker are 
in charge of the clock’s 
hands. 

“There’s a chime side 
and a time side – it’s 
always perfect,” Hepfer 
said. “We always try to 
match up the mechanical 
side with the strike.” 

Lots of courthouse 
clocks have been fully 
modernized, but despite 
the modern chimes, the 

rest of Monroe County’s 
process remains firmly in 
the past. 

“It’s like time has kind 
of stopped,” Dekoker 
said. “It’s still 1903 up 
there.” 

Still in his 30s, Dekoker 
said that working with 
clocks is something he 
could see himself doing 
well into late in his life, 
following the path of the 
Dixons and Hepfer. It’s 
fun to be a part of the 
handing down of the 
baton, he said. 

“It’s part of history,” 
Dekoker said. “That 
thing will run for a 
couple more hundred 
years.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Watch a video of 
Hepfer winding the 
courthouse clock:  
http://cdnapi.kaltura.co
m/index.php/extwidget/
openGraph/wid/1_42q
u0ipg 


