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All owners or potential 
owners of a longcase 
clock will have asked 

themselves at some time 
or other if a movement is in 
the right case—and if they 
haven’t, then they should 
have, and ideally before 
buying the clock rather than 
after. Those with experience 
will find the answer instantly 
by looking at the appropriate 
parts. But a novice may 
scratch his head, poke the 
clock with a stick, and still be 
no wiser.  

A great many longcase 
clocks have been re-cased, 
both anciently and in recent 
times. A clock in a non-original 
case is known as a ‘marriage’ 
of unrelated parts. When I first 
began dealing in clocks in the 
mid 1960s it was common 
practice for a dealer offering 
a clock for sale to a potential 
buyer who liked the clock but 
was not impressed by the 
case, to be willing to pop it 
into a different case for a few 
pounds extra. I don’t think this 
still happens openly today, 
though I know it still happens 
surreptitiously. Those who 
follow the market see clocks 
passing through auctions and 
later appearing miraculously 
for sale in a different case!

Anyone with experience will 
often recognise a marriage 
in seconds, just by virtue of 
a disparity in the age or type 
of the clock with those of the 
case. The problem is one for 
the inexperienced, especially for someone 
making his first clock purchase. Nobody 
sets out deliberately intending to buy a 
marriage. If you know it is, you may still 
decide to buy it, but you do need to know. 
So how do you tell?  

Well, the answer is staring you in the 
face. You only have to look carefully. You 
can usually tell for certain if a clock was 
always in that case. Similarly you can 
usually tell for certain if a clock was not 
originally in that case. A very few instances 

or both, and those signs of 
alteration can always be 
seen to be more modern than 
the rest of the timberwork. 
Attempts may well have been 
made to camouflage these 
alterations but they still are 
there to be seen as well as 
the camouflage itself, which 
was usually some kind of 
dark stain.

To start with we should 
imagine the situation where 
a clockmaker was making 
a new clock. He was a 
metalworker and bought 
his case from a joiner or 
specialist casemaker. He 
then fitted the clock into the 
case.  The casemaker did not 
know in advance just which 
clock would be going into 
that case or what its internal 
dimensions were. He would 
merely have been asked to 
supply a case in the timbers 
and style specified such as 
would fit perhaps a 10in dial 
clock or a 12in, or whatever. 
The therefore left the upper 
case sides (protruding into 
the hood area) overlength, 
so that the clockmaker could 
cut them himself to the height 
dictated by the seatboard 
(and required dial height). 
Today we sometimes call 
these upstands that support 
the seatboard the ‘cheeks’.

The clockmaker did this, 
usually neatly, in which case 
there would be a single 
sawcut along to top of each 
upstand and often a saw 
mark at this height on the 

backboard, where his saw just nicked it. 
Occasionally he might have done this 
not quite so accurately, in which case 
there might be two saw marks on the 
backboard, or maybe a little packing 
on the top of the upstand to bring the 
seatboard (and therefore the dial) to the 
required height.

Any double saw marks on the 
backboard or packing under the 
seatboard, if they exist, should appear 
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Figure 1. Here the dial is clearly too small for 
the case, immediate evidence that this case 

was not made for this clock.

remain where there is uncertainty and 
then you have to weigh up the pros and 
cons—or if in doubt, miss it out!

You begin with the advantage that for 
anyone at any time putting a clock into 
a non-original case involved alterations 
being made. Timbers around the 
seatboard needed cutting or wedging 



12   March 2016   clocksmagazine.com

to have been done at the same time, 
should appear the same aged colour and 
will not have been stained. Nobody had 
cause to stain sawcut marks or packings 
(trying to make new wood look old) other 
than someone putting a clock into a non-
original case and trying to camouflage 
that fact. In fact, it is fairly safe to say that 
stain was never used inside a clock case, 
as there was no reason to stain internal 
timbers. So the presence of stain inside 
a clock case is always a warning sign to 
look out for other indicators.  

One possible exception is with 
pine cases where the insides were 
sometimes coated all over in red 
or blue lead paint as a preservative 
against wood beetle. But lead paint is 
very distinctive and cannot be confused 
with faker’s dark camouflage stain. 

I remember once watching a 
cabinetmaker replacing some missing 
glue blocks inside a clock case. It 
was a perfectly innocent task, which 
he completed admirably. But the glue 
blocks were of new wood and stood out 
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Figure 2. A clock with its original 
seatboard running fully to the back of the 
case. Note faint evidence of the original 
sawcut in the backboard edge, where the 
clockmaker trimmed the height of the 
upstands. Only one sawcut and all woods 
equally old. No stain anywhere.

Figure 3. Some clocks sat on upright blocks 
rather than a seatboard, as with this 
example. Examination can soon establish 
that the blocks have never been touched 
since the day they were installed.

Figure 4. This seatboard for a posted-
movement 30-hour clock has no packings 
and is untouched since new.

Figure 5. This seatboard has packings 
arising from the upstands having been 
cut carelessly. But they are clearly original 
to the installing of the clock. Again a full-
depth seatboard.

Figure 6. This seatboard was installed 
on to unusually short upstands and so 
has very high packings, but all obviously 
done when the clock was first made. All 
the timbers are equally old with no later 
tampering.

Figure 7. This pendulum bob swings way 
above the old bob scratch marks, which 
means this clock cannot possibly belong 
in this case.

Figure 8. The lower frame of this clock 
door is very worn on the inside from 
the constant rubbing of the descending 
weight. Indication that this is a 30-hour 
clock case.
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incongruously. So he dipped a paintbrush 
into jam jar of murky liquid, dabbed it 
about over the glue blocks, and instantly, 
as if by magic, the glue blocks looked 300 
years old! Nothing sinister about it, but it 
makes you think.

A clock fitted into a replacement 
case will often have retained its original 
seatboard. But sometimes that seatboard 
may have been shortened by having a bit 
sawn of at its end(s). So an old seatboard 
with cleaner ends, obviously sawn more 
recently, is often a giveaway, especially 

if the old screw or nail holes at its edges 
have been sawn right through. A new, 
modern or replaced seatboard obviously 
removes all evidence, so should always 
be regarded with suspicion.

At some time during the clock’s lifespan 
one or more owners may have decided for 
security reasons to nail or screw down the 
seatboard into the tops of the upstands. It 
is not rocket science to check whether the 
screw or nail holes in the seatboard do in 
fact line up with the holes in the tops of the 
cheeks. If there are holes in the upstands 

or seatboard that don’t, the answer is 
obvious.

Original seatboard were often made 
purposely for the actual clock’s fitting into 
its original case. The seatboard very often 
fitted across the full depth of the case 
front to back, its back edge touching as far 
as the backboard itself, and a full-depth 
seatboard can be a comforting sign.

It can sometimes be obvious that a 
clock case was swapped round many 
years ago, maybe even more than a 
century back.  But a marriage is still 
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a marriage however ancient.
Clock weights will often rub against the 

inside door frame of a clock case, that 
rubbing sometimes affecting different parts 
as the weight descends. Usually weights 
will wear away the inside timber of the top 
and bottom of the door frame. A 30-hour 
clock will wear a single rub mark at the top 
or bottom, or both, somewhere towards 
the centre. An eight-day clock will wear 

two rub marks equally spaced across the 
frame. If an eight-day clock is put into a 
30-hour case its two weights will hang 
either side of the single-weight rub mark—
an instant giveaway.  Similarly the weight 
of a 30-hour clock in what was formerly an 
eight-day case will hang between the two 
weight rubs.  

Sometimes these rub marks are not 
visible but can easily be felt by running the 
fingers inside the upper and lower door 
frame. On some clocks the weight(s) will 
rub down the inside of the door as the 
clock runs, and after many years will leave 
a dark vertical rub or scrape mark from the 
lead or cast iron weight(s). For a clock in 
its original case the rub marks down the 

door will line up with the position of the 
weights.

On some clocks, usually very slim 
ones, we see cut-outs in the case sides 
(sometimes piercing right through the 
case side) done to allow the pendulum its 
full swing without tapping. I can’t imagine 
the clock began life with a pendulum 
that tapped on the sides. What probably 
happened was that some later, well-
intentioned restorer had the clock in for a 
service and decided to adjust the pallets 
to give the pendulum a good ‘healthy’ 
swing. When the clock was returned to the 
owner it was found that the pendulum bob 
tapped annoyingly on the case side.

If you have ever experienced this you 
will find the first tap or two reduces the 
swing so that the bob no longer taps. But 
then the pendulum gradually builds up 
momentum again and starts to tap once 
more. This can drive an owner crazy, so 
many solved the problem by chiselling 
away a part of the case side, sometimes 
cutting right through it.  I have even seen 
one clock that leaned to one side and 
had a hole cut in the down side to avoid 
tapping!

But even the most foolish of owners 
would have cut holes at the pendulum bob 
tapping point. So if you see a clock where 
the pendulum bob could not possibly meet 
the cut-outs, that clock cannot be in its 
original case.

On many clocks the pendulum bob 
will occasionally have scraped against 
the backboard, perhaps if the case was 
leaning too far back. It is a simple matter 
to check to see that the pendulum bob 
does line up with any backboard scratch 
marks. If the scratch marks are at the 
wrong height, they must have been made 
by a different pendulum when that case 
contained a different clock.

Sometimes a past owner may have 
replaced a damaged or shabby or even 
old-fashioned case by having a brand 
new case made for it. In this instance 
there may be no signs of alteration, as the 
case upstands were made to fit correctly. 
Unless of course he used the original 
seatboard, which would reveal the usual 
tell-tale signs. But here the style will be a 
giveaway. A 300-year-old clock re-cased 
200 years ago, will show a disparity of 
style or timbers or both. This is actually a 
very unusual event, though dealers trying 
to sell a clock re-cased in recent times 
may sometimes pretend it was a case of a 
past owner having had a new case made. 
In the end you are on your own—so look 
carefully.

Figure 9 The upper door frame of the same 
clock. With the weight in view it is much more 
apparent how the wear came about. An eight-
day clock with weight wear in this position 
must be in the wrong case.

Figure 10. On this clock the area chiselled 
away to permit a pendulum bob to swing 
wider than the case is nowhere near where this 
bob would in fact swing to. This must mean 
this is not the original case for this clock and 
had previously contained a different clock.


