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This �hick bro�ze bell marks time - one bong on the half-hour,
a series counting out each hour - inside Hortense the Clock.

City hall clock tower 
'could last forever' 
■ From Page 1

esprit de corps of the workers that
made it rise from a tract of sand. 

It's ornate architecture and
stately columns still stand out
among its newer neighbors, but the
building's crowning glory has al­
ways been Hortense. 

"Having the public timepiece is
important. It makes it [city hall] that
much more of a focal point," said
Debra Alderson, spokeswoman for
the Historic Tampa-Hillsborough
County Preservation Board. 

Over the years, Hortense, and
especially her richly clanging bell,
has represented many things to resi­
dents of Tampa. Off and on, resi­
dents have squabbled over whether 
the clock's chimes should be cele­
brated or silenced. 

In 1979, after standing mute for 
four years, Hortense's bell rang out, 
striking 12 times at' noon each day 
in remembrance of American hos-

owner of the House of Clocks in
Fairibault, Minn., has routinely
traveled through 40 states fixing
clocks that date back to the late
1800s. 

He has never met Hortense but
looks forward to working on her
one day. 

"Each one has a personality -
[I'll bet] she's temperamental," he 
said. 

"That clock was built by crafts­
men who cared about their work 
down to the last detail. We can nev­
er afford to have that quality again, 
so that clock is irreplaceable." 

Larish can spout off a fountain 
of knowledge about old clocks. But 
the most important thing about 
them, he said, is that they provide a 
symbol for the community and bond 
generations of residents. "They 
grew up looking at it, their fathers 
grew up looking at it," Larish said. 
"It's the one thing that stays with 
the community." 
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the thick bro_nze Dalfino isn't a repairman, but he 
bell, 3 feet m diameter, marks time __ ,,,-
for downtown travelers _ one b still climbs up to check on Hortense 
on the half-hour, a series coun��: froI;l time to time. He still believes 
out each hour Betwee 7 d she 11 outlast us an. . n a.m. an Th d h midnight, a 24-pound hammer cocks urs ay, . e gr�eted the �ngle 
back 8 inches and strikes, heralding �f greasy gears hke old friend. 
time from high atop the city. �ey 

?
f!?-ere, �ortens:. How are ya 

But city employees say they domg.. he said, leanmg �ver to pat .
don't pay much attention to . Hor- the no1Seless, slowl;Y movmg parts. 
tense anymore. some never real- To � veteran clock mak�r, the 
ized she was ther�. Few say they set b_est • �h_mg about Hortense 1s her. 
their watches by her - she's often sim�hcity., . 
criticized for being slow at times There s nothmg to wear out, ex-

"You have to get far enough cept this motor," he said with a 
away to see it," said Gail Garcia of chuckle, noting �� motor was ad�­
the city clerk's office ed later as an improvement m 

But some nearby
. 

residents do technology." . 
··pay attention to the aging time- Before Hortense was electrified 

piece. in 1956, the late city hall custodian, 
"We give her a physical once in D.J. Gingrich,_ had to win� her 

a while," said Ron Dalfino, city w�ekly. The Job started with a 
building maintenance superinten- chmb up a rusty, 39-rung ladder 
dent. "People around here are very that rose through a _ s_quare, narrow 
fussy about time. If she's off a cou- hole and past the cellmgs and floors 
pie minutes, they'll let you know." of th� bu�lding's upper stories. 

Dalfino has been with the city It s still the only way to get to 
for 25 years, keeping equipment, the heart of Hortense. 
such as Hortense, up· and running. The ladder st�rts at a noisy 
Newspaper articles from 1977 quote room above the eighth floor. The 
Dalfino as saying the old clock room is occupied by the building's 
"could last forever." He still be- massive cooling system and the old­
lieves it. fashioned motor that still powers its 

In helping to care for Hortense original elevator. 
over the years, Dalfino has devel- On the way up, climbers pass 
oped more than just a passive inter- through a tiny room that houses the 
est. in clocks. He's collected a wide clock's 1,000-pound bell. Above it, 
repertoire of timepiece puns and her heart and soul lie in a 12-by-12 
has built . three grandfather clocks room, just below the dome. 
of his own. 

• In the center of the room sits a 
It's in his blood. green stand covered with about 34 
Before moving his family to greasy gears. The gears range in 

Tampa, Dalfino's father worked in size from just bigger than a thimble 
the Seth Thomas Clock Co. of Tho- to about a foot in diameter. Four 
maston, Conn. - the factory that fluorescent lights illuminate the 
turned out Hortense in 1915. room and shine through Hortense's 

Factory workers crafted the last four white faces. 
of the great tower· clocks around Years ago, custodian Gingrich 
1940. Fifteen years later, all records made sure time never stopped in 
of the clocks were destroyed in a Tampa. 
history-making flood. Every Monday morning, he ma-

N ow, in the factory where work- nipulated about 1,700 pounds in 
ers built Hortense, newfangled weights that powered the clock and 
watches and clocks are sold and re- bell by steadily sinking through 
paired. holes in the floor. 

And even .workers trained to re- From the 2-foot core of inter-
pair the old clocks are a dying locking gears, four rods radiate out 

· breed. to each wall. The rods power gears 
"There just isn't that type of per- on each clock face, slowing turning 

son around anymore," said Ron Al- giant minute and hour hands. One 
len, ·who owns the clock shop that minute on the giant clock takes up 4 
now operates out of the Seth Thom- inches. 
as factory. "There are only. about Former City Clerk Frances Heri­
three left in the country anymore riquez marks her life by the chang­
that even repair those clocks. That's es at city hall. In 1954, she started 
like a sheep herder -· it's a lost as a clerk. By 1973, she had created 
art." quite a stir as the first woman elect-

Hortense has outlived most of ed to serve as city clerk. 
her keepers. At one point, the city When she retired last year, she 
brought in a repairman from Eu- left behind a major piece of her life 
rop·e each year to clean and oil the - a life chronicled by a clock 
parts. named Hortense. 

Lloyd Larish is one of the few "I usually went by her timing/' • 
people in the United States who still Henriquez said. "She's a part of 

.' makes a living repairing tower Tampa, a part of history. She's a
'. clocks. Since the mid-1970s, Larish, good ole girl." • 




