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The Tower Clock 

 

The clock face in the northern tower facing north 

St Johns clock is one of five tower clocks presented by King George IV for public timekeeping in the colony.  
They are believed to be the first public clocks in the colony. 

The other four clocks are at: 

·  The Female Factory, Parramatta. 

·  St Mathew’s Anglican Church, Windsor. 

·  St Luke’s Anglican Church, Liverpool. 

·  Government House Hobart (originally installed in St David’s Anglican Cathedral Hobart). 

The clocks were made by Thwaites and Reed of Clerkenwell and are signed and dated 1821. The five arrived 
on board one ship and were installed in about 1823. 

Each clock has a ‘going train’ (for time keeping) and a ‘striking train’ (for striking on the hour only) movements 
measuring 700 mm x 600 mm with a 1.8 m pendulum. They are wound manually by a crank key and run about 
6 or 7 days between windings. St Johns clock is still in good order having been refurbished several time, the 
last in 2007. 

The black dial on the northern face of the north western tower shows the time to many hundreds of people 
each day as it has done for more than 180 years and today continues to maintain this important historical link 
with the early days of Parramatta.  

The first clocks in Europe were installed in public buildings from about the 13th century. At first they made little 
difference to the tempo of life for they had only an hour hand to mark the time and were not particularly 
accurate. 
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Gradually they were equipped with mechanisms for striking the hours and quarter hours. By the time of the 
reformation the use of clocks had spread, fostered by civic pride and mechanical interest. It was the 
introduction of the pendulum in 1658 and the balance-spring in 1674 which made clocks much more reliable 
and accurate. Public attitudes began to change and numbers of business people purchased and used clocks. 
Pocket watches came into use in the early 19th century but wristwatches only became widespread towards the 
end of the Century. 

The clocks erected on public buildings exercised a role which today we cannot begin to imagine and the clock 
in the northern tower of St John’s exercised great influence in early Parramatta. So important was John’s clock 
to Parramatta that fifty years later Parramatta Council was still making contributions to St John’s to keep the 
clock in good running order. 

St John’s clock with its hourly chimes played an important role in the early development of the city. For many 
years it was the only public clock in the town centre at a time when for most colonists owning a watch or a 
clock was a luxury which could not be afforded. 

This view of the clock mechanism clearly shows the inscription; “Thwaites & Reed Clerkenwell London 1821” 
Note also the crank for setting the time and the internal clock face which shows the time backwards.  

 

 

The clock has been restored many times since 1823, the last time in 2008. In early 2010 the hands and 
Roman numerals were-re-gilded with gold leaf and the black face was repainted. 


