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CLIFF KNOWS HIS CUSTOMERS
JUST AS WELL AS HE KNOWS MEAT
BY EVAN MARKFIELD
PHOTOGRAPHY BY BRIANA BROUGH

NTERVIEWING CLIFF COLLINS,
IN THE TYPICAL SENSE, IS AN
EXERCISE IN FUTILITY. IT’S ALSO A
HECK OF A LOT OF FUN. BOTH OF
those truths owe to the steady stream of customers, friends, well wishers,
restaurant owners, rambunctious children, down-on-their-luck locals and
God knows who else that make their way over to chat up the smiling
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owner of Cliff’s Meat Market on Carrboro’s
West Main Street.
Most of them are shaking his hand and
making small talk before the bell on the
entrance door even stops ringing.

n a 90-minute span on an ordinary
Thursday afternoon, it takes pretty
much no time at all to lose count of
those who have come by to talk to
Collins – nah, let’s just say Cliff. That’s
what everyone else calls the 64-year-old.
They range in age from 5 to 85. They
are black, white, Asian, Latino and Native
American. (And yes, all those groups were
represented in this random hour and a half.)
There’s the white-haired man at the meat
counter, whose patchwork carpet at home
Cliff is arranging to have replaced, so the
old fella doesn’t trip and fall.
There’s the guy who’s here to pay back the
five bucks Cliff loaned him last week.
There’s the regular whose T-shirt happens
to have some sort of flaming logo on it.
“Your shirt’s on fire,” Cliff teases casually.
There’s another regular getting the same
joking treatment not long after. “Your buddy
was in here before,” Cliff says. “Which one?”
the man asks while reaching into the cooler
for a drink. “You got more than one?” Cliff
says, not missing a beat. Beverage in hand,
the guy shakes his head and chuckles.
“People love Cliff,” says Jerri Roberson,
Cliff’s niece and the store’s manager. “They
love him, and they love to talk to him. They
come in here, and if he’s not here, they
get so upset. He knows everybody, and he
remembers everybody.”
There’s the little Latina girl smiling at
Cliff from a few feet away at the register,
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showing off what she’s about to purchase.
Then there is the girl’s older sister walking
by, and Cliff saying he’s known her since she
was as little as the younger one.
There’s the former professor, down on his
luck from years of health problems, here to
hand over his knife, which Cliff has offered
to repair because he has the tool needed to
do it.
There’s Matt Neal of Neal’s Deli.
There’s Sam Suchoff, owner of The Pig.
They get their meat here, too. And
remember – no lie – this is just a random
Thursday afternoon. This is just what it’s
like at the market that Cliff opened and put
his name on 41 years ago.
And yes, there’s that other part of the
story, too: the history. There’s Cliff, a
Chatham County teenager with an Elvis
Presley haircut, working at a gas station on
the Chapel Hill-Carrboro border, where
Domino’s Pizza now stands, when he is
offered a job at the Andrews-Riggsbee
grocery store, located where The Speakeasy
is now.
There’s Cliff, thinking that between his
job pumping gas and another part-time
job at Fitch Lumber, what’s he need with
cutting meat at the grocery? Until the guy
offering the job reminds Cliff that when
it’s cold outside, the store has heat. And
when it’s hot outside, the store has air
conditioning.
“And when it rained,” Cliff says, “I didn’t
get my head wet.”
There’s Cliff – hard to believe now –
afraid for the first year or so to even talk to
customers at the Andrews-Riggsbee meat
counter.
There’s Cliff a little more than five years
later, striking out on his own, buying the

ALL IN A DAY’S WORK
Cliff hams it up with Tommy
Thompson of Chapel Hill, a
friend since Tommy was a child.

small butcher shop across the street with
money raised by selling his tractor, truck
and motorcycle. But all that, including the
change and growth of the past 40-plus years,
isn’t really the story.

he story is these people and how
they are drawn to Cliff.
There’s the 9-year-old girl and her
5-year-old brother, both munching

sandwiches, who have come to talk to Cliff
about nothing in particular. Her birthday is
coming up, she tells him. Cliff asks the little
brother when his birthday is. After my dad’s.
When’s your dad’s? After my sister’s.
There’s Cliff, throwing his head back and
letting out a laugh.
There’s the 5-year-old laying out some
ground rules, having engaged Cliff in a game
of hide-and-seek around the small shelves in
the back corner of the store.

There’s Cliff answering his cell phone –
the call appears to be related to getting the
85-year-old’s carpeting done – while still
managing to duck and dodge and keep the
little guy entertained.
Cliff says he’s probably got another 10
years in him, at which point he plans to sell
the place but stick around part time to train
and advise the next owner.
But who knows? After all, he certainly
didn’t plan on being here 41 years in the

first place.
“I was hoping I could make it five years,
and then I’d sell it and do something
different,” he says. “But after a while the
customers kept me here.”
In this small, friendly butcher shop where
a 30-minute interview somehow turns into
90, five years turn into 41 and conversations
with children turn into games of hide-andseek, it’s easy to see that the feeling, as far as
his customers are concerned, is mutual. CHM
March/April 2013 chapelhillmagazine.com

87

