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When Cliff Collins applied to work at the butcher counter of Andrews grocery in high 

school, he didn’t even think he would get the job. Now, as the owner of Cliff’s Meat Market in 

Carrboro, Cliff has been in the business for more than four decades.  

“And I just kept doing it,” Cliff said as he described the unsuspected span of his career 

and concealed a grin. 

Standing at the corner of West Main and Greensboro Street, Cliff’s has earned a rather 

iconic status in the community. Although the location remains the same, Cliff will be the first to 

tell you about the constant evolution of the meat business since he purchased the store 1963.  

“Time changes everything, ya know?” 

 For one thing, local butcher shops now 

exist as the exception, not the rule. 

Withstanding the pervasive growth of national 

grocery chains, Cliff’s Meat Market remains a 

testament to the tenacity of mom-and-pops and 

their unique contribution to a surrounding 

community. Cliff’s market offers a much 

warmer, more personable experience than 

wandering through a large box store.  

During the hour I spent in the shop, Cliff 

recognized every customer that walked through 

his door. An obvious commitment to connecting 

with his client base facilitates Cliff’s 

competitive edge amidst our contemporary era 

of one-stop, convenience shopping. However, 

when asked what sets him apart, Cliff attributes 

some of his success to the mindset and values that characterize much of the community.   

“The people here are smart. They want to know what they’re eating, and they ask a lot of 

questions. They’re looking for the good stuff.” 

 Cliff definitely obliges. He tries to source as much product as possible from local 

farmers, but also remains conscious of ultimate meat quality and the farming practices of his 

providers. For instance, he chooses to obtain certain types of pork from out of state rather than 

eastern North Carolina. The hogs that Cliff purchases provide better-tasting, healthier pork for 

Cliff Collins shows off picture of himself at age 9, sporting a 
squared-off hairstyle that earned him the nickname Elvis. 
Cliff jokes that he was surprised he landed his first 
butchering job with that haircut. 
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his customers because they are raised in a more humane environment and fed a high-quality, 

organic diet.  

Additionally, Cliff never buys from suppliers that pump their meat full of saltwater. Cliff 

warned of the falsely high product weight consumers are charged for the shrink-wrapped trays of 

cutlets on grocery stores’ refrigerated shelves. He maintains utmost integrity in all of the 

products he sells.  

“Our ground chuck,” he explains, “it’s the real stuff. No fillers, no nothing.”  

That same ground chuck is the basis for many burgers found at some of Chapel Hill’s 

most noteworthy establishments, such as Spanky’s and Top of the Hill. Cliff supplies poultry and 

meat to a host of other local restaurants as well, varying broadly in price and type of cuisine.  

Granted, his shop still serves many amateur chefs, who may stop in several times a week 

to pick up a seasonal special or a certain cut of meat to prepare for their families.   

“It’s not big enough though, is it?” Cliff teases one of his regulars as he nods toward the 

small New York strip in the man’s hand.  

In addition to a hand-cut steak, you can also pick up a Cliff-recommended marinade and 

a bottle of red wine to serve with it. The product selection at Cliff’s market matches the diversity 

of his customer base, which consists of all ethnicities and socioeconomic levels.  

Born and raised in the area, Cliff recalled some of the racial tension and discrimination 

that plagued the South during his childhood. He explained that growing up alongside African 

American friends and neighbors broke down any socially imposed racial barriers in his mind. 

Cliff’s welcoming nature attracted customers from all backgrounds during a time when many 

establishments remained largely segregated. “Their money is the same as ours,” Cliff calmly 

replied to a negative comment about the demographics of his clientele. 

 A few decades later, Cliff faced criticism upon hiring a Hispanic man. Pointing to a 

smiling man behind the counter, Cliff explained that the employee has now been working there 

almost 18 years. A strong work ethic has nothing to do with your physical characteristics.  

From humble beginnings himself, Cliff grew up one of nine children on a farm a few 

miles outside of the Chapel Hill area. Cliff attributes some of his most memorable life lessons to 

his father. Now he seeks to instill those same values in everyone he encounters, especially his 

own grandsons.  

“Now I gotta tell all the kids they need to go to college...they need to go to school and 

learn what life is about.”  


