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INTERVIEW WITH JULIE BURNS 

DATE:  27 JANUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 

HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Julie Burns at the Assay Office on the 27th 

January 2015. Julie, tell me about your background. 

 

JB: I was born in 1961 in Birmingham.  My dad was a Jeweller, he used to be a bangle maker 

for many years.  He’s probably known in the trade as ‘The Bangle Man’.  He come here with 

me and got me the interview with the Assay Office when I was sixteen.  He brought me and 

while I was in with Mr Hall being interviewed, he said “Is that your dad outside?” and I said 

“Yeah”, he said “Ooh, ask him in.” ‘Cause, then he was interviewing me dad instead of me.  

So, in the end, he said “Oh, Julie, you’ve got the job”. I started when I was just past sixteen. 

 

HL: We’ll back track a bit to your dad and where he worked and what he did.  

 

JB: Yeah.  He worked for a company called Johnson Smith, then he went out on his own as 

D. L. May. There he used to do his bangles and from work, I used to go up an’ help him do 

some chain work. From thereon, he had me brother in several years after, they made it the 

company of D. L. May & Son.  He was in the trade for over fifty years before he passed 

away. 

 

HL: And what did your mom do? 

 

JB: My mom used to be S. U. Carburettors when I first started here.  I didn’t realise she 

actually worked here for some time.  It wasn’t very long, it was while she was having my 

brother, so she was actually working for the Assay Office. 

 

HL: How did you discover that she’d worked here? 

 

JB: I discovered how she worked here is by one of the Foremen at the time, he mentioned 

“Oh, I know your mom, Pauline May, she used to work here”, and I said “No she didn’t”, 

until I went home and asked me mom, and she said “Yeah, I worked there, I was working 

there when I had your brother.” 



10. JULIE BURNS 
	  

2	  
	  

 

HL: Can you remember your first day? 

 

JB: Yeah. The first day I started it was, we used to have to wait downstairs in the trap area at 

the time, and we used to have to wait for the Foreman to come and collect you – he’d bring 

you up and show you around, and then later on in the afternoon, we had the lecture with the 

Convener, the union convener, which was Terry Billington at that time, and I thought, at the 

end of the day how long it was, being a union rep., he kept going on and on and on [Laughs].  

‘Cause, being sixteen, it was a bit of shock listening to union rep. 

 

HL: Did you join the union? 

 

JB: Yes I did at that time, yeah.  I think everybody actually in the firm I would say was in the 

union, ninety-eight percent. 

 

HL: And can you remember your first weeks? 

 

JB: First weeks I think I started doing like earrings on the hydraulics at that time, the old 

fashioned hydraulics.  I do remember that we used to have Prior presses at the far end, about 

six of ‘em, and they was goin’ ten to the dozen doin’ the old fashioned dog tags with the 

spread marks, but all you could hear was che chung, che chung. 

 

HL: And how many people were you working with? 

 

JB: Oooh, there was probably about over two hundred. There was a lot of hallmarkers, nearly 

every press was full at that time. 

 

HL: What sort of people? 

 

JB: All different ages, from my age up to people that was nearly retirement age, there was 

various ages of people, families, three sisters they was there, one called Ruby, Mary and 

Irene, one used to do the punches, one used to look after the silver section and the other one 

used to work on the silver section with her. 
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HL: What training did you receive? 

 

JB: I received different training. First it was like hydraulic work for the first three months, 

also I received onto another section, which is the chain section, then we moved onto a section 

which was called the gold general, which done general work and then we’d be moved on to 

the silver section, which done all silver work. Then, once you’ve done all your grading up to 

the E grade, which took around about three years, you was asked whether you’d do F grade, 

which was hand marking, which then is another section altogether, which I did. 

 

HL: And who did the training? 

 

JB: There was all different people – whoever was in charge – a Leading Hand at that time, I 

think Mr Murray trained me, Noel Murray actually trained me for my hand marking – there 

was all different people on different sections that done the actual training for us. 

 

HL: How was it different from being taught at school? [00.05] 

 

JB: I suppose it had, you’d just got the one teacher teaching you one thing where you was 

going round trying to learn everything, all different aspects of hallmarking from all the 

different standards right up to the different type of work that you actually was marking, and 

the different presses.   

 

HL: How did you find it – hard? 

 

JB: No.  I think I just feel into it.  I think it come quite easy, ‘cause working probably with 

me dad a little bit, and he uses roughly the same sort of machines, like the fly press, I used 

them a lot, so I was quite used to it. 

 

HL: What was the Assay Office like in 1977? 

 

JB: It was quite, I would say like booming, people was running around doin’ lots of different 

jobs, with plenty of work to do. 

 

HL: What was the building like? 
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JB: The building was, I would say, it’s not the same as it is now.  It was more ... one side was 

silver section, one side was gold general, one side was chains and then you had a side where 

all the hydraulics was. As the years go on, they’d moved the different sections around, like 

chain section moved down to where the hydraulics was, the hydraulics moved over to where 

the hand marking was, the silver section’s always stayed the same because they was big 

presses, they couldn’t really move some of them. 

 

HL: What was the security like compared with nowadays? 

 

JB: Security was, we used to actually go out through the trap area, and we used to pick a 

wooden ball, and if you picked a black one out, you were searched, and that was it – then 

little brown balls, you was alright, you can go. 

 

HL: Any sort of automatic metal detectors or ....? 

 

JB: I think, no.  I think they did, I’m not too sure actually, I can’t remember that.  All I 

remember is you picked the black out – I think you actually got paid for it [Laughs] picking a 

black button for you to go and get searched. 

 

HL: And what were your breaks like? 

 

JB: The breaks were the same, we had fifteen minutes of a mornin’, we had an hour of a 

dinner, but then we shortened the ... to forty five minutes of a dinner, so we could go home 

that little bit earlier. 

 

HL: What did you do during the breaks? 

 

JB: Sometimes, social club, they used to put events on. We played bingo, quizzes, we even 

had a skittle alley in, we played It’s a Knockout, it used to be floor against floor, so we used 

to have some fun, tormenting one another.  Yeah, sometimes we actually used to, some 

people used to tease some of the newcomers, we used to send ‘em to the tool room and say 

“Go and ask the tool room for a long wait”, and we used to leave ‘em there for a long time 
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[Laughs] Used to have somebody new just standing up at the tool room latch, and the tool 

place person was just ignoring him [Laughs].   

 

HL: You’ve talked me through your training a bit, can you tell me about the F grade? 

 

JB: Yeah.  When we used to do F grade, it was with a hammer, but for the first, I would say, 

couple of months, we never used to touch any precious metal, we used to have little 

aluminium plates that we used to practice with the big punches, all the way down, like the 

925 practice, all the different sizes, until we got ‘em right.  Went for about two or three 

months, then they started putting you on the actual precious metal to actually mark.  The 

training is quite intense for an F grade.  It looks quite easy, but it isn’t when you’re picking a 

hammer up and hitting a punch, we can make it look easy, but someone else comes in from 

the street and tries it, they find it quite difficult.   

 

HL: What’s difficult about it? 

 

JB:  Actually physically the strength they have to use using what we call the “six mille”  

punch, which is an A – the strength of actually punching that onto a piece of aluminium is 

quite strong. Using a little tiny punch, it’s just a little tap, using the big A size punch, you’ve 

gotta really whack it with the hammer.  Got to have muscles [Laughs]. 

 

HL: How many men and how many women were doing this job? 

 

JB: I would say, I think, my first time when I started, I think there was more men doin’ it, it 

was like a man’s job, but then the women started takin’ over.  Now I think today, we’ve got 

more women on F grade than we have men. 

 

HL: How do you think that came about? 

 

JB: It’s come ... I think, ‘cause over the years, people have retired and the men haven’t come 

up to do the F grade any more, it seems to be like [00.10] we’ve got more women on the floor 

than we have men. 

 

HL: What happens when you make a mistake? 



10. JULIE BURNS 
	  

6	  
	  

 

JB: Ooh.  Sometimes, if you make a mistake, it all depends, we have got a polisher that can 

polish out a minimal, but sometimes, we have actually made probably a serious mistake, 

where we’ve had to own up to the customer, and get – probably pay compensation, but it’s, 

hopefully, fingers crossed, very rare. 

 

HL: Tell me about being made redundant. 

 

JB: Yeah.  The time – it was the second lot of redundancies, and it was like last in, first out, it 

was that motto, but when it comes round to the second one, it was on the hallmarking, if you 

put your name down for F grade, you were saved, and ‘cause I didn’t have my name down for 

F grade and the lady underneath me, who come after me, they kept her on and let me go, 

which was disappointing at that time. 

 

HL: What did you do while you were redundant? 

 

JB: It was quite good, ‘cause while I was redundant, my dad actually come out the trade, and 

he owned a pub, so I used to just go round there and help him.  Me and my mom was the 

bouncers [Laughs], until actually, a couple of years, and they asked me back, they needed me 

back, so I had a ‘phone call off ‘em asking me back, so I come back and re-joined again, and 

started all over again with me training. 

 

HL: You had to re-do the whole training? 

 

JB: Yeah.  We had to, I had to start all the way from scratch, even my service years I had to 

start all again from day one. 

 

HL: How was the training the second time round? 

 

JB: Easy peasy (laughs), ‘cause I knew what I was doin’, so it was quite easy, I sailed all the 

way through and then took me F grade, which didn’t take me long to take. 

 

HL: How long did the training take the second time round? 
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JB: It’s the same again.  They made me stop all the way through three years, up to the E 

grade.   

 

HL: Once you were trained, what was your work like? 

 

JB: I used to do everything, from normal earrings, chains right up to spread mark on a press, 

then when I become an F grade, I started hand marking big trophies, football trophies, The 

Barclay Cup, done that, all different things we used to have the football medals as well, we 

still have them today. All sort of stuff, feet, people’s little babies hands, little babies feet, we 

used to have casting of them, we used to sit there and hand mark them, or loads of stuff, all 

different. 

 

HL: What were your hours of work? 

 

JB: My hours of work was eight ‘til sixteen ten each day, Friday was eight ‘til one twenty, 

everybody loves a Friday, we used to have the afternoon off. Then, in 1989, I took over the 

night shift as the Night Shift Supervisor, then my times came two o’clock ‘til nine o’clock at 

night Monday to Thursday.  

 

HL: How did you find that? 

 

JB: It was okay to start with, but I didn’t .... I only done it for round probably twelve months 

while they was looking for somebody else to take over.  It was just helping ‘em out, then I 

went back onto the day shift.   

 

HL: And tell me about becoming a Leading Hand 

 

JB: Become a Leading Hand around about 1994, that’s when I started training people then on 

presses.  Yeah.  I became a Leading Hand in 1994 stroke supervisor, and job then was to 

learn people how to set up the presses, teach ‘em how to do the hallmarks, teach ‘em to 

different standards, and also teach people who was goin’ for their F grade how to hand mark. 

 

HL: Can you talk me through each of those things, what’s involved, first of all, the setting up 
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JB: Yeah. Setting up of the different presses – we go by a fly press then what they’d teach 

‘em, teach ‘em to go and get the initial punch and set that up, put the initial no’s (?) in, put 

the initial and tightening up, get the right support bed, then show ‘em actually how to swing 

the angle, whether it’s gotta be light or whether it’s gotta be heavy, depending on the work, 

same as a flick press, there again, it teach ‘em how to flick the little angle, how hard they 

gotta flick it and they hydraulics when just setting up the hydraulics and pressing your foot on 

the button, making sure that your fingers are out the way.  Yeah, I had to teach people all the 

different standards from the silver right up to the platinum. We colour code our punches so 

people find it easier to indicate which ones which – 750 we colour code it red so people 

know, 750 is eighteen carat, so when they go to the punch [00.15] box, they got a red paint 

on, they know they’re picking up the eighteen carat, same as platinum, colour coded that 

purple, twenty-two was white, fourteen carat’s black and the silver one we just left as plain 

stainless steel punch.  We also have to train ‘em on the different hallmarks, we have ‘em all 

written out so people can see on a piece of paper what the different standards mean – 925 for 

silver, 375 for gold, 750 for eighteen carat, 585 fourteen and 219 for twenty-two and the 

platinum one was 950, but then, later on in the years, we had the palladium come in, which 

was still 950 with a different outline, so we can indicate which was different and we colour 

coded them gold. 

 

HL: And how hard did your trainees find this? 

 

JB: I think they all caught on, ‘cause they’ve all passed all the training progress, so they’ve 

all gone up to the training to E grade and the F graders have gone to F grade whoever I’ve 

trained over the years, so they must have found it okay the way I was training ‘em. 

 

HL: Did you have any training in training? 

 

JB: What do you mean by that? 

 

HL: Were you ever trained to train? 

 

JB: No, it comes automatic, ‘cause of the years you’ve been here, you should know what 

you’re doin’, so it comes simple that I was trained the right way, so you try and train the next 

person the right way and vice versa – I was trained on everything, I went round all the 
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sections training everything, ‘cause everything was separate.  Today, it’s all on one section 

because they emerged, so they’re doin’ the same stuff all on one section. 

 

HL: Does that make a difference? 

 

JB: I wouldn’t think so, ‘cause they’re still doing rings, pendants and earrings, but we’re just 

doin’ it under one section instead of splitting it across the floor. 

 

HL: Tell me about becoming a laser supervisor 

 

JB: In 2009, I was asked to come Supervisor over the Laser department, ‘cause the gentleman 

that was in there was coming close to his retirement, which was Ron, so I said yes, I’ll take 

over. That was a different challenge, and it’s still a challenge today, trying to work, trying to 

work out what’s what, it’s totally different lasering than it is to sitting there on the press with 

an hammer – the laser machine’s all computerised, so I’ve had to learn all that, and I’m still 

learning today, it’s a learning curve, so it’s quite a long learning programme for me. 

 

HL: What did you know about lasers before 2009? 

 

JB: We had the first laser on the marking floor in 1998, which was the turntable, which, a 

couple of us had a little play on it, it wasn’t like a serious training on it, somebody would set 

it up, and we used to spin the watches round, see how fast it would work, and then, after that, 

I done AutoCad, but then I was asked to take over the silver section, so the AutoCad went out 

me mind for the laser until 2009, and then they asked me to go into the laser room, so I had to 

start all over again, trying to learn this lasers, then they’ve got two different types of laser 

machines doin’ two different programmes, so it’s quite a learning curve. 

 

HL: Can you explain AutoCad? 

 

JB: AutoCad was a programme that we used to draw on for the laser when it first come out, 

but now they actually used CorelDraw, which is totally different altogether, so we learned 

AutoCad for the first laser, then when we was bringing in the other lasers, of course, we had a 

new drawing programme coming out called CorelDraw – made our lives a little bit more easy 

than AutoCad.   
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HL: In what way? 

 

JB: It’s more simpler programme, it’s more user friendly I would say than the AutoCad was. 

 

HL: Tell me about the people you were supervising on laser supervising 

 

JB: In the laser room, we have altogether, there’s seven of us at this point.  There used to be 

six, but one was like, come in as a temp, and then we made him full time, so we’ve got 

actually five men and there’s two women, including myself.  One of the men is what we call 

on our night shift. He starts at ten o’clock and he don’t finish to seven thirty in the morning, 

and the rest, they vary their time – I’ve got three men that start at eight ‘til ten past four, I’ve 

got the other gentleman who, he starts at nine and he finishes at ten past five, so we’ve got a 

little bit of a shift going on in there, but they was all in there before I actually went into the 

laser room, so they know more than [00.20] me at the moment, and still do. 

 

HL: But you’re supervising them? 

 

JB: Yeah. I supervise them, I make sure all the works done, answering the ‘phones, taking 

any queries from our customers, ‘cause we start, actually we do more than just laser 

hallmarking, we actually do logos which we have started, and we actually do personalised 

engraving on articles.  At the moment, we’re doin’ for the Royal British Legion, we’re doin’ 

some poppies for the poppy appeal, which are made from the brass shells from Flanders 

Fields, that’s been an ongoing all last year, and is still goin’ this year, and now he’s just 

started the aluminium from the Spitfires and he’s called that “The Battle of Britain”, which is 

for the appeal for the poppies as well as, but some of the logos now, we get customers that 

want their own personalised logo in, it could be a signature, it could be like a little bird, 

anything they want, we try to do, so it’s more than just hallmarking now, it’s more engraving 

and personalising stuff for our customers.   

 

HL: Tell me about the customers you’ve had over the years 

 

JB: Some of the customers we’ve had over they years, they still actually going now the 

companies are still goin’ to this day, FGH, L J Millington, Broadway, A J Poole, all these 
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were going actually when I was actually working on the silver section, so we have quite a lot 

of companies that have been going for quite a long time, I suppose they’ve passing ‘em down 

to family to family.  

 

HL: What about newer customers? 

 

JB: New customers – they’re normally our smaller customers I would say, in the laser room, 

which we get loads of different little tiny hobbiests or to jewellers, there’s all different types 

of people. 

 

HL: How’s the work divided between ordinary hallmarking and laser hallmarking? 

 

JB: Normally, it’s divided is that hallmarking they receive it first, we’ll take say a batch of 

rings, they’ll sit there and hallmark it, but on the odd occasion, you’ll get one in there or two 

or three that are quite thin, and they can’t physically put the mark on, where, if you send it in 

the laser room, we can physically put that mark on without any damage whatsoever, but some 

customers, now they’re actually asking for laser, but then some customers have it half and 

half.  It’s normally, I would say, the finished articles we receive in the laser room, we don’t 

get that much unfinished, because, the laser type is we really need it quite finished off, so 

when they get it back, they’re not gonna polish the actual marks out. We have two types of 

laser hallmarks, which is an outline, which is a very, very light mark and we also do what we 

call a deep relief, which is very similar to somebody stamping it, not quite as deep, but it 

actually physically burns into the article and then just a little tiny outline.  I meself, I prefer 

the deep relief, but it looks similar to a stamp, it lasts longer. 

 

HL: You mentioned having to master computers.  What was your first experience of any 

computer? 

 

JB: My first experiences I had at computer was at school, where we used to fill in the cards 

and do the little dots to dot things on the cards, the old fashioned computer when they used to 

put the cards through, that’s the first time I ever used a computer, all the rest of the time is 

when, I learned meself at home, bought meself a computer and learned it all. 

 

HL: What was it like learning at the Assay Office? 
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JB: It’s .... sometimes it’s quite difficult, especially trying to learn the CorelDraw, ‘cause 

trying to get your head round it, it’s quite complicated, well it is to me, some people will say 

it’s easy (laughs), but, as somebody who’s never seen it before going first into it, it was quite 

a shock.  Well even today, I’m still trying to learn it in between work (laughs). 

 

HL: What’s the most memorable work you’ve done? 

 

JB: I should imagine, in 2013 we done the Queen’s diamond brooch that she wore at 

Christmas, Balmoral, that was quite a … we actually physically lasered that in the laser room, 

what we done is put the standard on, it was platinum, and then we put all the minor marks on 

for the different types of gold, it had fourteen carat, eighteen carat, nine carat on there, we put 

all the minors on that, and the next one was probably, [00.25] I would say, doin’ the 

candlestick, which is down in our reception. I decided to do the hallmark in the shape of an 

anchor for something different, I’ve done that, and also ..... 

 

HL: When was that? 

 

JB: I actually done that in the year 2000 for the Millennium mark.  I’ve actually hallmarked, I 

don’t know whether your know, Damien Hurst, the pickled cow, I’ve actually hallmarked all 

the 18 carat on that, I’ve hallmarked a twenty five foot silver solid statue 

 

HL: Who was that for? 

 

JB: I think that was another Damien Hurst one, that was for a company called Pangalin.  I’ve 

also, we’ve done the football medals, I’ve done football trophies, I think we’ve marked a 

salver for Prince William, over the years, I’ve marked a load of stuff, medals, I keep saying 

medals, goblets, candlesticks, serviettes. 

 

HL: What have you enjoyed most? 

 

JB: I enjoy all of it, ‘cause it used to be interesting, specially on the hand marking, it was 

every day’s a challenge, ‘cause not every day you’re marking the same thing, you’ve always 

got a challenge – is this mark gonna go on? What size mark should I put on this? Is it gonna 
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be hollow? Is it gonna hold up? Have I got the right bed? I would say every day was a 

challenge for us, and still is today. 

 

HL: What work have you done at the sub offices off site? 

 

JB: The work we done at the sub office, Domino has got a laser machine, so we’ve 

programmed that for them, and occasionally we have to go up and re-programme and put a 

new sponsors mark on, put all the combinations on ready for ‘em to use up there, so, and 

logos as well, we’ve put a few logos on, so we’ve actually trained the person in Domino, 

which is Gina, on how to use the laser machine – they’ve got a little desk top one. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the social life associated with the Assay Office? 

 

JB: Yeah. We used to .... we’d got a social club and we used to do things during our dinner, 

one was like .... used to play bingo, we used to have a quiz, we actually got a skittle alley in, 

so everybody, each floor was against one another, whichever floor won, which we had a few 

fights over that, I remember one time that somebody, the first time we had it in, somebody 

bowled the ball, missed the skittles and hit the wall at the back, put a great big dent in the 

wall – and that was my husband, and we used to do It’s a Knockout, we used to dress up, 

after work we used to do all the .... we used to do pantomimes for charity, Cinderella, Star 

Trek, everything was done in house, we all got together and we painted stuff, made costumes, 

we all done that. We used to all go to trips everywhere, Blackpool, London, all over the 

place. 

 

HL: How has the social life changed? 

 

JB: I think the social life’s changed quite a lot, because we used to all have our breaks 

together, but then we split breaks ‘cause of the customers, and so, ‘cause we have one half on 

one break and one half the other, occasionally, we have one break together if there’s a bingo 

or a quiz, but when you wanna do some sort of what we used to do, say, It’s a Knockout, 

there’s no way we’d be able to do that. I suppose its work commitments now.  The jewellers 

actually come first and they need it now instead of a couple of days (laughs). 

 

HL: How do you see the future? 
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JB: I think the future is gonna be quite different, especially we’ve got a nice new building and 

everybody’s gonna be all on one floor. At the moment, we’re all on different floors – ground 

floor’s on the ground, we’re on, I’m on the first floor same as the rest of the hallmarking, and 

I think it might be quite interesting to see everybody all on one floor, altogether, going round 

in a motion from start to the finish, and fingers crossed, it should work out for the better. 

 

HL: What are your fondest memories of the Assay Office? 

 

JB: One of my fondest memories is probably when I was on one of the section, and they 

asked for somebody to go down in the Foreign Room, which used to be on the ground floor, 

and there used to be about I think, four people that [00.30] used to work in there, and funnily 

enough, one of them was my manager who retired, she was the one who worked in there. 

They always used to say, “Oh don’t go down in Foreign Room, them girls, they don’t like 

anybody”, you know, put the fear of God in you, especially when you was young. I ended up 

going down there, and ‘cause, when I was young, I used to just say “Yes” and “No” to 

everybody, you wouldn’t get a conversation out of me, and Terry Billington, who was the 

foreman down there, he used to work with his wife, Gill, and he used to always say to her, 

“Gill, go and talk to her, go and talk to her”, and Gill used to say “I have tried, but she’s only 

saying yes and no”, and we got to talking to one another, and we’ve been friends ever since, 

and that’s when I was eighteen, so from eighteen up to now, we’ve all been friends, and from 

this day, every weekend I see her, ‘cause she’s retired so I go and meet her every weekend, 

and she comes and meets me, so we’ve kept our friendship. We go on holidays together and 

everything from that day. 

 

[End of Interview 00.31.06] 


