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INTERVIEW WITH DEBBIE COTTERILL 

DATE:  2 FEBRUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 

HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Debbie Cotterill, on Monday 2nd 

February 2015. Debbie, tell me about your background. 

 

DC: My background is, I was brought up in Birmingham, lived there all my life apart from a 

small spate when I moved to Redditch, but I’m a Birmingham girl.  I left school at fifteen, 

and I had a lovely childhood.  It was full of fun, my mom and dad were great and I had two 

sisters, and I was the one in the middle and I never had a middle child syndrome, because we 

was all treated equally and we had lots of fun and lovely holidays, and we used to go fishing 

at weekends and, with our next door neighbours, who was called our ‘aunties and uncles’, 

and, as I say, I left school at fifteen, but I actually started work when I was twelve.  My mom 

worked somewhere that made aeroplane instruments, and she used to bring the outwork home 

at night, and I used to sit at my sister’s desk that she’d had for Christmas and make aeroplane 

instruments, wind wires and things like that, and I just got my love of making things from 

there – I’ve always been quite artistic, I love flower arranging and loved art at school, even 

though I could never, ever draw, I always used to like to make things with plastic bottles and 

egg boxes, that’s the type of person I am, and I also started work as a Saturday job in a fruit 

shop when I was twelve.  I used to get twenty five shillings, which is one pound twenty five 

for my wages, and if I did Friday evening, after school, two hours after school, I used to get 

an extra five shillings, so I used to get thirty shillings, which was one pound fifty, and when I 

left school at fifteen, I carried on working at the shop full time for around about nine months 

until I heard that there was jobs being given at Lucas’s in Hockley, so I applied to there, and 

in those days, you used to just go down and knock on the door of the Personnel, they’d take 

your name and say “Okay, start Monday”, and that’s how it all started. 

 

HL: What did your Dad do? 

 

DC: My dad was a lorry driver when I was young, and then he went to work at the Austin car 

factory, which was called Fisher and Ludlows, and he was a crane slinger, and he was the 

man that used to pick up the big things and it used to go from one side of the factory to the 
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other, and my mom was an assembler all her life, she always worked and made things for 

different industries. 

 

HL: Before we go on with your career, tell me a bit more about this work you did for your 

mom when you were twelve. 

 

DC: Well, it was, as I said, making aeroplane instruments, and what it was, it was like an amp 

meter that the needle went over, and I used to have to have a long wire, a red wire and a black 

wire, and I used to clip on the red wire and then I used to have to wind the other wire, I think 

it was about ten times, around the base of it, and then put it in like a little catch to catch it, 

and the first wire, I always remember, sitting at a table and my mom marked out a twelve 

inch length, and I had to measure the wire, and start it off at twelve inches, so we knew that 

the wire coming from the amp meter was twelve inches [laughs]. It was very precise, but it 

was so easy, I think a five year old could do it, but I used to get a little bit of pocket money, 

you know, probably about two and sixpence a week.  I used to do it on a Monday evening for 

about an hour or two, and that was it really. 

 

HL: Tell me about the different jobs you did before you came to the Assay Office. 

 

DC: As I said, I was working in a fruit shop and I stayed there until the jobs were advertised 

at Lucas’s and applied, and it was twelve pounds a week, where, at the fruit shop, full time, I 

was getting eight pounds a week, so I thought “Oh this is great”, you know, “Fifty percent 

more wages”, and my friend had started there the previous week, so I went down and I got 

the job, and they said “We’ll send you to the engineering school”, which was on Great 

Hampton Street. So I went to the Engineering School, and they showed me how to do 

different things, and you should be there for six weeks, but they moved me after three weeks, 

‘cause I’d just managed to do the job, you know, okay, and I was producing a lot of work, 

and they said what you’ll notice about the King Street factory when you go in is the [00.05] 

noise, so don’t be scared, because, obviously, I was fifteen, and I remember walking in, oh, 

the noise was absolutely horrendous, but after working there for a week, I didn’t even notice 

it anymore, and they put me on a line where I was making distributors for cars, again, 

winding wires, so my experience came in handy, and after I worked at Lucas’s, I then moved 

on to different jobs, because it was the ‘70’s, and you was able to go out in your lunch break 

and get a new job to start the next day or even on the Monday. 
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After I worked at Lucas’s, I did a few different jobs.  I thought I don’t really want to be in a 

factory forever, and I went to work as an accounts clerk, and it was a lovely job and the girls 

were really lovely, and unfortunately, I was made redundant after about nine years, nine 

months sorry, not nine years, and I wasn’t entitled to any redundancy pay, and they gave me a 

hundred pounds severance pay, but I’d never had a hundred pounds in my life, so it’s such a 

lot of money, and my mom said “Right, you’ve got to open a bank account”, so I went and 

did that, and I went to work at the GPO as a telephonist, and I was only there a few weeks, I 

really didn’t enjoy it at all.  I really wanted to work with my hands, making things, so I went 

to work at the IMI and in the IMI, there was a section and it was called ‘Lightning Fasteners’ 

that made zips, and I was put on a desk, and I was making zips, and I was there for quite a 

while, and then I was told that there was jobs at the GEC, General Electric Company, at a 

company called Expelair that made cooker hoods and fans, and I went there.  I always only 

moved for more money, it was only when they, if they was offering an extra pound a week or 

two that I took the opportunity and went, and I went to the GEC and I made cooker hoods, 

fans, again with wires and connecting all different electrical things, so I think I’d sort of 

found my forte really. 

 

HL: What did you do after working at GEC? 

 

DC: After the GEC, I went to live in a town called Redditch, because there was a lot of work 

there at the time for builders, and my husband was a bricklayer by trade, so we moved over 

there, ‘cause it was more important that his job was secure and, while I was there, I had my 

first son, Paul, and then we moved back to Birmingham ‘cause unfortunately, the work didn’t 

last very long in Redditch, and I did various part time jobs, sometimes I had two, three jobs in 

one go, different hours to fit in with my husband going to work and looking after my son, and 

then, in 1987, I was asked if I’d like to do temporary work at the Assay Office, ‘cause there 

was some jobs there until Christmas, because it was seasonal work, and I took up the 

opportunity and started in September 1987. 

 

HL: What was the Assay Office like in 1987? 

 

DC: Ah, I thought it was wonderful – I couldn’t believe it on the first day, I walked in and 

they said “There’s a coffee machine there, you go and get a cup of coffee when you want to”, 

and they said, and everyone had the same breaks then, and they said “And if you’re 
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interested, there’s a rehearsal in the safe at lunchtime”, and I said “What for”, and they said 

“Well, we do the mascot, and because you’re on the Sampling”  the ... sorry “Hallmark 

department, you’ll be part of the hallmarking, and we’re doing the mascot and we do a thing 

for Christmas, and each floor it’s a competition, and the people with the best mascot wins.”  

So I went in and we did singing practice, because we had a choir and everything for this show 

at Christmastime, and I thought it was, I walked in the door, and I felt like I was part of a 

family, and it was like being at school, because it was almost like you had playtime as well at 

lunchtime and then you got the work done, but, as I say, I couldn’t believe it that you could 

just get up and go and get a cup of tea, and everybody was so friendly, it was lovely, lovely.  

  

HL: How did all the cups of tea and breaks affect how much work was done? 

 

DC: Oh, there was a lot of work done.  It was a bit of a peak really when I came. We used to 

have huge customers, such as Abbeycrest and Gallery, and it was thousands and thousands of 

items, and although you had a cup of tea, it didn’t [00.10] stop you working, and you had the 

fun in your break time, used to have a chat while you was working, but everybody got the 

work done, and then, later on, in the ‘80s, we was hitting a million items a month, and we 

was getting the Druckers fresh cream cake every time we did a million in a month, and we 

got to a stage in the late ‘80s or early 90s, and we was having a fresh cream cake every week, 

which was absolutely brilliant.  I couldn’t believe my luck to be honest. 

 

HL: What training did you have to be a temporary hallmarker? 

 

DC: I had a gentleman called Martin Taylor looking after me, and he sat me down and 

showed me really how to work the press, and I was only allowed to do cast rings, because 

cast rings could be polished afterwards. The intricate work, polished rings, wedding rings, I 

wasn’t allowed to touch that, because I hadn’t been trained. It’s three year training course on 

whatever department you was on, whether it was sampling or hallmarking, and as it was only 

a temporary job, I was shown how to do the very basic things, and also on hydraulic press as 

well, so, not such a training structure as you’re able to do this and this is what you can do, 

and that’s what we were shown how to do. 

 

HL: You said you were a temp up ‘til Christmas. What did you do after that? 
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DC: After Christmas, I was asked if I would like to come back and work in the balance room, 

which was in the sampling department.  It was actually to put the fires on, they said will you 

come and put the fires on, and I thought, well what on earth does that mean, I thought I’d 

gotta go in a room and build these little fires or something, but it wasn’t, it was the assay 

samples that was taken from the gold, it was sorting them into a tray in order for them to go 

through the furnaces, so I never had anything to do with fires, it was just called fires, but I 

really thought I’d practically got to rub two sticks together, but it never went like that really, 

and I started in the March in 1987, and then I was made permanent in 1989. I moved over 

onto the sampling out of the balance room, and I was a sampler from ’89 ‘til 2008, where I 

was asked if I’d like to work in the laboratory. 

  

I’ve made a mistake there, I did the hallmarking in 1987 and I went to the sampling balance 

room department in 1988, and I was made permanent in 1989.  I started my three years 

training, and the training started from silver first of all, because it should start from cast 

cutting the gold, but because I’d worked, I’d already done that sort of training, so I started the 

scraping on the silver.  I did six months on the silver, and then you’d go on to the nine carat, 

and then you’d go on to fourteen, eighteen, twenty-two and, all in all, it took three years, and 

you moved from an A grade to an F grade.  I remember, to get the A grade, you had to prove 

yourself, so we had trade tests at the end of each grade, we had a trade test, and the one trade 

test was how to sharpen a pinkie.  Now a pinkie is a tool, it’s a three sided file that you scrape 

gold or silver or platinum with, and you used to have to sharpen it so that it was razor sharp, 

and we had to then do it, take it to the foreman and he had to look at it and inspect it, and if 

you passed that, then you would get your grade, and also, you’d be given jobs, and they 

would take a job off you and inspect it to make sure it was all done properly, and that’s how 

you went through the grading system, and the higher the standard of the jewellery you did, 

and the more intricate, the higher your grade, and of course, that’s when your wages went up 

as well, your wages went up every grade.  I worked my way up to F grade, but unfortunately, 

they’d decided when I’d got the F grade, that they wasn’t going to give it any more. So, I did 

all the training and then got nothing, but twelve months later they said “Yes, actually we do, 

we had a few people retiring at the same time”, so they said “Yes we do”, so they made me 

an F grade.  That was it then, I was at the top of my game in the sampling. 

 

HL: Can you remember how you felt when you first scraped a piece of precious metal? 
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DC: The hardest thing was holding the pinkie, not knowing how to do it, [00.15] and I’ll 

never forget, a man said to me, an elderly gentleman, his name was Ron, and he said “Have 

you ever scraped potatoes”, and I went “What sort of like Jersey Mid potatoes”, and he went 

“Yeah”, and I said yes, he said “Imagine you’re scraping a potato”, and I did that, and it was 

perfect, and from then, it sort of fitted in that this is how you do it, and when I have trained 

people, I’ve said to them actually “Imagine you’re scraping a potato”.  It’s not so easy for 

men, ‘cause they don’t do very much like that, but that was the only way that I could describe 

it, but it was quite scary when you moved on to the bigger things, because we used to have 

huge pieces of silver come through, beautiful tea sets and salvers, and the salvers had to be 

done as a flat scrape, and there was a real knack to it, because you’ve got to do that piece of 

jewellery so that nobody could see that you’d done it, and it was a bit of challenge, but what 

satisfaction you got from it, you know, when you’d done it as well. 

 

HL: You say it was more difficult for men, how many men and women were working on the 

sampling? 

 

DC: Well, actually, I was only the third lady sampler in Birmingham. The first lady was 

called Josie Cusack and then was followed by a lady called Ann McNaughton and then I was 

the third one.  When I say it was harder for men, it was a very male dominated trade, and 

when I say it wasn’t so easy for the men, the lads that I did train, they wouldn’t know how to 

scrape a potato, so, it was easier to say to the girls, but it was very male orientated and they 

welcomed us with open arms, you know, and there was so many skilled tradesmen that we 

used to just look up to them, and after me, a lot of girls started, so we all, it was sort of fifty 

fifty male and female, but .... 

 

HL: You worked in sampling from 1989 to 2008, so getting on for twenty years. How did the 

number of people and the kinds of people change over that time? 

 

DC: Well when I first started on the sampling, there was probably eighteen to twenty 

samplers, and they’d all worked there a great deal of time.  When I say a great deal of time, 

twenty years, twenty five years, thirty years, so, for many, many years, I was the new girl, 

you know, and, even when I’d worked there eighteen years, I still felt like one of the new 

girls, because everybody had got so much experience, and sampling itself was a real skilful 

job, as I say, with the type of work that came in, you really had to be a craftsman to do it, and 
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I used to watch mostly the gentlemen, and think, “Oh, I’d love to be able to do that”, and if 

we got anything that we thought we couldn’t handle, we’d take it to our supervisor, who was 

called Les Haines, and we’d say “Les, what do we need to do with this”, and he’d say “Leave 

it for me, leave it for me”.  He’d never give you anything too taxing or anything, but we had 

so much work, and the work notes used to come in with a number, every job had its own 

number, and what we did, as a fair system, was everybody in the room had a number from 

one to ten, so somebody would be number one, somebody would be number two, and when 

the jobs came in, if it ended with the number one, it would go to the number one person, and 

they’d do all that work, so everybody got a fair sense of easy work and hard work as well, 

and there was so much work that went through the Assay Office, sometimes we’d work seven 

days a week from seven in the morning ‘til seven at night, and we earned a lot of overtime, 

and so it was lovely, especially around Christmastime, and as I say, if we hit the million a 

month mark, we got a cream cake, but also, what we used to get was early finishes, and we 

had to do our target.  Now the target was set that if, for example, if you come in on Monday 

and we had a hundred and nine parcels, on a Tuesday, if a hundred and nine parcels went 

through the system, you could go home after one o’clock.  So, if we knew we was close to the 

target, we really used to speed it through and it used to give you the real push to get the work 

done, and it was wonderful, because from January to about April, we’d be having early 

finishes every day, and paid early finishes as well, but the work got a bit more spaced 

throughout the day, so sadly, [00.20] that didn’t last for all the new staff, but I did benefit 

from that quite a lot, which was rather good. 

 

The workload did change in the late 1990’s because we had the introduction of XRF 

machines.  They was very basic at first, but everybody managed to get trained on them 

eventually, and the work was speeding through, so, a lot of staff that retired, they wasn’t 

replaced or anything, so the sampling department got smaller and smaller to present day, I 

think there is probably six people where there used to be twenty or twenty five people. 

 

HL: What do you remember about your XRF training? 

 

DC: I don’t know really.  It was, oh, oh, I do yes, actually.  It was like, I thought, being on the 

Golden Shot, because [laughs], we used to open up the XRF, put the item in, and there was a 

red beam that you had to shine where you wanted to read it, and then you’d shut it down, and 

then, with a joystick, it would be left a bit, right a bit, up a bit, down a bit, and then when you 
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was in the right position, you pressed the button, so we used to say it was like the Golden 

Shot. 

 

HL: That was very different from the kind of work you’d done before with your fingers 

 

DC: Yes it was, and it was so beneficial, because there was so many finished articles, and 

rather than the jeweller having to get the articles back that had been sampled with the pinkie 

and scraped, they were untouched, because the x-ray would read them, so it was much 

quicker and much more beneficial for the jeweller as well.  So we started getting more 

finished work as time went on. 

  

Our old skills as samplers were still required, because if any items went on the XRF and 

didn’t come up to standard, we would then take a sample the old way, and titrate it if it was 

silver or put it through a fire assay if it was gold. So our skills were still there, we still needed 

to use our acids, because our acid testing was a major part of the job, and we still used them, 

and still do use them today when it’s not up to standard, and we see if we can do it the old 

way, and it usually passes. 

 

HL: How did you feel about working on the XRF machine? 

 

DC: I thought it was very sad to be honest.  I’m used to it now, but it was the end of an era 

when the machines came in, definitely the end of an era, because it was so, as I say, skilful, 

and when you watch things like Antiques Roadshow and you see things from a hundred years 

ago, I used to think to myself, “Oh, one day, something that I’ve sampled or even hallmarked 

may be on this programme”, and to be an XRF Operator never had the same ring to it as 

being a Precious Metal Sampler.  When I used to tell people if they said “What’s your 

occupation”, I’d say “Precious Metal Sampler”, I used to feel so proud, and unfortunately, it 

doesn’t last, it doesn’t sound the same as an XRF Operator, but now I’m just as proud to say 

“I’m a Laboratory Assistant and I work in the Laboratory” [laughs]. 

 

HL: You’ve mentioned that more finished work came in after the XRF machines. Can you talk 

about the changes in the kinds of things, perhaps the changes in fashion during your time in 

sampling. 
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DC: The changes in fashion is gold was very much in vogue when I first started, and then the 

late ‘90s early 2000s, the fashion changed to silver, so we was getting a lot more ornate silver 

jewellery, the teapots, tea services, candlesticks that we used to do thousands of, they 

dropped dramatically, because it just wasn’t fashionable to have them in your house any 

more, and silver was much more affordable than gold, so it really switched from gold to 

silver jewellery. 

0:24.33.6 

HL: Can you talk more about the social life during your time in sampling. 

 

DC: The social life was amazing ‘cause we had a lady called Josie Cusack that ran the social 

club, and we’d pay in every week to the social club, and we had hot cross buns at Easter and 

Easter eggs, mince pies at Christmas, and we used to put on shows, pantomimes, and she’d 

come up to you and tap you on the shoulder and she’d say [00.25] “Right, I want you in the 

show, we’re doin’ American Day”  or “Gold Day” or “World War II Day”, and we all used to 

get dressed up, and have these fabulous occasions, just in our forty five minute lunch hour, 

which wasn’t long really, but everybody used to get involved, and there’s quite a few 

photographs sort of floating around I would imagine, but I did get dressed up quite a few 

times, and the most memorable one was when we did Lesley Presley and the Samplettes, and 

our supervisor, I mentioned him earlier, Les Haines, he was a mad Elvis fan, so we dressed 

him up as Elvis, and we dressed with our twist skirts on and our satin and everything, and we 

did a show, miming to Elvis Presley songs, but we had so much fun, we really did. Then we 

had to repeat it on the Christmas, and then we repeated it again at another time, I think may 

be when Mr Ward, one of our Assay Masters, retired, we did it again.  

 

HL: How did that work with security, bringing in and out all these costumes? 

 

DC: Well, everything was scanned, so once we had the costumes made, we just bought them 

in and we left them in the cupboard, and then everybody used to dress up.  I’ve got 

photographs of me as a Red Indian [laughs], you know, we dressed up as Romans, Mickey 

Mouse, all sorts of things, but people just used to leave the costumes here and they went in 

the big cupboard.  Unfortunately, we had a bit of a flood in the one cupboard, so they all got 

thrown away, but we used to have a pool table, table tennis table, there was always something 

to do at lunch breaks.  Unfortunately, we then got to a situation where the lunch breaks were 
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split into two, and everything came to a sudden halt, because we couldn’t all get together any 

more. 

 

HL: Can you remember when that was? 

 

DC: It was probably the early 2000s that that happened.  It was again the end of an era that 

we couldn’t do it. We also used to have smashing coach trips and things like that. We’d go to 

the Potteries or we’d go to Blackpool for the day, but whenever we went to Blackpool, it 

always seemed to rain, or we’d go to Weston Super Mare, and the social club still keeps 

running, but this one lady, Josie, she used to do an amazing job, and you never had time to sit 

down in your lunch break, you always had to be doing something, or blowing up balloons or 

something or other. 

 

HL: And can you talk about Union membership. 

 

DC: When I first started here, the Assay Office was a closed shop, which meant that everyone 

had to be in the Union, which wasn’t a problem for me, because I’d been in the Transport and 

General Workers Union from when I was fifteen, and am still in a trade union now.  I can’t 

ever imagine not being in one. Sometimes I wonder what they’re all about now, because they 

haven’t got the same sort of bite that they used to have years ago, but yes, it was a closed 

shop, so everybody that worked here had to be part of the union. 

 

HL: Have you got memories of union meetings? 

 

DC: Here, yes, but my most vivid ones are when I worked at the big companies, particularly 

Lucas’s, you’d be working away and you’d get a tap on the shoulder in the 70’s and told 

‘out’, and that was it, you had to go, and of course, there was three day weeks then, so on the 

two days that we wasn’t required for work the union used to give us a little bit of pay to tide 

us over which was good. But union meetings here was normally, there’s never many 

problems really for the union here, it’s usually about wage negotiations at the beginning of 

the year, and they inform us of any changes, but no. 

 

HL: Talk about becoming a Supervisor in the sampling department. 
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DC: What happened – I had my second son in 1994, and he was looked after, you had to 

work full time here then, they didn’t have any part timers, and I said to them after two years 

“I can’t carry on now, because my son‘s got to go to Nursery, and I can’t fit it in”, and they 

asked me if I would like to supervise a night shift on the sampling department. There’d been 

a night shift on the hallmarking department for a lot of years, but they wanted somebody to 

train people on the evening shift, and I said yes, and I did that for I think it was three years, 

and then, when my son went to school, then I started back on full time days in the sampling 

department, and went back to being a sampler [00.30] not a supervisor sampler.  

 

HL: Talk about moving to the Lab. 

 

DC: I was approached by the Lab. Manager, Dippal Manchanda, and he asked me if I’d like 

to come and work for him in 2008, and I said “Yes certainly”.  It was about time I pushed 

myself a little bit further, and he said you’ll learn lots of new skills, and I came up, I say up 

because it’s on a different floor, and each time I’d changed departments, I moved up a floor, 

so I’m on the top floor, which is the Laboratory, and I started doing nickel screening, which 

involved the XRF work, and then the job moved to a sampling side again.  He needed people 

to use our skills that we’d learned on sampling department because we was having new work 

in that needed coatings taken off, so I was doing the same sort of sampling job, but instead of 

doing it with precious metals, I’m doing it with toys and hair slides and fashion jewellery and 

that sort of thing. 

 

HL: Is the machine the same? 

 

DC: The XRF machine is, but we’ve now changed the way we do it again, so the XRF 

machine’s not used for the nickel, it’s done with different chemicals and screened a different 

way now. 

 

HL: How did you find it in the Lab? 

 

DC: Oh, I like it.  Dippal, he’s quite a character.  He’s big and he’s loud, and I think he scares 

people a little bit, but he’s a real softie, you know, he’s a good manager, he’s a very clever 

man and he brings out all these new tests, and we move along with it, and it’s nice to be able 

to progress to the next step all the time, rather than be stuck in one place. The business has 
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diversified so much since when I first started here, everything has changed so much, and 

that’s what I say, instead of scraping gold now, I’m might be scraping glitter off a brooch or a 

hair slide, and me and my friend that also does the sampling, we call ourselves the Disco 

Divas, because sometimes, we go home, we go shopping and people say “You’ve got glitter 

all over you”, and you’re sparkling and they must think we’ve been to a disco all day 

[laughs]. 

 

HL: So, you began on nickel, but what did you do next? 

 

DC: I went to do the sampling on the different items, and I do weighing for lead and 

cadmium and all sorts of things really, we all sort of muck in wherever the work is, we move 

from section to section doing different things, but it’s mostly costume jewellery that we do. 

 

HL: What’s the role of the weighing with the lead and the cadmium? 

 

DC: Well, it’s weighed.  You have to cut off a sample, weigh the sample, put it in a conical, 

record the weight and then it goes through to have chemicals added to it, put on the hot plate 

and then it’s analysed, and it’s analysed against the weights that you’ve put in so that they 

can tell how much toxicity there is for lead, cadmium, all sorts of toxins we test for, so every 

job is different really. 

 

HL: Tell me about the other staff in the Lab. 

 

DC: We’ve got quite a diverse group really. We’ve got people such as me that have been here 

quite a while, and then we’ve got lots of new youngsters coming through, they’ve been to 

university and got their degrees and they’re coming in and doing the chemistry, and it’s nice 

to see them, and sometimes I think “Oh, I was that age when I started here, or younger”, and 

it makes you feel quite old really, but they’re real up and coming and they’ve got fresh ideas 

and they bring their new ideas in and it’s lovely it’s really nice, because I think before, it was 

always the same people working for years and years and years, but it’s nice to bring fresh 

blood in because it gives the company something different – new challenges and that sort of 

thing.  

 

HL: How do the new people regard the “old” people with the old skills? 
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DC: I think they look at us as “Oh well”, and when we tell them what we had, we used to 

have private health scheme and the pension and we used to get weekly bonuses, yearly 

bonuses and they can’t quite believe it, because everything’s changed so much, I think they 

wish it was them still getting what we used to get, but times have moved on, you know, and 

they just come in and get the work sorted for the day, [00.35] know what they’ve got to do 

and they get it done, and that’s it. 

 

HL: How busy is it? 

 

DC: Sometimes it’s really busy. We have peaks and troughs, and one day, one department 

that’s doing such as lead and cadmium will be really busy, and the next day, nickel will be 

very busy, so that’s why we all move around, and there’s a lot of people can do lots and lots 

of jobs, so wherever the work is, we all move around. 

 

HL: What do people do in their breaks now that there are no longer any pantomimes? 

 

DC: Oh, they usually just sit and read the paper or a book, or go out for a walk, go to the 

local sandwich shop or sit in the Church yard if the weather’s nice, because it’s nice to sit 

over there as well.  A lot of people go out in their lunch break at lunchtime to have a 

cigarette. When I first started here, in overtime, the staff was allowed to smoke, and the 

Management thought that it was better if they actually smoked at the desk, because they was 

working rather than go and stand in the back of toilets and smoke there, because you’d get 

more production out of them if they was able to do it at the desk, and that’s gone a long way 

now to not being able to smoke obviously, and not being able to have a drink because of 

health and safety issues and that sort of thing. 

 

HL: Can you talk me through all the different skills you’ve acquired since you started 

working here in 1987. 

 

DC: Well, as I said, first of all, I started off on hallmarking and then I went onto the sampling 

department, and your contract in those days had your job description, and you never varied 

from it.  So, if you, for example, went to work on another department, you’d be paid 

something called mobility payments.  I think it was five pounds a week, but if it wasn’t in 
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your contract, you never, ever moved, but when I went on to evening shift, because I was a 

supervisor come training officer, I was allowed to do other skills as well, so I used to flit from 

sampling to hallmarking, which I was allowed to do, but I never got to go onto XRF 

machines on the sampling, because it wasn’t in my contract, and to go on my contract, they 

would have to pay me mobility. Fortunately or unfortunately, all the rules changed, and 

people were brought under one umbrella, so if you were a sampler, you sampled by hand or 

on the XRF, which then I Iearned to train on the XRF machine. 

 

HL: Has mobility between departments increased over the years? 

 

DC: Oh no, it’s totally finished now. We all muck in, and wherever the work is, if there’s 

work that needs doing on the hallmarking department, bagging for example, putting things in 

bags, we go down if we’ve got nothing to do, or they have come up and helped us when 

we’ve been inundated with work, the samplers from that department have come to help the 

Lab and so on and so forth, and we all mix in more. 

 

HL: No mobility payments, but lots of mobility – how do you feel about that? 

 

DC: It’s okay really, because it’s no good somebody sitting twiddling their thumbs when 

somebody else is piled up, it’s really not a way to run a business.  It worked in its time, but I 

think those days are long gone, everybody is under one umbrella, we all need to work 

together, it’s all about teamwork now, and that’s what we get with our new type of Assay 

Office environment. 

 

HL: Why have you stayed working at the Assay Office for so long? 

 

DC: I think, from the day I walked in, I felt like I was part of a family, and I still do, and in 

the morning when you get up and come to work, it’s like putting on an old pair of slippers – 

it’s comfortable, you know your way around. There’s always a new challenge, there’s always 

ups and downs with any business, but as I say, we are a giant family.  You don’t always get 

on with your family, but we just make the most of it, and it’s been a fun place to work.  I do 

look back on the past, and think “Remember this, remember that”, it was a smashing place to 

work, but it must be okay, because I’m still here after all these years, and I think I’ll 

hopefully continue doing it until I retire, which is in eight years’ time [laughs]. 
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HL: And how do you feel about the forthcoming move to the new building? 

 

DC: I think it will be lovely to go into a nice clean, tidy environment. We’ve outgrown the 

building because the trade has changed so much, the laboratory where I work, it’s just not big 

enough for what we need, so that will be a good thing.  I’m not happy with the place where it 

is, I think that where we are now is a much nicer place, it’s nice to go and sit in the 

Churchyard at lunchtime, and also we’re very privileged here that we’ve got a big car park, 

and we haven’t got those facilities when we move in, and really, there’s nowhere to go in 

your lunch break, apart from Tesco’s over the road, and you don’t want to be doing that every 

day, so, it’d be nice to embrace the change in a new building, but I think it’s very sad to let go 

the history that’s in this building, you know, there’s people that worked here so long, so 

many memories here for everybody, it will be very sad to turn our backs on it and walk away. 

 

[End of Interview 00.40.50] 

 

 

 


