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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Alan Smith on the third of February 

2015. Alan tell me about your background?  

 

AS: Basically, well I was born in Birmingham but I lived most of my life in, early life, early 

years in a town called Coleshill which is in Warwickshire. And I went to the local junior 

school and infants’ school but at the age of twelve we moved to a village called Water Orton 

which was close to Birmingham and I went to Park Hall Secondary Modern School which 

was basically just up the road. [Laughter] I did, went through all the school there. I left school 

at seventeen with I think four ‘O’ Levels, I can’t remember it’s a long way back, and joined 

the Assay Office in 1976.  

 

HL: And what did your parents do?  

 

AS: My father was a research chemist at Dunlop which probably no longer exists now there’s 

only one half the factory left. My mother was a teacher.  

 

HL: What did you expect to do when you were at school?  

 

AS: I didn’t, well like most school children I didn’t have much idea of what I was doing, but 

I suppose because of the influence of my father I sort of leant towards the scientific, 

chemistry side of the curriculum and that’s what I thought when I left, when I got come to 

think about options for leaving school and options for doing ‘O’ Levels that’s what I sort of 

leant towards doing, and that’s why I applied, most, well most of the jobs I applied for and 

that’s when I got a job at the Assay Office.  

 

HL: Tell me about getting the job at the Assay Office?  

 

AS: Well, it was a strange set of circumstances actually because I was signing on and going 

to sort of the Careers Office in Castle Bromwich, basically because my school was in Castle 

Bromwich and that’s where they sent all the sort of children who left, all the people who left 

the school. But my father said “Well you, as you go to school in Castle Bromwich and 

they’re not doing too much for you, you live actually in Solihull”, so because it was just over 

the, you know, the county border and this. So I went to the office and they had an office in 
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Coleshill and they sent me straight to the Assay Office for an interview [Laughter] within a 

week or so of going to that office and there seemed to be, that’s when I got an interview. I 

had an interview with a chap called Mr Cartland who was the sort of, I would imagine, 

General Manager then, and within a, I found out within a week I’d got the job. [Laughter] So 

this is after quite a few, quite a lengthy period because I got the job in October and I’d left 

school a month, I think it was is it June when the school term ends, that’s when I’d left and 

done all the exams so it was quite a long time.  

 

HL: And what are your memories of arriving at the Assay Office?  

 

AS: Well, when I first, when I first stepped in to the Assay Office on my first day I, it was 

like walking on to the set of Open All Hours in the fact that most of the workers, you know, 

the ordinary workers, day to day ordinary workers were walking around in brown overcoats, 

you know, like brown sort of lab coat, co gowns as they call them then, and the only people 

allowed to wear white coats were the sort of technicians and managers. And a lot of the 

people seemed to be in their late fifties, early sixties and a lot of the people seemed to have 

been there a long time. There weren’t many people my age, I think there was about half a 

dozen people my age and there were a couple of people in their twenties, but apart from that 

there was a lot of people who seemed to be in late fifties, early sixties, been there a long time, 

and a lot of them seemed to be set in their ways about doing things. They all had certain ways 

of doing things, they all had, they all sat in the same place in the canteen and woe betide you 

if you ever sat in their chair [Laughter] because you got a look that would kill. [Pause] A lot 

of the people as well seemed to be related to each other, they either were brothers, sisters, 

brothers-in-law, sons, daughters. And I can remember a family that were on the Marking 

Floor particularly they, I think Billington was their name. They, there’s several generations 

had all been hallmarkers and there seemed to be a lot of this, a lot of these sort of families 

going on and it went on to, and in fact the, the Assay Master was the same. If, apparently if 

you’d got the same name you were virtually you got, expected to be the Assay Master at that 

time.  

 

HL: What was it like for you being so much younger?  

 



                                                                                                                 15. ALAN SMITH 

3	  

	  

AS: It was a little intimidating at the time because you were, but I used to enjoy sitting 

listening to the old stories that they used to tell you about the old times. And I remember one 

old chap that [00:05] they sat me next to when they on, when I started on the assay, on the 

assay side, sampling side and he’d been, he used to tell me stories because he’d been a 

prisoner of war and he used to tell me stories of what it was like in the camps and things like 

that and how the Germans used to treat him because he was Jewish, because he had Jewish 

origins. And he there and then he says “Never trust a German”, [Laughter] that’s what he 

said, that’s what he told me anyway. And he’d been through all them sort of experiences and 

he told me stories of that. And there was another old chap particularly on the sampling and he 

had been all through the desert war, and he was a bit like Uncle Albert in Only Fools And 

Horses, he’d got stories of the war going on and stories of what the Assay Office was like 

years and years and years ago. So that’s very, I very soon sort of settled in to that sort of 

environment.  

 

HL: What did they tell you about the Assay Office before you arrived?  

 

AS: They said it was, almost all the way, they said that it was a virtually Victorian in it’s the 

way the working practices and the way they looked after the staff. And one of the funny 

things I found was they were all on different wage rates and nobody knew what the other one 

was on and they also used to keep it very secret. Because at that time we weren’t paid in to 

the bank and they used to come, bring the wages round in a little, when I started in a little 

packet that you had to check the contents before signing for it. But before that they used to 

bring them round in little screw top tins and they used to say that sometimes the, when the 

sort of person from the Wages Department come round he says “There’s a little bit extra in 

your wages this week but don’t tell everybody else”, that’s the way it used to go. [Laughter] 

So if you know what I mean that’s the sort of environment I walked in to. A lot of the 

equipment about that time was old. I particularly remember on the mark…, on the ground 

floor when you used to walk in they used to weigh the, weigh parcels as they came in on a 

large swing balance that was enormous and set on a big marble plinth so it wouldn’t vibrate. 

They used to use old swing balances to weigh the samples, particularly on the hallmarking 

side, which the only electricity they had was the light that showed the pointer at the bottom, 

the rest of the time it was entirely mechanical how they worked. And so it was an entirely 

from, different working environment from the times because, you know, when you started 
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work in the ‘70s you sort of think of that as a sort of the start of the industrial revolution of 

the ‘70s if you know what I mean. So it was very, very Victorian in the way they, the way 

they worked.  

 

HL: Tell me about your first job at the Assay Office?  

 

AS: Well I first joined the Assay Office as a, well as they called it a ‘laboratory assistant’, but 

basically I soon found out that basically it was to work on the, in what they called the Silver 

Lab, which was not attached to the main laboratory but it was designed to process the silver 

samples because at that time they were building up to the Silver Jubilee. And the Silver Lab 

was, they used to do all their samples, all the silver labs by titration, all the silver samples by 

titration and they wanted, they were looking for an assistant to help in processing them. I 

went in, I started in there and basically they used to work by titration, which was not 

potentiometric titration, which is what we do now, but by a method called, a scientific 

method called Volhard’s titration. Which was basically you dissolve the silver sample, you 

add ferric chloride to it and then you titrate a measured amount of ammonium thiocyanate, 

this precipitated out of the silver and left you with a beaker with a coloured liquid in it. And 

they used to do a batch of twenty samples. In there, in that batch of twenty samples was a 

known standard which was a certain colour and you used to match all the beakers to that 

colour. If there was any, say, darker than the known standard they would repeat the process 

and if the same colour came up they would then send it up to the other part of the lab which 

would titrate it manually and measure the amount of actual liquid needed to get the sample 

and then they would work out the actual result. Because at that time they weren’t interested in 

the actual value of the result, they were just interested that it passed the standard, and if it 

passed the standard then they were satisfied it was above ninety-two point five per cent silver. 

So I worked in there for a long, for about eighteen months and quickly realised that because 

there was only four people working in the lab and the lab wasn’t really doing a lot of work, it 

was mainly doing hallmarking side and [00:10] some, a small amount of analysing of 

platinum there wasn’t any way to progress up the salary levels or the sort of grade levels. So 

then I transferred on to the hallmarking side, on to the sampling side where I started to learn 

how to sample materials.  

 

HL: Just back to the lab for a moment. What training did you receive?  
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AS: Well, basically I learnt the silver process. They also taught me how to, because at that 

time on the hallmark, on the sampling side they used to get large amounts of ear-rings. They 

used to teach, they showed me how to, because sometimes occasionally they’d get like a base 

metal wires on these ear-rings, they used to show me, they showed me how to test for those, 

you know, and basically we’d put these large amount of ear-rings in to a sort of metal tray 

and immerse it in a solution of silver sulphate which would pick up all the base metal wires 

by turning black so you could pick them all out, and taught me how to do that. They also 

showed me a little bit of the cupellation side but not very, not very much because basically all 

I was I got the impression to do was work in this Silver Lab and work the way through, and 

that’s basically all they showed me.  

 

HL: How did you feel about this repetitive work?  

 

AS: Well, at first I was, because it was all new to me and the environment was all new to me, 

because I wasn’t only just doing those, just processing the silver I, you know, they would talk 

to me about the various jobs, they would show me the various jobs because they would, you 

were shown round the building and you got to see various things. And I used to work, I used 

to chat to the guys in the refinery which is like where they used to process all the gold 

samples for the cupellation and they used to show me various parts of the method there. But 

after an amount of time I became, well it was not disappointed but slightly frustrated in the 

fact that I wasn’t sort of progressing anywhere, I couldn’t see anywhere to progress so that’s 

when I… And they were looking for people to work on the sampling because the work was 

starting to build up because it was around the time of the Silver, the Queen’s Silver Jubilee so 

the foreman then asked, I think he must have asked the person in charge if he could, if I 

would like to train on the sampling and I decided “Yes”, so that’s when I moved.  

 

HL: Did you have to apply?  

 

AS: From what I can imagine, no. It was, I almost thought it was expected that you would 

move on to the sampling, I got the impression from the foreman then at the time that it was 

sort of expected that you would do. So that’s sort of, it was sort of a natural progression. 

 



                                                                                                                 15. ALAN SMITH 

6	  

	  

HL: Can you describe the Sampling Department when you first arrived?  

 

AS: Well, it was, there was a lot, it was sort of sectioned in, it was an open floor but it was 

sectioned in to different sections. There was a section where they sampled mainly the silver, 

there was a section where they did a lot of the nine carat work and there was a section where 

they did a lot of the standards and there was a completely separate section which was on 

another floor, which was on the ground floor, where they did a lot of the imported wares and 

a lot, because there was a lot of work they had in from… Oops sorry, my tummy’s going. 

[Laughter] They had their work from pawnbrokers and it was second hand stuff and that was 

how the training started. You started off just doing silver, basic stampings which were just 

cut the end off and sent it for analysing and then you just, you went on to silver and then you 

went on to the nine carat, then you went on to the standards, then you went on to the foreign 

and the second hand and you progressed your way up the salary scales doing that. You were, 

I started off, well, I was doing basics, basic sampling which was basically stampings of rings. 

Some of the rings were cast as well and they used to leave a bit of the casting sprue on for 

you to cut off to sample rather than damage the casting of the ring. I did that for about, 

around about six months. There wasn’t any test at the end of that it, I think it was just to, gave 

you a general idea of what sort of weight of sample you needed and what, what the sort of 

process was.  

 

They, I then moved on to the Silver Section which was where you learnt how to sample silver 

for a set period, I think it was around six months, I don’t know exactly because these times 

seemed to vary [Laughter] as to whether the person picked up the sampling technique. And at 

the end of the sort of periods they sort of said it was time for a sort of trade test and they gave 

you, the foreman and the sort of section leader at the time would pick you out a number of 

jobs and it was your job to sample them. Because you’d sample them as satisfactorily as 

possible to their standard. It basically meant you had to get enough for a sample off [00:15] 

without damaging the item too much. Bearing in mind a lot of the items came in unfinished 

and, but you still had to sample them without causing too much damage to the item because it 

was somebody’s piece of jewellery if you know what I mean. And basically that was how the 

training progressed. You then moved on to the gold side of the business which was, they used 

to, which was the same, and it was very much the same. You started off with simple items, 

basically taking the sample off edges of things or rings which meant you just had to scrape 
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round the inside, not too heavily otherwise you’d affect the size and the flat, the way the 

surface of the ring was. And basically then you progressed on to more and more difficult 

items. Eventually when you got on to the foreign and second hand stuff you had to learn how 

to sample finished ware without taking, without damaging them a lot, without damaging them 

and this was really, really difficult because you had to sort of get a set weight of sample off 

an item and very… Because at that time they had sort of, you could have like a full sample 

which was two hundred and fifty grams I think and all the way down to a quarter sample.  

 

HL: How did you judge in advance the set weight that you were going to take off?  

 

AS: Well, the set weights of amount depended on the number of items in the parcel and the 

sort of size that they were and whether they were semi-finished, finished or not. That’s the 

way that, that’s the way I judged it anyway.  

 

HL: How did the equipment change during the twenty-three years you spent in sampling?  

 

AS: Well, I’m afraid the equipment has remained the same up until the present day of 

basically the sampling tool is like a triangular file that is sharpened on an oilstone to three 

blades. And obviously for the cutting you’ve got two different types of cutters, you’ve got 

like a pair of cross cut pliers and a pair of well what we used to call tin snips which are like 

you used to cut the thin, used for cutting thin sheet. Basically the scraper has remained the 

same ever since I would think way back in to the eves of time because basically it’s, I think 

they found it was the easiest and the best tool for doing the job. You basically had to keep 

this as sharp as possible because if you, if it didn’t remain as sharp as possible it would 

damage the item. It would cause ridges, it would, if the edge was uneven it would cause 

ridges and it would damage the item and you would have to get it polished and they would 

have to pay compensation to the jeweller and things like that, that was why. So basically it 

was as sharp as possible and in the very early days you used to cut your fingers a lot. And 

after, but after a bit you found that the skin on your fingers became very leathery and you 

developed a callus on the first two fingers of your right hand if you were right handed which 

was where you were guiding the pinky, it was called a pinky. I don’t know why but it was 

called a pinky which was, which I found the first two fingers were the one I were using to 

guide it as much across the items of jewellery. So basically that is what you learnt.  
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HL: How did you sharpen it?  

 

AS: It was sharpened by, on an oilstone. Which was basically like a, it was set in a block of 

wood and you used to drag this pinky along the top, being careful to keep the blade as 

straight as possible because if you had a curved blade or something you didn’t get as good an 

edge on the actual machine. You had to keep it as flat and as straight as possible. Obviously 

you couldn’t keep it completely flat because then you would end up dragging your hand 

down the oilstone but you had to keep as straight and as flat as possible. That was the thing I 

learned most.  

 

HL: It’s hard to imagine taking a small enough piece out of the inside of a ring not to affect 

the size of a ring.  

 

AS: Yes, it is. Bearing in mind a lot of the items came in unfinished. So we used to get loads 

and loads of wedding rings which were basically just in the state where they’d been chopped 

off a tube so they were unfinished and they were not sized or anything. So basically a lot of 

jewellers size it by using a stretcher and things like that, that’s the way they do it but 

basically we used to get loads and loads of them. We didn’t use to sample every item in the 

parcel obviously but we used to sample enough to get a representative sample which was 

what I think what the regulations said at the time. We had, used to, particularly round the 

time of the Silver Jubilee we used to get lots of the dog tags with the big spread hallmarks on 

with the Queen’s head and they were relatively easy to sample because you just had to take a 

little bit off the edge. Obviously not to bow it too much or damage it too much and that’s the 

way we did those.  

 

HL: What other equipment was involved?  

 

AS: Well, apart from the cutters and the like we called the pinky, like the scraper we then 

had, [00:20] we were each given when we started a steel block to rest things on and a wooden 

block to rest things on. The steel block was mainly for things that were hard and quite rigid in 

shape like a wedding ring or a gas pipe ring you could just rest it on and scrape it like that. 

The wooden thing was used for more delicate items that didn’t lift, if a steel block if you 
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pressed hard enough on would damage the item and we used to get a steel block and a 

wooden block of those. But there was never enough of these to go round and when people left 

or died as it, because quite a lot of the people were quite old, you used to get this situation 

where you used to inherit tools from people and the only way you seemed to get tools from 

people. In fact I remember it took me about three or four or years to get an eyepiece, you 

know, an eyepiece to look at very small items and even that was broken. [Laughter] So you, 

that’s the way you got certain things. And sometimes, particularly when you’ve got like a 

locket and you had to sort of take the sample from the inside, they would, they had a special 

pinky that had a very short blade so it wouldn’t dig in, it would, you could fit it inside the 

locket to sample it without damaging it, because obviously if you sample inside a locket 

that’s where the photograph goes so nobody would know you’d sampled it. So, and you used 

to get people inheriting these. So you used to get this situation that when people left there 

used to be like a gang of vultures looking round the tool kit for the various tools and items. 

[Laughter] So that’s what, that’s what it was like.  

 

HL: How did you manage before you had an eyepiece?  

 

AS: Well, we used to borrow, you used to borrow your neighbour’s or some, again some 

people used to go up the Jewellery Quarter and buy their own but they were, I think they 

were quite expensive at the time. So because obviously you have to remember wage levels 

then were a lot lower than they are now and so that is the way we used to get on, that’s the 

way we used to do.  

 

HL: Were there any changes in those practices during your twenty-three years?  

 

AS: Well, towards the end of my time on the sampling the situation got a little better as 

regards tools and equipment. By then they used to issue you with, every so often you could 

go and get a new pair of cutters and every so often they used to ask if you wanted a new 

eyepiece and you could go and ask the Tool Room if your pinky sort of wore down to the end 

you could go and ask the Tool Room for a new pinky. And you didn’t have to, well the other 

thing is, the other problem was before when your pen used to run out you used to have to go 

and show your empty pen to the foreman [Laughter] and he would issue you with a new one 

out of his drawer. So that was on, that was what it was like at the start but towards the end 
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they didn’t used to bother too much about those sort of bits of equipment. Obviously cutters 

and things like that you had to say physically what was wrong with them otherwise you 

didn’t get a new one. But they did sort of tend from time to time issue new equipment and ask 

if enough people, say, enough people had run out of certain like cutters and things like that 

they used to go up the Quarter and buy some more from the tools, from the tool suppliers up 

the Quarter, which was, which got a little better. It sort of stopped this habit of when anybody 

left the sort of horde of vultures on the tool kit of the person that left, which is quite good.  

 

HL: Can you talk about the numbers of staff in sampling over the twenty-three years?  

 

AS: When I first went on to the sampling I can’t remember the exact numbers but there was a 

number, there was a certain amount on silver sampling. There was always a certain amount of 

people and then there was a number of staff moving round the various departments that 

helped as and when the amount of work req…, work dictated it. But particularly just after I 

started there’s the, there was the build up for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee and we had a lot of 

silver work all wanting the special hallmark which was issued, which was issued on The 

Hallmarking Council which was the Queen’s head and they all wanted their specific part of 

jewellery to have that, to have that mark. So it was a commemoration mark and we had a lot 

of work in that year and delivery times stretched to twenty-one days and we had, we were 

virtually just taking the work in over the Customer Services Department and just putting it 

straight in the safe and not even touching it. Basically they gave it a number, put it in the safe 

and we just worked on what we could. And they increased, they seemed to increase the staff a 

lot in that time. And I can remember even after the Silver Jubilee we seemed to be taking on a 

lot of young, particularly youngsters. I suppose they were, at that time there was the, they had 

a push on the Y…, the present government had a [00:25] push on the YTS and there was the 

various youth training schemes, I think they were trying to massage the unemployment 

figures if you know what I mean. [Laughter] That’s what I get the impression of, and the 

Assay Office sort of took advantage of this, and they increased the staff and it seemed to us 

who had been there a few years that every week there was somebody being taken on and 

every week there was somebody starting another job. And we knew that these sort of good 

times couldn’t last and it led, particularly it led to a lot of discontent among the older staff 

and younger staff by the fact that there was a lot of bypassing of the old training methods i.e. 

the sort of the methods, the amounts you spent on the various sections. Learning how to 
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sample was cut down and people were doing things, seemed to jump from station to station 

very quickly and it, this led to a lot of discontent and a lot of grumblings which, which led… 

I can remember the convenor, the union convenor at the time warning the management that 

these amounts, this level of work couldn’t last and there was going to be a crash and they 

were heading for disaster, but they seemed to ignore him and they went on employing people. 

And from what I can remember the price of gold, the price of oil shot up and then the price of 

gold consequently went up as well and this led to a drop off in the amount of work and this 

eventually led to redundancies. Well, what they said was a redundancy situation and 

industrial action.  

 

Tell me about the industrial action?  

 

AS: Well, the first, I think it was the first amount of industrial action I’d ever been involved 

in and the management had announced lot of redundancies and the convenor at the time sort 

of said we need to, can’t we sort of save some of these jobs, can’t we sort of work differently, 

can’t we work short time, can’t we sort of share these jobs and things like that, various sort of 

solutions to the infraction. But the various negotiations went on and backwards and forwards 

which led to a strike ballot, which was unusual in them days. I mean I got used to people in 

the ‘70s seeing pictures on the news of people standing in parks or car parks putting their 

hand up, but our union, which was a union specifically for the Gold, Silver and Allied Trades, 

actually had a secret ballot. And from what I can remember of the ballot it was a large 

majority for strike. In fact I always blame the union for the fact that I never got my twenty-

first birthday collection which was a tradition of the Assay Office. You got a collection for 

your twenty-first birthday, when you got married, things like that, when you got engaged and 

things, significant events that went on, I never got mine [Laughter] because we were out on 

strike. In fact we were out on strike for I think it was ten weeks, I’m not exactly sure. And we 

did manage to save some people’s jobs but not very many from what I remember, from what 

I can remember of the strike. I can remember standing outside all the way through for ten 

weeks, rain, sunshine. [Laughter] And because some of the staff did work, mainly just the 

management and the administration staff were there during the strike because at that time we 

had a post entry closed shop which was a result of the last industrial action which had 

happened before I joined the Assay Office which was a strike for industrial, for union 
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recognition. And one of the, and that ended in agreement where everybody who joined from 

that date had to be in the union.  

  

HL: Can you remember what it was like being outside?  

 

AS: Well, basically we had to be outside, stand outside on a picket and basically we’d stand 

there with placards. Stood around waiting for the management to come in and out and 

basically shouted abuse at them. [Laughter] Not, it wasn’t particularly bad abuse, we just 

used to chant, you know, “Management in, staff out”, things like that. And I can remember 

people from the various union representative workshops around the Jewellery Quarter used to 

bring us breakfast, sandwiches. I remember one chap donated a brazier for us to stand round 

because, you know, it was around the time of, it was round February, April, February, March, 

April time, the early part of the year and it was cold and wet. I can remember things like that. 

And there was, I remember once we went on a march around the Quarter and we were joined 

by various people from the unionised workshops around the Quarter. Because a lot of the 

workshops weren’t unionised, and [00:30] in fact I know, we know, we, I can remember our 

trade union made representations to the TUC because some of the union people, the union, 

we found out we were sampling badges for the unions and they were made in a non-union 

workshop. [Laughter] Which at the time was a non-union workshop and the TUC didn’t 

know this. Which was basically, that was my first sort of, if you like, I mean experience of 

industrial action and led me to later on when I was on, to join the union committee in the later 

years of my sampling career. I mean I was, I served on the committee, I was two terms as a 

sort of shop steward and one term as the chairman of the committee.  

 

HL: What was it like at the Assay Office after the strike?  

 

AS: Well, after the strike the atmosphere in the Assay Office, well I won’t exactly say it was 

[Pause] a bit down because we’d only, we if you know what I mean the strike hadn’t 

achieved a lot. We’d managed to save I think about half a dozen people’s jobs out of I don’t 

know how many, I can’t remember the exact figures but they didn’t seem very many. And 

there was a long sort of, not long after there was a prolonged period of short time working 

because obviously a lot of the business had gone and obviously the price of gold was still 

high so there wasn’t very much business to get anyway. And from what I can remember, I 



                                                                                                                 15. ALAN SMITH 

13	  

	  

don’t know if I’m right, but the Assay Office had to borrow some money from The 

Goldsmith Company and sort of stood up the Matthew Boulton sort of silver collection as 

surety on this. I don’t know if this is exactly right but this is what I learnt in, a few years later. 

And the relations between the staff who’d been on strike and not been on strike. Well, not 

exactly been, they weren’t exactly, they were frosty and cordial if you know what I mean. 

They’d speak to each other but they weren’t exactly friendly. And well, and that is basically 

what happened, there was a sort of an atmosphere and it didn’t really pick up a bit more until 

work picked up and I think some people left and I think some new people came. So the 

memories of the strike gradually faded and industrial relations sort of reached an even keel if 

you know what I mean.  

 

HL: Can you talk about your experience of the union all the way through your time at the 

Assay Office?  

 

AS: Well, the, at the time when I first sort of joined the sampling side, and which is when, 

not long after I joined the Assay Office it was a post entry closed shop, and basically you 

were in the union whether you liked it or not. And I get the impression that after this strike 

for union recognition in the early ‘70s the union membership was strong and meetings were 

generally well attended, and whenever the sort of committee put, asked for, put up for re-

election there was several candidates all for each of the posts usually. But generally after the 

strike I was involved in the union membership gradually sort of dwindled. This was because 

of legislation at the time, anti-union legislation at the time when they banned the closed shop, 

banned flying pickets. [Laughter] The industrial, and sort of introduced secret ballots and 

things like that and gradually during the ‘80s and towards the ‘90s union membership 

dwindled. There was a brief sort of resurgence just before I joined, rejoined the lab because a 

lot of people didn’t like the way things were going and the fact that a lot of old working 

practices were being eroded and they saw this as a diminution of standards of practices and 

there was a, I think there was a bit of a mentality if it ain’t broke why fix it? [Laughter] But I 

think that this was given by technology coming in to the market and the fact that a lot of 

manufacturing jewellers weren’t manufacturing any more, basically they were just finishing 

articles from abroad. And up to the present day the union is still, there are still union 

members in the building but we struggle to get people to join the committee. We don’t get 

very much attendance although we’re still recognised as the negotiating body, we still get 
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negotiating rights. We don’t get as many people in meetings, the committee’s sort of 

dwindled to about two people. A lot of the people have left the union because they see it as 

not being strong. The way I look at it you always, I think you always need to be a union 

member, in the union because you’re always stronger in one organisation than you’re not.  

 

HL: What did you do as a shop steward?  

 

AS: Well, basically in my role as a shop steward [00:35] was to represent the members in my 

section on the committee and voice their opinions, and if they had any complaints, because 

basically the way the structure went you, if you had a complaint you went and saw your 

manager first, and if you didn’t get any satisfaction about that you then took it to your union 

representative who then took it forward on your behalf, and basically that was what I saw as 

my job. I can’t remember too much about what I did because it was a long time ago. I can 

remember one complaint I sorted out was the fact that a manager, a current manager at the 

time, I don’t know, I can’t remember his name but he put up a sheet on the wall with 

basically all people’s absences on. [Laughter] When they were absent and when they hadn’t 

been absent. I thought this, people thought this was naturally sort of put in the personnel, this 

should have been in the personnel file and not sort of displayed for common conversation, 

which is what we did and they eventually took it down. [Laughter] That was one, that’s the 

only sort of thing I can remember. I can remember them, I, well, in my tenure as chairman of 

the works committee ended sadly in the end because basically it became too much. Like there 

was a lot of, I felt frustrated by the fact that one, people used to say ‘I’m not joining the union 

because it’s too weak’ and then I used to go to the union, I’d call a meeting and there would 

be half a dozen people there. [Laughter] Which is basically I began to think ‘What was the 

point of doing it’? Which is why I sort of, I resigned towards the end of my term as chairman 

of the committee.  

 

The union which we joined at the start, when I joined at the start was a small, and it was 

basically concentrated on the hallmark, basically concentrated on the jewellery business. It 

was called The National Union of Gold, Silver and Allied Trades and it was basically just 

concentrated on the Jewellery Quarter and it was basically that’s basically all it encompassed, 

all the trades from our side of the business, the hallmarking side, to the jewellery 

manufacturing side of the business to the polishing and finishing side, and basically it just 
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catered for all those people. But I get the impression that after the strike in the 1980s, the ten 

week strike that we were on, basically bankrupted the union and they had to amalgamate with 

another union, which was the, from what I can remember it was part of the ASTMS union, 

which was the sort of Technical and Salaried Staff’s part of the which are called TASS. But 

basically it became the sort of joke in the Assay Office was ‘take any silly sod’. [Laughter] 

That was the story. So that was basically the end of the trade union that was for The Gold, 

Silver and Allied Trades, it became part of, it became TASS which was part of the ASTMS 

union which no longer exists any more as well. That’s all, I can’t remember which union 

we’ve amalgamated in to now because they’ve all conglomerated in to one. I think we’re in 

Unison now because they’ve all conglomerated in to one union haven’t they - all the unions? 

That’s basically all I can remember about the Allied Trades, Gold and Silver Union.  

 

HL: While we’re still in the Twentieth Century before you changed job in 2000 can you talk 

about the social life in the Twentieth Century?  

 

AS: At the time when I started at the Assay Office I used to listen to people talking about the 

fact that they used to have a table tennis team, a, they used to have evenings in the Assay 

Office and there was a social life that went on. This wasn’t too, it didn’t happen much as 

when I started but gradually as I went through the sampling and more and more people joined 

and they formed the social club which was, became more and more dominant in the Assay 

Office and by the fact that we used to have skittle evenings, we used to have shows, we used 

to have people come round at lunch time, used to have quizzes, bingo and they set up the 

social club in the ground, in the basement which had a bar and gaming machine and Space 

Invader machine, [Laughter] and it was quite strong. We used to go on social trips like to 

Blackpool and sights and have trips down to London and things like that. And all through the 

‘80s and ‘90s this began, this was quite strong. Not so much recently because I don’t know it 

seems to have waned a bit now because people are all on different breaks and people are all 

doing different jobs and working different times and so obviously we can’t all get together at 

the same time, which I think is sad really. They used to run a pantomime [00:40] in the 

evening because there was several people on there, particularly on the hallmarking side that 

were quite artistic and could write and do pantomimes and shows and so that is what I can 

remember with shows. I can remember they did Twenty Questions once and things like that.  
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HL: What was the managers’ attitude to this social life?  

 

AS: I get the impression that they quite enjoyed it because it meant everybody was together 

as a team and they used to make a donation and the works accountant used to check the books 

and make sure everything, and the Assay Master became the licensee when we had a licensed 

bar. So they thought, you know, this was quite good for the sort of morale of the people. 

That’s what I get the impression of that they thought it was good to have some sort of social 

activity, and it made the unit more cohesive as a team. It was towards the end, towards more 

recently I get the impression that they sort of think, they can’t really be bothered about it 

really. They don’t want it to die but they can’t really be bothered to sort of promote it too 

much. That’s what I get the impression anyway now.  

 

HL: Why did you leave sampling in 2000?  

 

AS: Well, when I left sampling, I left, the reasons were, there were a lot of reasons why I left 

but there was a conjunction of several reasons. One I guess that the amount of sampling, 

actual sampling where you actually scrape the, took samples off the items was diminishing 

because the amount of work was, there was a lot of finished work and technology was on the 

march if you know what I mean. There was the advent of X-ray fluorescence which meant 

basically you just stuck the item under an X-ray fluorescence and it just zapped it. I didn’t 

think this was very, I get the, I didn’t think this was a very, I didn’t think that this was a very 

efficient way of sampling because basically all X-ray fluorescence does it X-rays the top ten 

microns of metal and doesn’t go actually deep in to the metal and doesn’t actually take any 

sample of what’s inside the item of jewellery. And I got the impression, I began to get the 

impression that the sampling was becoming like an add on to the hallmarking side and not the 

most important part of the business and I wasn’t entirely happy with some of the working 

practices that the people were doing. There was again a lot of what I, as I saw of bypassing 

training, training that had given people that had been done over the years that basically gave 

people basic gaining and judging on how much sample people wanted, how to sample things 

and I thought there was a diminishing of skills. And that’s when the, I decided I needed to 

find another job, and that’s when the position in the current lab became available. In fact that 

they’d got, just got a new business from a major refiner and they wanted somebody to 

sample, to do these samples and it would involve, that’s, they wanted a new person to 
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specifically do that and I’d already been doing a few jobs for the lab i.e. doing the acid touch 

testing for them on some jobs that they had and so I decided to apply and they accepted me.  

 

HL: Was your experience in the Silver Lab all those years ago relevant in any way?  

 

AS: I don’t think so because they use a different method for analysing silver. In fact that they 

use potentiometric titration, which was basically you still dissolve the sample but you 

measure the amount of silver in the actual by passing an electric current through it, and then 

using an electrode, using a titration machine which is, which gave you an actual readout of 

the amount of silver in the job.  

 

HL: Tell me about what the lab was like in 2000?  

 

AS: There were around about a dozen people working in there then. I get the impression there 

was, and they’d had a sort of major sort of drive and expansion because I think they thought 

it was a bigger side of the business to be in and a way of getting more income in as the 

hallmarking had, there was a pressure on the hallmarking income they decided, I think, to 

expand the lab and had a major push to get business, which is why I was took on because it 

was to take care of a specific refining customer and that was the major expansive equipment. 

The lab as we know it didn’t exist. It was, the people who were working in the lab were 

working in basically the, what was the, what is now the wet lab and ICP rooms and there was 

the sampling on what is, where we’re all sitting now. [00:45] There was the impression, I was 

trained in doing, not only doing silver titration on the potentiometric titration machine I was 

also trained in doing the cupellation, which was basically because they had refined the 

samples of gold and basically we had to make, find out how much gold was in these samples 

so the refiner could pay out to his customer, and basically that was the sort of business they 

did. We did, we still process samples for the, silver samples for the hallmarking side of the 

business but that gradually diminished as the prevalence of XRF came in and there was less 

and less demand for doing this sort of analysing till virtually it disappeared. We would only 

sort of do things by potentiometric titration now if the XRF has failed and the customer 

would like to know what the actual content is or is disputing the fact that it’s failed XRF.  
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We also won the contract, they also expanded a contract, they won a contract from QVC, the 

TV Channel, which was to test all their items for gold and silver. The gold sample, a lot of 

the gold stuff went through the hallmarking side. They would be above a weight, above a 

hallmarking weight but things that were below a weight were done mainly by mainly touch 

testing, which was using my sampling skills that I could do touch test, touch acid testing. 

Which is basically you could tell if an item was nine carat by the colour, a colour changing 

by putting a piece, some acid on. The items that, there was a sort of rapid increase of work, 

we were analysing gold, we were analysing powder samples as well, which was basically old 

floor sweepings or furnace sweepings or any sort of waste products of jewellery business we 

would analyse. And that was basically what the lab was like then. There wasn’t as much on 

the lead cadmium side then because that hadn’t been, the regulations hadn’t been introduced 

and there wasn’t so much of that sort of business. It was basically gold, silver and there was a 

large, that was, I think that was what they were trying to expand in to.  

 

HL: Talk about the expansion of the lab?  

 

AS: In more recent years there’s been a slight move away from doing precious metal 

business. We still do precious metal business, there’s a lot of it but we’ve expanded in to the 

costume jewellery looking particularly for lead, cadmium and all the other chemicals that are 

used now in costume jewellery, particularly in coatings and things like that because there’s 

been a lot of legislation to do with carcinogenic chemicals and the… The, well the EN71 

Regulations were regarding toxicity of various paints and coatings, and in fact I found that 

my scraping experience has helped in that way because a lot of these items want the surface 

coating scraped off, they want small samples, they don’t particularly want to damage some of 

the items because they’re obviously test samples for people and they don’t want them 

damaged too much. So I’ve found that that part of my job has come back to help me. And in 

fact a large proportion of the business, the lab’s business now is to do with lead and cadmium 

and the Roche Regulation which is basically safety, health and safety regulations as regards 

jewellery and the, and you wouldn’t believe the amount of stuff that has to be tested for 

toxicity. I mean we’ve had watches, we’ve had children’s wigwams, we’ve had shelves, 

particularly off cots and other sort of children’s equipment. We’ve had handbags sort of 

thing, stuff that’s particularly used on bras and people’s underwear like clips and things like 

that. So it’s, you wouldn’t believe the amount of business that there is in that.  
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HL: You said your past experiences of acid touch or scraping have come in useful. What 

other background experiences of the other people you’re working with?  

 

AS: With the expansion in the lab there’s been expansion in two sides of the business. 

There’s been a lot of graduates come in particularly to do with the, to do the dissolving and 

[00:50] the lead and cadmium side and also there’s been a few people transferred from the 

hallmarking side using their experience of scraping and sampling techniques to deal with the 

costume jewellery. We, i.e. removing stones for crystal testing, scraping coatings, because a 

lot of this costume jewellery has got artificial pearls in which basically is a plastic bead with 

a sort of pearl like coating on it. They can be, we can have several necklaces, necklaces with 

several different sized beads on so scraping experience gives you a greater knowledge and a 

greater, you can’t, it’s easy to do so basically that’s what it entails.  

 

HL: And can you describe the lab today?  

 

AS: The lab today is, as the amount of staff has shot up to around thirty and a lot of the 

business is to do with the costume jewellery and the lead and cadmium regulations but I’ve 

sort of gone back to my roots if in the fact that I’m doing mainly silver and we’ve just got a 

new contract from a major refiner who’s sending in bars and bars of silver, lots of bars of 

silver. In fact on Friday and yesterday we received fifty-two on Friday and forty-eight 

yesterday and there’s another thirty odd coming and that, so that’s my side of the business 

has expanded.  

 

HL: So can you describe from morning till night what tomorrow will be like?  

 

AS: Basically in a morning I usually go down to the post and get the samples and get 

whatever post we’ve had, give it to the ladies on the Administration to book in and then we, 

if, because we’ve got a lot of bars recently we just switch on the machines and start the 

process of analysing, because each bar has got two samples from the top and the bottom so 

basically we have to make sure that the top and the bottom match on results because that’s 

what the customer’s expecting. So basically it’s, it is repetitive. Basically you weigh a batch 

of samples, you dissolve a batch of samples. You put it on the machine, it gives you a 
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printout of results, you make sure all these results are, match, all these results match. If they 

don’t match then you have to repeat the process again until they roughly what the customer’s 

expecting, that’s basically what the job is. I also, if I get chance, I can, I do a lot of sample 

preparation. I.e. before we sort of analyse any of the samples, and particularly on the 

cupellation side they have to know how much, what the basic constituency is to decide, 

determine how much they weigh for the cupellation. So basically I do a lot of sample 

preparation. I do from time to time weigh some of the powder samples but that’s dependent 

on whether or not I’ve got anything else to do. Basically that’s what I do although...  

 

HL: As you look back on your time at the Assay Office since 1976 what would you say were 

the major changes?  

 

AS: Main? When I first started at the Assay Office and I came in to the environment of the 

Assay Office I get the impression that they, the whole management of the team and the whole 

people in the office was like a Victorian paternalistic attitude they seemed to have. Although 

they sort of, the terms and conditions weren’t the best, they tended to look after people. I‘ve 

heard people getting interest free loans and people getting help that way. As the business has 

become more commercial as it, I suppose as it’s needed to become more commercial a lot of 

that has been lost and a lot of the old, you know, particularly hard earned terms and 

conditions have been eroded. And there’s lots, there’s been a loss of the sense of community. 

I don’t know whether I can, I don’t know whether this will happen, this will come back when 

we move to the new building. I can see the benefits of moving to the new building, basically 

the Assay Office, we’ve outgrown this building. Any major work we have to do to this 

building has, takes a long time because it’s built in the Victorian era and when they built 

something in Victorian era it was built not to fall down. [Laughter] The walls are eighteen 

inches thick and if you want to knock a wall down it’s a hell of a business to knock a wall 

down here, it’s a hell of a job to even knock a hole in the wall to put a pipe through, so that’s 

basically I can see the benefit of moving and I can understand why we’re doing it. But in 

many ways I’m sad [00:55] the fact we’re leaving such an old building and it will never be 

the same again.  

 

Over the years, particularly when I first started, particularly when I was listening to the older 

people working in the Assay Office they used to talk about the fact that the building was 
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haunted and at various stages during various people’s careers at the Assay Office they’d 

actually seen and heard things. I didn’t actually believe this would happen until one occasion, 

I think it was some time in early ‘80s, late ‘70s, early ‘80s, I can’t remember exactly. Some 

people were walking through the basement area and a guy, I think he was the toolmaker at the 

tine noticed that there was someone behind him. He didn’t entirely see the person behind him 

but if you’re walking and you can hear someone walking behind you you sort of half turn and 

you can see the impression, you can see that there is someone there. He came to a door, held 

the door open and the person behind him, the person he thought were behind him there was 

nothing. [Laughter] I can’t say what he saw or if he saw it, I can only say that the state he was 

in he saw something [Laughter] because it was just like someone had drained all the colour 

out of his body, and this is what people told me at the time and other people have said they’ve 

heard various bangings and knockings. And I can only say that when I’ve been working 

particularly late in the evenings on some, at some time in the premises you get the impression 

that the building carries the impression of what’s gone on in it and the fact that there are, you 

can hear creaks, you can hear movement and you can hear doors shutting when there’s 

nobody here. People have mentioned seeing a ghost of a lady walking through. People, 

particularly in the basement area, recall seeing things, particularly a ghost of a, this is only 

what I’ve been told by older people, this is what a ghost of somebody who was killed here in 

the ‘60s outside on his motor scooter. I can only, guards that have been in the building late at 

night have told me that things happen like things, particularly in the Silver Collection Room, 

the temperature censors register a dip in temperature and not as you would think when there’s 

been an intruder a raising of temperature. On one occasion in the past when they called the, 

because the building used to be alarmed and connected to a police station the actual dogs that 

the police brought in to search the building wouldn’t go in to The Matthew Boulton Room, 

they wouldn’t go in, they couldn’t get them to go in there they just stood at the door and they 

wouldn’t go in. That’s the only things I’ve got to do. So again if anybody, I get the 

impression that if anybody buys this building or lives in this building they’re going to feel the 

impression of what’s gone on in it.  

 

HL: You mentioned earlier hard won conditions that were lost, can you specify?  

 

AS: The, some of the terms and conditions that we’ve lost? We used to have, before we went 

away for our annual leave we used to have a two hour, we could leave two hours early. We 
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used to have a time incentive scheme, which basically meant if you completed a certain 

number of parcels, all the parcels that came in the previous day by a certain time you could 

leave at that time. There was a scheme by which you collected an extra day’s holiday for 

every five days you, five years you worked in the Assay Office, that’s scheme that’s now 

gone. There used to be various bonus schemes that have changed and become almost defunct 

now, [Laughter] and the profit share bonus that’s been changed and moved about. So it’s, the 

terms and conditions, the terms a bit have been changed and altered I suppose to deal with the 

commercial reality of the time, times we live in. That’s basically all I can remember the sort 

of terms and conditions that have gone. 

 

HL: How do you see the future?  

 

AS: I see the future of the Assay Office, while I see the reasons for moving to the new 

building, i.e. it makes more commercial sense and you can’t do, you can’t expand the 

business particularly in an old building because we’ve outgrown this building. I feel that they, 

in doing this they need to also keep a mind for why the Assay Office was set up, the history 

of the Assay Office and the traditional side of the business of the Assay Office and the 

traditional way, the way they’ve always looked after the people and looked after the [01:00] 

core business of the Assay Office, which is basically precious metal. I feel sometimes this has 

been lost [Laughter] in the sort of rush to commercialise, rush to put the building on a more 

commercial footing. That is my impression anyway. [Laughter]  

 

 

[End of Interview 01:00:18] 

 

 


