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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Alan Morris at The Assay Office on the 

fourth of February 2015. Alan tell me about your background? 

 

AM: Well, I left Moseley Road School of Art in 1959 having trained to be a commercial 

artist following in my father’s footsteps. I went to an art studio on the Moseley Road in 

Balsall Heath, and the beauty of going to the art school was that when you left the art school 

you were found a job you didn’t have to look for one and they found me a job at an art studio 

by the name of Graham Studios. I worked at Graham Studios as a commercial artist for two 

years, I hated every minute of it.  I begun work at eight thirty in the morning, we had half an 

hour for lunch in which I took sandwiches and just had time to eat those and then we left 

between half past five and six o’clock of the evening. After two years I thought, I disliked 

this job intensely and I couldn’t see myself doing it for the rest of my life, and I at the time 

was in The Boys’ Brigade and my band officer happened to be Roy Smith who already 

worked at the Assay Office but I didn’t know that at the time. And one night at The Boys’ 

Brigade I happened to mention to him that I disliked this job intensely and he said to me 

‘Well, perhaps you’d like to come and have a look at where I work they may have a vacancy 

although it will only be temporary I’ll, I can arrange an interview for you’. So Roy Smith 

arranged an interview for me with the then Deputy Assay Master Stanley Beechey, and I 

came for my interview at the Assay Office and luckily they offered me a job although it was 

only temporary up till Christmas and this was in the October, but I thought anything to get 

out of the art studio.  

So I started at the Assay Office in the Hallmarking Department and I can remember my very 

first day and I can remember my very first job I was given and that was to hallmark two 

thousand silver buttons. All the machinery was set up for me, I didn’t have to do anything 

except operate it, and the person who set the machinery up was a Mrs Mary Edkins, she was 

the Silver Department supervisor for hallmarking. And I got through these two thousand 

buttons and I was very pleased with myself and I thought ‘Well, this is easy, I like doing 

this’, but of course, in time to come it got a lot more difficult than that. And the hallmarking 

foreman at the time was Tom Bedford, a lovely gentleman who oversaw the whole of the 

Hallmarking Department which was broken in to roughly three sections. Silver Section, Gold 

Section and Mrs Ruby Brommell was the section leader in charge of the gold hallmarking 

and Mrs Edna Parfitt was in charge of the chain section for hallmarking silver chains and 

necklace. That was my first recollection on my first day.  
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HL: You joined the Assay Office in 1961 aged nineteen. What were your first impressions of 

the Assay office?  

 

AM: My first impressions of the Assay Office were what a wonderful place to work. There 

was a large staff, extremely friendly who looked after me when I was first learning 

hallmarking. But what I couldn’t understand was on my very first day unbeknownst to me 

there was a time incentive in place at the Assay Office which simply meant that when we’d 

finished our days work we could go home, and on the very first day I can remember we were 

told we could go home at half past three. And I just couldn’t believe this because at the art 

studio I’d been working till half past five and six o’clock every day and here we were going 

home at half past three. When I got home my mother was in despair because she thought I’d 

had the sack, they’d sacked me on the first day and couldn’t believe that was the time I’d left 

work. However the following day wasn’t so, wasn’t so good because a lot more work came in 

and I think we left at something like six o’clock on that day. But it was wonderful to have a 

time incentive, the fact that when your time, [00:05] time was up to go home you went home.  

And my other reclections was the, recollections, was the fact that we had a canteen at the 

Assay Office and a kitchen on the top floor so in, in the lunch hour, which was an hour then, 

we could go up, order a hot meal and a, and a pudding and also we had a lunch break in the 

morning when cook made hot buttered toast and bread pudding, which was lovely, and, and 

so I thought what a wonderful place to work, going home early on some days and having a 

lovely meal halfway through the day and unlike the Assay, the art studio. But I couldn’t 

believe that when I started the age of some of the staff there because some of them were in 

their eighties and there didn’t seem to be any sort of retirement age. And one of the 

gentlemen who taught me one of the skills of hallmarking was a gentleman called Harry 

Butler and he was in his eighties when I started at the Assay Office and he taught me a lot 

about the hand marking which is the hammer and the punch system of hallmarking and he 

was an extremely skilful man. But dotted around the Assay Office were gentlemen in various 

departments well in to their eighties and it seemed to me that you just, you just carried on 

working here until you dropped. But eventually of course, that, that, that finished and 

retirement age became then sixty-five in later years. But I, I certainly enjoyed my first few 

weeks at the Assay office knowing that I was only going to work till Christmas and, but then 

I thought I’d love to work here permanently.  
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So I made enquiries through a lady called Doris James who seemed to be the Assay Master’s 

right hand lady. She said “Well, I‘ll have to put it to the Assay Master as we don’t really need 

anybody permanent at the moment we’ve got a full staff.” Anyway I do remember that she 

approached the Assay Master, who was Hamil Westwood at the time, and he made enquiries 

of Tom Bedford, as I explained was the hallmarking foreman, and apparently I’d done 

extremely well. And so I was sent for by Hamil Westwood and I was asked to sit down in 

front of him which I did, extremely nervous, and he said “I’ve heard very good reports on 

your first few weeks I would like to offer you a full-time permanent job in the Hallmark 

Department.” I thanked him very, very much and was absolutely elated the fact that I’d been 

given a chance to work permanently at the Birmingham Assay Office. And he told me then 

that my pay per week would be six pounds fifteen shillings. I felt like a millionaire when he 

said that because at the art studio which I’d left a few weeks before I was earning two pound 

ten shillings a week. So in those days you can imagine, mm, that seemed a lot of money to be 

earning for a job which I knew I was going to love so I was extremely happy, although I 

didn’t know at the time when he offered me the job and I accepted it that forty-four years 

later I would still be working at the Birmingham Assay Office. So that’s some of my earliest 

recollections.  

 

HL: What was it like after you got the permanent job?  

 

AM: Having got the permanent job obviously I decided then I’d got to get really stuck in and 

learn as much as I possibly could about hallmarking. And obviously the, the first jobs that I 

was given as a junior trainee hallmarker were very simple. Obviously they couldn’t let me 

loose on extremely expensive items until I’d had full training, which in those days probably 

took about three to four years to learn. But yes, the, the simple sort of jobs was hallmarking 

ear-rings, charms, mass produced items of which once it was all set up for you before you 

learnt to set it up yourself, [00:10] mm, you could just operate the machine or the press and it 

would be a simple task to do that. But eventually of course, after several months I, I then 

progressed on to more expensive items, more individual items. I learnt the techniques of hand 

marking which is the hammer and the punch, which is quite a skilful job because it means 

you’re hallmarking individual pieces rather than mass produced items in the thousands. Mm, 

it was… And a job where you had to stop and think before you picked up your hallmarking 

punches because A:- you’d got to get the hallmarking punches in the correct order and B:- 
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you’ve got to get them in a straight line, which was quite difficult to do when you’re only 

learning. But of course, with all the training and the help I was given I quickly picked that up.  

Eventually I progressed on to what we, we called the Foreign Department working with Roy 

Smith and I more or less began hallmarking after years of training delicate items, very 

expensive items, diamond studded items, enamelled items, highly finished items using special 

punches because of the delicacy of some of these. It was a most interesting department to 

work in. Every item was different rather than the mass produced items but it was an area 

which I think out of all the hallmarking areas that I went through the foreign and imported 

hallmarking was the most interesting and I shall remember that I think more than the rest of 

the hallmarking, which goes in to oblivion because you hallmark that many thousands of 

items but that particular section with the individual pieces stands out in my mind.  

 

HL: Where did the pieces come from?  

 

AM: Oh they came from, they came from all over the world when imports started coming in 

to the office. They came from Italy, Germany, China, everywhere you can think of. And on 

top of that the public were bringing in their special pieces after advertisements in the paper 

they wanted their items checked and hallmarked. So along with the importers sending work 

in we were also hallmarking individual pieces brought in by the general public which of 

course, needed extreme care because one slip by a hallmarker and a piece could be ruined. So 

it was an extremely careful hallmarking process which we had to do. Mm, but yes, it was 

extremely interesting.  

And one of the things which I found extremely useful having had commercial artistic 

experience was the Assay Master, Hamil Westwood, sent for me one day and said “I hear that 

you’ve got great artistic ability?” And I said “Well, yes, I did go through art school and the 

art studio.” And he said “Would you be interested in doing advertisements for the Assay 

Office as we would like to advertise what we do here?” So I said “Yes.”  

So he fitted me up with a small studio and, mm, I was given drawing boards, pens, paper, 

everything else I needed and designed some advertisements which went in to the local and 

national papers advertising the hallmarks for the Birmingham Assay Office. And I was quite 

pleased that I was able with my artistic ability to be able to help the office out with 

advertising. And during my time in the Hallmarking Department I, I was also asked if I could 

use my artistic ability to draw and produce a complete information pack on the hallmarks of 
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all the Assay Offices in this country. This was a huge task because we decided and found out 

[00:15] the hallmarking booklets at the time with some of the date letters which were being 

printed were, were not authentic, they were using a printer’s standard typeface, which 

vaguely resembled the date letter of that period but it wasn’t accurate. So I was given the task 

of researching all the date letters, drawing each one individually, which was going to be used 

eventually when it was all completed for further publications, and, and so I think that’s what 

happened. But it took a long, long time researching each letter, drawing each letter, there 

were hundreds and hundreds of them as you can imagine. And, but it was something different 

to do here. I was working on my own in my own studio. 

 

HL: Aged how old?  

 

AM: Pardon?  

 

HL: Aged how old?  

 

AM: Then I was probably mid twenties I would think then, yes. But yes, it was certainly 

useful being able to help the office in this way and...  

 

HL: Can you remember all the other offices, what, where were they?  

 

AM: The other offices? Well, there was Sheffield Assay Office, Edinburgh Assay Office and 

London Assay Office. And I had a lot to do with the London Assay Office, we, we had visits 

down to the London Assay Office at Goldsmith’s Hall and two or three of us went down on 

visits two or three times and meet our colleagues in, in London. And we had quite a pleasant 

time at the London Assay Office, they entertained us and it was, it was very interesting to see 

how another Assay Office operates.  

 

HL: How did it compare?  

 

AM: I found the London Assay Office, obviously it certainly wasn’t as big as the 

Birmingham Assay Office, the London Assay Office is part of Goldsmiths’ Hall. It appears to 

be in corridor form with rooms leading off rather than a separate building like Birmingham is. 
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It certainly at the time wasn’t producing the amount that Birmingham was producing. 

However, it was, it was different. They had completely different types of machinery for their, 

their hallmarking. A continual press method was used by which the presses are not manually 

operated they are continually operated by, by electric motor. So you would put your item in 

for hallmarking and it comes down and it goes back up automatically and you put your next 

one in and it comes down and goes back continually. You’ve just got to make sure doing that 

that you’ve got it in the right place at the right time. We didn’t attempt to use that method at 

Birmingham.  

 

HL: Why not?  

 

AM: I think because the methods we were using were, were satisfactory for the type of 

hallmarking we were doing. The type of hallmark punches that London were using as well 

particularly for their, their rings were a completely type, different type of punch to what we 

were using at Birmingham. So there were a lot of differences although we were all doing the 

same job. And, mm, I did come back from the London Assay Office with a few ideas of how 

we could improve things tooling wise, which I came back with and drew some designs based 

on the London type of item and put it to the toolmaker at the Birmingham Assay Office who 

was Billy Turner, he was an extremely skilful man and he made some equipment from my 

designs which I’d seen at London, based on the London designs which proved extremely 

useful at Birmingham. So those were put in to use. So it was really worth the trips down to 

the London Assay Office to get some ideas to bring back to Birmingham.  

 

HL: Tell me more about who went down to London and whose idea it was?  

 

AM: It was the idea of Hamil Westwood, the Assay Master, to send three of us in supervisory 

positions down to the London Assay Office [00:20] in conjunction with the London Assay 

Master. And so we went down by train from New Street Station and, mm, found our way to 

The Goldsmiths’ Hall and we were greeted by one of their supervisors who took us round the 

office and showed us round all the workings of the office and taken out for lunch, as we did 

in those days. But obviously we reciprocated that when the staff from the London Assay 

Office wanted to visit Birmingham so we of course, we entertained the London Assay staff. 



                                                                                                         17.  ALAN MORRIS 

7	  

	  

We, we showed them round this office. I think they picked up a few ideas to help them, the 

same as we’d picked up a few ideas from them to help us. So it worked very well.  

 

HL: So you weren’t rivals then?  

 

AM: We were let’s put it this way, I think all the Assay Offices were friendly rivals. We were 

all competing for a hundred per cent pots of work if that makes sense. So each Assay Office 

had its own customer base but of course, Birmingham at the time and in years to come grew 

to be the largest Assay Office in this country if not in the world and… But yes, different 

Assay Offices had their own local customers and of course, each Assay Office had its own 

importers. So I can well remember Sheffield Assay Office were our biggest concern because 

they had a van in those days which used to come round the Birmingham Jewellery Quarter 

taking business which technically should have been coming to the Birmingham Assay Office. 

They used to try and undercut the Birmingham Assay Office on prices and delivery, which in 

some instances they managed to do so we did lose custom. However fighting back we used to 

get those customers back again with the same promise undercutting the prices and using the 

quicker delivery as a, as an incentive to get them back again. So yes, but Sheffield was our 

biggest rival so we, we did do battle with them a few times. London and Edinburgh were fine, 

we didn’t have any bother with them.  

 

HL: You mentioned that you were chosen to go down to London because you were in a 

supervisory role, can you tell me about that?  

 

AM: Yes. The supervisory, supervisory role I was involved in at the Assay Office was the, 

the fact that I mentioned earlier about the Foreign Department hallmarking imported wares 

and wares brought in from the general public. Roy Smith and myself were in charge of this 

department but then Roy Smith was promoted to the Hallmarking Manager when Tom 

Bedford retired, which meant that I had a, a promotion to a supervisor over the Foreign 

Department by which time this was growing quite considerably and we needed to take on 

more staff to man it. So I was then in a supervisory position to, to be able to go to the London 

Assay Office and, mm, and visit along with other supervisors.  

 

HL: And you were still in your twenties?  
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AM: Yes, I was in my late twenties then, yes. And I loved the, the supervisory position. The, 

it was the, the responsibility I enjoyed of the being in charge of a staff and in being in charge 

of a staff doing such important and interesting and intricate work.  

 

HL: How many staff were there in the Foreign Department during the 1960s?  

 

AM: I would think looking back we probably had, because imports were growing, a staff of 

about myself as supervisor and there’s probably perhaps about a dozen. There were, the 

specialist hallmarkers with the hammer and punch doing intricate one off pieces and some 

young ladies then were doing the machine work hallmarking imported chains, bracelets, 

watches et cetera. So overall I should think we, we had, probably had a staff of about a dozen 

on the Foreign Department in those days. [00:25] 

 

HL: And was it at the same time in the 1960s that you were doing the artistic work of 

devising the adverts and registering the hallmarks?  

 

AM: Yes, it was. It was, I was kept extremely busy. I was, I was supervising the Foreign 

Imported Department. At the same time I was having to come upstairs to my studio which 

had been set up for me to do the artistic side and advertising side for the Assay Office. 

Leaving that, going back down to the Hallmarking Department to check everything was 

running okay down there and coming back up doing some more artistic and advertising work 

and this is how I was going for several weeks till the art work was all completed but loved 

every minute of it and...  

 

HL: Paid extra?  

 

AM: No, didn’t get paid any extra. No, it was, it was just a pleasure to do it for the office and 

I enjoyed doing it. So, well they didn’t pay me any extra, no.  

 

HL: So they got their advertisements on the cheap?  
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AM: They, well, they did, yes. Because if they’d had to paid to go to an advertising studio or 

a commercial artist to do what I was doing it probably would have cost the office a small 

fortune. But it didn’t bother me, I didn’t even consider it getting paid any extra.  

 

HL: How did people react to having somebody in charge of their department who was only in 

their twenties?  

 

AM: Well, I think they reacted quite well because as far as I was concerned I was, I was quite 

a popular chap and, and I think when the chance came to take on a promotion I remember 

getting a lot of support and people saying how pleased they were and that they would like to 

work for me. I don’t ever remember anybody saying no, they didn’t want to work for me. 

Even Mary Edkins who was there my, my supervisor when I started and Ruby Brommell who 

was the Gold Super. When I started, mm, both congratulated me and said how wonderful to 

have me as a supervisor. So I thought ‘Well, coming from them two’, I thought ‘well, that’s 

fine’. And, and the job worked out very well and I enjoyed the responsibility but I didn’t have 

any backlash at all from, for being a young supervisor. But it was, it was just a nice job to do 

at the Assay Office and I enjoyed it very much.  

 

HL: Was there any social life in the 1960s?  

 

AM: Yes, there was. I remember when I first started one of the things that amazed me about 

the Assay Office was the fact that we had a recreation area in the basement and we had a bar 

serving alcoholic drinks in the lunchtime, mm, this astounded me, the fact that I’d come from 

a small art studio to a company where not only was the recreation room but there was a bar 

serving drinks, crisps and, and salted peanuts to have while you’re having your lunch break. 

And we used to have I, I recall we had a record player in the recreation room and we all paid 

sixpence a week in those days and when we got enough money we bought a record and which 

we used to play in the lunch hour. Some of us used to get up and have a little dance and some 

of us didn’t, but it was, it was so pleasant to have something to do in your lunch hour. And as 

well as the recreation room downstairs on the same level as the Hallmarking Department was 

a large room with two table tennis tables in, and that was something else we could do in our 

lunch break we could go and play table tennis. They were full sized tables with all the 

equipment and eventually four of us who seemed to be quite good at it formed a table tennis 
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team. We joined a league and we used to go out and play other teams on away matches and 

the other teams came to us to play home matches. The, I remember the two best away match 

venues that we, we enjoyed going to for obvious reasons was Cadbury’s and Mitchells & 

Butlers, only for the simple reason that their refreshments were second to none, [00:30] and 

when the teams came here to play they just got a cup of tea and a biscuit so you could see the 

difference. And, mm, but we did very well in our, in our league, we won quite a few matches. 

Terry Billington was my doubles partner. Ronnie Hodges was in the team and Christine 

Harwood was in the team and there were four of us and Jack Hall, who was quite an elderly 

silver hallmarker, at the time had a Morris Minor van and then we all used to pile in to his 

Morris Minor van and he used to take us to the away matches. And having mentioned Jack 

Hall. Jack Hall was shall we say in charge of the social committee and we used to have 

annual dinner dances and we used to go with Jack Hall in his Morris Minor van to various 

venues to see if they’d be suitable for our dinner dances and, and we sometimes used to have 

at a hotel or a pub in, in those days. But yes, we did have a good social life even in the ‘60s.  

 

HL: Hamil Westwood was the Assay Master throughout this time. Have you any memories of 

him?  

 

AM: The memories I have of Hamil Westwood on a personal basis because I found him an 

extremely nice gentleman and he helped me a lot during my time at the Assay Office. Not 

only did he, he give me the job at the beginning on a permanent basis but he also helped me 

to get my mortgage to get my house. In those days in the 1960s I remember that pay rises 

were not only few and far between but everybody seemed to get a different amount in their 

pay packet when there was a rise and you could see staff running from one to another saying 

“How much have you got?”, “I’ve got ten shillings, how much have you got?”, “I’ve only got 

five shillings.” “How much have you got?”, “I’ve got a pound.” And you could never 

understand why different people had different amounts of pay rise. Anyway when it came 

time for me to get a mortgage, we got married in 1964, I went to the building society with 

my, my future wife to apply for a mortgage and they told me that I needed, I hadn’t earned 

enough to get a mortgage I needed another pound, which in those days was quite a lot of 

money, so I couldn’t have my mortgage.  

Anyway I went back to the Assay Office a bit dejected as we got the chance of buying a 

brand new house. And I mentioned to Doris James that I’d had this, this, I’d got this problem, 



                                                                                                         17.  ALAN MORRIS 

11	  

	  

I needed another pound. So she said “Leave it with me I’ll see what I can do.” So she went in 

to Hamil Westwood, obviously told him I needed another pound, bearing in mind we’d only 

just had pay rises and he sent for me and I went in and he said “I believe you have had 

trouble getting a mortgage?” And I said “Yes, I needed to be earning another pound to get my 

mortgage.” And he said “Well”, he said “The Assay Office”, he said “Should surely not, not 

see you get your mortgage to buy your new house”, he said “I will give you your pound now 

and your, in your packet so you can go and tell the building society you can now have your 

mortgage and I will write to confirm that is what you will be earning”, he said, but he said, 

jokingly he said “But don’t expect this pound in your next pay rise’, he said “You’re having it 

now in advance to get your mortgage.” So I was extremely grateful to him that not only had 

he given me the job but he’d also helped me to get the mortgage by giving me an extra 

pound, which incidentally I was told to keep it to myself and not to let anybody else know, so 

that’s what I did. 

 

HL: And what happened with the next pay rise?  

 

AM: The next pay rise I didn’t get anything, I’d already got it. [Laughter]  

 

HL: Any other memories of Hamil Westwood?  

 

AM: Yes. I, unfortunately, [00:35] my last memories of Hamil Westwood was when he left 

the Assay Office, and for a man who’d loved the Assay Office so much and his whole, whole 

family had been involved with the Assay Office over the years, there’d always been a 

Westwood for many years as Assay Master he was the last one in line. Mm, he had to leave 

the Assay Office and unfortunately we don’t know what happened but he turned, turned 

against the Assay Office and we, we used to get nasty letters in the local paper decrying the 

Assay Office from him and nobody could understand why he had suddenly turned against the 

Assay Office. We can only assume that he was told he’d got to retire at retirement age and 

couldn’t carry on any longer as Assay Master. Incidentally we found out that he’d been 

courting, if that was the word in those days Edna Parfitt who was the, the Chain Section 

Supervisor and we didn’t know this was going on although we’d heard rumours. But in the 

end, they got married. Hamil Westwood had divorced his wife previously, married Edna 

Parfitt and I believe they moved to Dunster and opened an antique shop in Dunster. That was 



                                                                                                         17.  ALAN MORRIS 

12	  

	  

really all I can remember about Hamil Westwood, other than the fact as an Assay Master you 

rarely ever saw him in the Assay Office. The only time you ever saw Hamil Westwood was 

when an extremely important visitor came round such as the Lord Mayor or lord this or lady 

that then he would walk round with them. Other than that you never saw him in the Assay 

Office.  

 

HL: Let’s move on to the 1970s. What was the Hallmarking Department like then? 

 

AM: In the 1970s the, the Hallmark Department at Birmingham was getting extremely busy 

and we were having to take on quite a few more staff. And at that time I became deputy staff 

foreman to Roy Smith who was now staff foreman because Tom Bedford had now retired. I 

think Tom Bedford was in his seventies or eighties when he retired but nevertheless Roy 

Smith was appointed staff foreman over the Hallmarks Department, that was the title in those 

days because we were salaried and not waged, and I was appointed deputy staff 

foreman/training officer. And my job then was to deputise obviously for the staff foreman in 

his absence or holidays. To take over the running of the department as well as doing training, 

which meant I was training hallmarkers from the day they started up till the, the highly skilful 

jobs which were in the, more or less in the Foreign and Import Departments. And that was 

very interesting to see the progress from a new starter, which I’d been years before, and being 

able to train them up to the, a top flight hallmarker. And, but the deputy job was, as I say, in 

charge of the department in the absence of the staff foreman, the same responsibilities and, 

but mostly when he was on the floor my job was training. And by now we were, we were 

having quite a large staff mainly because the huge amount of imports which were starting to 

flood in to the office were becoming more and more and more and obviously then we needed 

more and more staff. 

Most of the machinery which I‘d been trained on was hand presses, which were specially 

adapted for hallmarking purposes by the toolmaker and engineer Billy Turner. Every machine 

had to be stripped, reset, retooled for hallmarking. I can remember the, the day when we 

decided to introduce hydraulic presses for hallmarking. So we had a line of these things, I 

think there were about eight [00:40] hydraulic presses which meant that these were foot 

operated which gave you two hands free which was extremely useful to, to be able to control 

an item with two hands instead of one, and these were controlled by pressure from the foot. 

Now these proved extremely useful, not only that you had two hands free to control an item 
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for hallmarking but the fact that you could mark a large batch with these a lot quicker than 

you could with the hand press and, mm, they proved extremely, extremely useful. The only 

problem was it was my job to train on them and nobody had trained me on them so I had a 

learning curve in having to tool and set these hydraulics up and learn how to operate them, 

learn how to set them up with the various types of items for hallmarking to be able to train 

the staff to use them as well as I could.  

The problem with hydraulic presses we found out was in the setting up you’d put your 

hallmarking punch in the hydraulic press and your support tool underneath to, to support the 

item you’re hallmarking but unfortunately if you coughed and sneezed and pick up your foot 

on the pedal the damned thing came down, there was a loud bang which wrote off the 

hallmarking punch which cost hundreds of pounds and ruined the support tool that Billy 

Turner had probably just made and took ages to make it. And unfortunately this happened 

quite a few times in the, in the early days while people were getting used to setting these 

machines up. But eventually everyone got used to them and they, they did become a great 

asset to the Assay Office. At the same time as that proved useful a smaller type of pneumatic 

press was introduced which was the same type of operation but much smaller and which was, 

obviously pneumatics operated those rather than hydraulics and these were a much lighter 

press which were absolutely ideal for small lightweight items such as ear-rings and tiny 

pendants et cetera. So I had to learn how to use those before I could teach people how to use 

them. But it was all very interesting and that was one of the major changes in, in the 

Hallmarking Department bringing in more automated ways of hallmarking.  

 

HL: You mentioned that when you started everything was set up for you, you didn’t do any 

setting up. Can you explain the importance of setting up?  

 

AM: The importance of setting up I would say was probably the most important part of 

hallmarking. The type of hallmarking which was carried out by hammer and punch was a 

completely separate thing altogether, that was entirely different way of hallmarking which 

didn’t involve setting up but involved extreme care and accuracy. The setting up of a machine 

whether it hydraulic, pneumatic, hand press or whatever type of machinery was used had to 

be absolutely exact and spot on. If you can imagine a tiny ear-ring stem or wire or post 

whichever the terminology was used on an ear-ring we had to set up a hallmark punch which 

probably only measured point five of a millimetre. So you can imagine very, very tiny, hardly 
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readable with the naked eye. To hallmark on top of an ear-ring post the accuracy had to be 

absolutely spot on, the depth of the hallmark had to be absolutely spot on. So if the 

hallmarker setting up put slightly too much pressure, shall we use an ear-ring post as an 

example, slightly too much pressure on an ear-ring post then the ear-ring post would spread a 

fraction thus not enabling the butterfly or the clip to slide on to the ear-ring post. Having said 

that if the hallmarker set up the hallmark on the ear-ring post too lightly so as not to distort 

[00:45] the ear-ring post then when the customer got the ear-rings back and polished them the 

hallmark would be polished out. So it was a very, very fine dividing line between getting it 

right and getting it wrong and accuracy was absolutely paramount. But not just ear-rings, 

everything was hallmarked and the setting up was absolutely a hundred per cent important. If 

you can imagine as well a very thin shank on a ring, perhaps just a thickness of a wire which 

we used to get a lot of. If you can imagine the hallmark being too, too deep then the sides of 

the shank on the ring would bulge out from the depth of the hallmark. Obviously then the 

customer wouldn’t be too pleased because he would have to shave off the bulges thus losing 

gold from the weights of the item. So again the setting up to get the depth of hallmark just 

right so it wasn’t too light to be polished out, not too heavy to distort was absolutely 

paramount.  

 

HL: You clearly picked up these skills very quickly in your twenties. As a trainer how did you 

find the abilities of people to pick up the skills?  

 

AM: Some people, I think I picked it up very quickly because of my artistic ability in being 

accurate with detailed drawings et cetera in the art studio, in the art school which helped a lot 

with hallmarking. And, but some people when they first started the Assay Office it, we had to 

have a lot of patience with them before they could master the, the not only the hallmarking 

but letting them loose on the actual setting up on their own. Unfortunately, mm, I remember 

that a few people over the years didn’t make it and often, and we unfortunately had to say 

goodbye to them because they were too nervous they couldn’t handle the articles because of 

the value of them and, mm, we just unfortunately just could not keep them on in the 

Hallmarking Department.  

 

HL: Any other memories from the 1970s?  
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AM: Oh, one memory that comes to mind was the, the industrial action taken by various 

members of the staff at the Assay Office who had joined The National Union of Gold, Silver 

and Allied Trades, perhaps quite rightly they decided that wages weren’t as they should be 

and some of the Victorian attitudes at the Assay Office perhaps needed adjusting shall we 

say.  

 

HL: What sort of attitudes?  

 

AM: I think the, the attitudes from senior management for one. I can’t really remember what, 

not, because I was not in the union so I can’t really speak on their behalf, all I know was that 

the union were called out on strike and several of us who were not in the union decided to 

form a company, not a company but an association called The National Association of 

Hallmarking Employees. So the idea was that while most of the staff were out on strike we 

kept the Assay Office running inside by accepting customers’ work, although obviously there 

are  only a few of us working inside and so customers did have to wait quite some 

considerable time to get their work back. And sadly we did lose quite a few of our major 

customers to other Assay Offices until the industrial action had finished and they returned to 

us, which was a good thing. But, mm, it was not a pleasant time for the Assay Office and, 

mm, but eventually I think it probably did some good in I think wages were sorted, conditions 

were improved and so it, as I say, it probably in the long run it was, it was worth them taking 

some sort of action to improve conditions and pay. [00:50] 

Once the industrial action was over at the Assay Office pay and conditions were looked at, 

and as regards pay where years before we’d been having pay rises ten shillings in one packet, 

a pound in another, two and six in another and so on and so forth it was decided that we 

would do a pay structure based on gradings. So a grading system was introduced and there 

were several grades ranging from Grade A up to Grade F. Grade A was the simplest of 

hallmarking tasks which after six months you took a small test which was examined by either 

the staff foreman or myself and if the person had passed they were put through for a pay rise 

for that grade. Everybody got the same if they were on that grade. If they didn’t pass the test, 

and not everybody did, they were sent back to retake it. Unfortunately if they didn’t pass the 

tests and they couldn’t make the grades we had, we probably had to say goodbye to them. 

And then of course, from Grade A you went to Grade B, C, D, E and F was the final grade, 

which meant you were a comprehensive hallmarker as we were, as it was termed in those 
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days. And a comprehensive marker meant you could hallmark every type of item that came in 

for hallmarking. On top of that you were a skilled hand marker. If you couldn’t do all of those 

types of hallmarking then you, and you couldn’t do the hand marking or master hand marking 

with a hammer and punch then you were stuck on Grade E. But Grade F was the top of the 

grades and paid accordingly. So each grade had its own level of pay up to Grade F which was 

the top grade.  

 

HL: What changes took place in the kinds of jewellery during the 1970s?  

 

AM: As I remember the changes that took place with jewellery coming in to the Assay Office 

for hallmarking were mainly now huge batches of imported wares, which perhaps eighty per 

cent now consisted of fine chain, necklet chain, bracelets mostly coming from Italy. And, but 

on top of that we were getting a lot of other importers sending work in. I remember thousands 

of silver bracelets with a black and yellow enamelling coming in to the Assay Office from a 

company called D P Graham. This caused the enamel on, this calls for extreme care with 

hallmarking as each link on the bracelet had this black and yellow enamelling on the front 

and the slightest bit of pressure on the back to take the hallmark cracked the enamel so we 

had to introduce a type of hallmarking punch which would alleviate that happening. So an 

outline punch or cutting in punch was designed. This was a hallmark punch in fine outline 

which cut in to the metal rather made an impression as a struck mark and this was designed 

for this type of work and this proved extremely useful and also satisfactory that it was so, 

such a light application with the punch that you didn’t need any pressure. So the fear of 

cracking enamel et cetera on, on those or any other enamel piece was alleviated.  

 

HL: What was the social life like in the 1970s?  

 

AM: The social life was still going on in the recreation room downstairs and we were still 

playing table tennis in the leagues and doing extremely well. Also we developed a friendship 

with the London Assay Office in those days and we often organised inter Assay Office 

cricket matches and football matches which proved extremely helpful in, in securing this 

friendship with the London Assay Office. Even the ladies formed a football team and played 

the ladies from the London Assay Office [00:55] and we, we spent many, many happy days 

watching football and cricket matches between the two offices usually followed by a 
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barbecue. I remember though unfortunately it was a home match this end. We played, we’d 

played a game of I think it was cricket and we’d ordered a company to come and do a 

barbecue, a chicken barbecue after the match which we were all looking forward to, but when 

we came to, to eat the chicken unfortunately they hadn’t cooked it properly and it was all 

undercooked and the whole lot had to be scrapped because we couldn’t possibly eat it it 

would be too dangerous. The London people were not too happy for that because [Laughter] 

we had nothing to eat after the match but...  

 

HL: Where did the matches take place?  

 

AM: They, they took place locally, in local parks usually. We, we’d booked a pitch or a 

cricket pitch or a football pitch to play the matches on and, but it was all local this end. In 

London end it was all parks and, and or recreation areas in the London area.  

 

HL: What are your memories of the 1980s?  

 

AM: First memory of the 1980s was yet another industrial action. And this one unfortunately 

was nothing to do with pay and conditions. As I remember we employed a personnel manager 

who took on a lot of extra staff permanently at the Assay Office mostly to hallmark thousands 

and thousands and thousands of silver ingots which had been sent in or for the Queen’s Silver 

Jubilee. And we needed the extra staff but unfortunately he made the mistake of employing 

them on a permanent basis, so consequently as soon as these ingots ceased to come in to the 

Assay Office, and it ceased very quickly, we had all these surplus staff which we really didn’t 

know what to do with because there wasn’t a job for them, they should have been on a 

temporary basis but they weren’t they were on a permanent basis. So consequently they’d 

joined the union. In those days I think it was a closed shop, they joined the union and then the 

union went out on strike because obviously they had to be dismissed, there was, there was no  

need for them any more, they were surplus to requirements unfortunately. And of course, the 

union members here had to go out on strike because they were union members and they, they 

wanted to support them. This strike unfortunately was down, as I recall, purely for the sack, 

the sake of the personnel manager taking these people on on a permanent basis which he 

should not have done and, and that is what caused the, the second industrial action here.  
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HL: What are your memories of the strike?  

 

AM: Memories of the strike were exactly as the one earlier. Several of us who were not in the 

union carried on working in the office to keep the work flowing through while everybody 

else was out on the pavement on strike. But luckily I don’t think that strike lasted as first, as 

long as the first one and we just had to say goodbye to those staff. A negotiation was, was 

reached and they had to go, but it was unfortunate that they were just taken on on a 

permanent basis in the first place for what was just a temporary job.  

 

HL: What were staff relations like after the strike?  

 

AM: As far as I remember staff relations after the strike, after both strikes, mm, when the 

union members returned after the strikes were called off and they came back in to the office 

to work with non union members or members of staff who’d kept the office going while they 

were all out on strike so they would have a job to come back to after the strike it was quite 

cool. Some people were speaking to people, some were not speaking to people. Great friends 

were not speaking to each other who’d been friends for years because one was a union 

member whilst one was not a union member. [01:00] It wasn’t pleasant for the first few 

weeks but gradually over a period of time things got back to normal and everybody started 

getting on again with each other, I think they realised of course, they’d got to. And, and since 

then there’s been no more industrial actions. Unfortunately with the second strike there 

shouldn’t have been one in the first place had things been done properly but unfortunately 

they weren’t so… But yes, the, the atmosphere on return was not, was not good but we got 

through it and everybody started speaking to each other after a week or two.  

 

In 1982 I applied to be Hallmarking Manager because Roy Smith had moved on to the 

position of Customer Liaison Manager and I took over the Hallmarking Manager’s duties, 

which involved of course, being in charge of the whole of the Hallmarking Department. I’d 

now got a staff of approximately sixty, seventy hallmarkers in those days, supervisors under 

me and a Deputy Manager who was Terry Billington. So having sixty or seventy staff under 

you became a huge challenge. I was used to being deputy and not having full responsibility 

but of course, when you’ve got full responsibility this is another thing altogether. And, mm, 

luckily by this time we were all good friends together. I’d a lovely staff who I respected 
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greatly and I think they respected me, they were, everyone was pleased I got the position. 

And I was Hallmarking Manager for approximately eight years and loved every minute of it. 

It was hard, it was hard work organising all the different holidays and having to deal with 

sickness in various sections and, and, and all this sort of thing but you got round it. And, and 

of course, by this time computers had been introduced in to the office and each parcel then 

was numbered and computerised so it could be tracked round the office whereas the old 

system everybody had to write everything down on a piece of paper and, and that it was 

checked off the paperwork. But of course, with computers it was, life became much more 

easy. Parcels could be checked, we knew where the parcels were, whether they were 

hallmarked, whether they were waiting to be hallmarked et cetera, et cetera. And of course, 

what was making life easier now as regards the Hallmarking Department. Going back to 

when I very first started every morning before we could start work in the Hallmarking 

Department we had to carry up all the work for hallmarking out of the ground floor basement 

vault which the men had to do, ladies didn’t get involved with this we had to carry it all up 

and at the end of the day we had to carry it all down again. So in the Hallmarking Department 

we devised a room at the end of the Hallmarking Department which became a vault on our 

floor and all the work at the end of the day was put on to trolleys and just wheeled in and 

wheeled out it, which was absolutely wonderful. And, but yes, the actual job of Hallmarking 

Manager was extremely interesting I loved every minute of it. And if I had my time over 

again and somebody asked me if I would like to be Hallmarking Manager I’d say “Yes, 

definitely.”  

 

HL: What do you remember about the introduction of computers?  

 

AM: I remember we were told we were going to be computerised for monitoring the work 

round the Assay Office and, mm, and so a computer was set up on each floor, in each 

department. We had to go on a training programme to learn. As computers were new to 

everybody then we had to go on a training programme to learn how to operate these 

computers. And then as Hallmarking Manager after I’d learnt how to operate the computer it 

was my job then to train the staff how to operate the computer. And it was, eventually it 

became [01:05] so useful to be able to monitor the work, whether it was still on the 

Hallmarking Department, whether it had been hallmarked, whether it was waiting for a 

certain area to complete the hallmarking. And, mm, each parcel that came round the Assay 
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Office was given a unique number which was put in to the computer system right at the very 

beginning and you could call up this number and find out where the parcel was. Whether it 

was still at assay stage, whether it was still counting and weighing stage, whether we had 

received it in the Hallmarking Department and whether it had been hallmarked and it had left 

the Hallmarking Department. So if a customer phoned up wanting to know how his parcel 

was doing we simply had to enter the parcel number in to the computer and it would tell us 

instantly where the parcel was, which alleviated all the running around “Where’s this, 

where’s that, where’s the other?” It was, it was an absolute wonderful addition to the Assay 

Office.  

 

HL: How did you all find acquiring computer skills?  

 

AM: Some found it easy, some found it difficult. As far as the, the hall markers themselves 

were concerned it wasn’t difficult because they virtually had to enter numbers in to the 

computer and, mm, or call up numbers. The difficult bit was for me and the supervisors to 

understand the whole works of the computer system and, but eventually that, that became 

easy and life was made much easier with the computer. Of course, it was like any computer 

system if it went down we were in a mess because we didn’t know any, where anything was. 

It, it could have been stuck in the Marking Department, stuck on, stuck on the assay floor, we 

hadn’t got a clue because there was no paperwork to back it up, which of course, eventually 

as a back up system for the sake of the jewellery trade we had to do two systems, computer 

system and paperwork system so at least we’ve got something to go on when the computer’s 

crashed.    

 

HL: What are your memories of Assay Masters during the 1980s?  

 

AM: [Pause] My memories of Assay Masters? I worked for, under the direction of four Assay 

Masters, Hamil Westwood being the first when I first started. Stanley Beechey who was his 

Deputy Assay Master became Assay Master. And, we did have and we did try a Director 

Francis Maughan. He was an ex-Army military person and he hadn’t got a clue unfortunately 

about the work of an assay office but we employed him as Director, which I don’t think went 

down very well and it didn’t work very well in my opinion, we needed someone who was 

familiar with the jewellery trade and knew about the workings of an assay office. Stanley 
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Beechey was in the lab and he worked in the lab when I started at the Assay Office and he 

eventually became Assay Master. I got on very well with Stanley Beechey. I do recall he did 

have quite a temper and if something went wrong and you went in to see him you certainly 

knew about it, he, he did go quite red in the face when he was having a go at you. But he, but 

he was a very nice person to work for. He was followed by Bernard Ward.  

Now Bernard Ward I remember he, when I was Hallmarking Manager he and a few other 

people who were after the Assay Master job were shown round the Assay Office. And I 

remember when they came round the Hallmarking Department, including Bernard Ward who 

I didn’t know at the time, and everyone except Bernard Ward came up and spoke to the hall 

markers and had quite a little chat and a laugh and a joke and we thought what lovely people. 

But the only person who didn’t was Bernard Ward and everybody in the Hallmarking 

Department said “Blimey, I hope we don’t get him”, and, but as it happens [01:10] we did get 

him and he was an absolute gem, that man transformed the Assay Office. Everybody 

worshipped the ground he walked on. He did a huge amount for the Assay Office in 

transforming not just the attitudes of the staff but also transforming the building in, 

particularly in the, in the social area and he, he did so much for the Assay Office and we 

absolutely held him in high regard.  

 

HL: What changes did he make to the building?  

 

AM: When he first started he obviously looked around and thought “We can do a lot better 

than this with this building.” And he, we had an open yard at the, right in the basement. He 

transformed that together with the other part of the recreation room, he joined them both 

together and we had this wonderful recreation room downstairs. He, mm, he loved the social 

life, he loved the Christmas events that the Assay Office used to put on. The staff used to do 

pantomimes, we had dinner dances and we had a wonderful time under Bernard Ward. And 

he attended our parties, he joined in and he, he did a lot for me in, in helping me with 

promotions that came at a later date. And we, outside of the Assay Office, he lived in Solihull 

the same as myself, and him and his wife Margaret we used to meet socially in, in Solihull, 

we went for coffees together and became great friends. And unfortunately he went down with 

his terrible Alzheimer’s towards the end and he had to leave the office. We were all so 

saddened when that happened to him such a wonderful gentleman.  
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HL: Why did people worship the ground he walked on?  

 

AM: Because he was, he was, he was so fair and considerate to the staff and the way he’d 

transformed the office and to help the staff and make life easier for them and he, he was shall 

we say the one person if we could have picked any person to be Assay Master, we would 

have picked him. He was such a caring type of person and, you couldn’t have wished for a 

better person.  

 

HL: What about the work of the Assay Office during Bernard Ward’s time?  

 

AM: During Bernard Ward’s time as Assay Master we saw a huge increase in the work 

coming in to the Assay Office. Because of his contacts outside of the office, which he had 

been involved in before he started as Assay Master he was able to get those companies to 

send their work to the Assay Office, which huge, hugely increased our volumes. So much so 

that we found ourselves doing a considerable amount of overtime, earning a lot of money in 

overtime, earning money in bonuses and all because of his input in to the Assay Office as 

regards people that he knew. Incidentally he, he did get awarded the OBE for his services to 

the jewellery trade before he retired from the Assay Office.  

 

HL: What are your memories of the 1990s?  

 

AM: My memories of the 1990s was the fact now that imports were forming such a huge part 

of the work coming in to the Assay Office that Bernard Ward, Assay Master, wanted to set up 

a separate department entirely to deal with the input and throughput and output of the import 

wares. Having done eight years as Hallmarking Manager he approached me as to whether I 

would be willing to take on the job of overseeing this department, to which I replied well, 

would I be doing this on my own or would somebody doing this job with me? [01:15] He 

said the, he’d approached the senior lab technician if he would be interested in doing it 

together with me.  

 

HL: Yes.  
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AM: To which the lab technician had said yes, he would, and, and I said to him “Well, I’m 

enjoying the job of Hallmarking Manager that much. I think I might be a bit reluctant to take 

on a completely different role which is nothing to do with what I’m used to.” And he said 

“Well, I would love you to do the job, I think you’re the man for it.” And I said “Well, my 

problem would be if I didn’t enjoy it and I didn’t like it where do I stand as coming back to 

the Hallmarking Manager?” He said “Well, unfortunately”, he said “You wouldn’t be able to 

become back as Hallmarking Manager because we would have to reappoint a new 

Hallmarking Manager”, he said “So it would be up to you if you wanted to and agreed to do it 

that would be your job to make a success of it.” So I thought about it and I thought “Yes, 

okay then I’ll give it a go.”  

So the department was set up in offices which used to be used by the clerical staff and 

accountancy and we, we set this department up. We had to get a separate staff to operate it so 

probably about eleven people, twelve people in this department and the senior lab technician 

and myself had to get the ball rolling, had to work out how we could do it, what we could do 

and what needed to be done, all the paperwork, the computerisation of it et cetera, et cetera, 

et cetera. And gradually it, it all fell in to place and we started dealing with major importers 

directly who used to come to the Assay Office. When their work arrived at the Assay Office 

they would come, open it all up, check it all, make sure everything was okay and before it 

went through our systems. And I gradually began to love this job. Shortly after I’d started 

with, mm, the lab technician he had to leave the office for various reasons which left me 

solely in charge of this department and I was Major Import Manager then for approximately 

another eight years and absolutely loved this job and I was so pleased that Bernard Ward had 

offered me this, the chance to do this job because it was a completely separate area in the 

Assay Office with a completely separate staff but not only that it was dealing with staff from 

the major importers who came in to the office and we become close friends. And every year, 

one of the major importers was The Signet Group and they used to send hundreds of 

thousands of items in and Bernard Ward every year used to organise a get-together with the 

staff from The Signet Group and we would probably go ten pin bowling with them or out for 

a meal, something different every year and it, it was a lovely time.  

 

HL: How many staff did you have in your department and what was their background?  
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AM: The staff I had, one or two of them were already employed in the Assay Office and we 

approached one or two of them as to whether they’d like to come and work with, with me in 

this department. There was no hesitation there, they jumped at it. And also we advertised for 

people to come in from outside to do this specialised job, so we interviewed quite a few 

people before selecting the ones who we thought were suitable for the job. And we only made 

one mistake with one person so he had to go, he didn’t tell us he was a drinker. [Laughter]  

 

HL: And how many did you have altogether?  

 

AM: We had altogether about twelve, fourteen staff working [01:20] in this department doing 

all the throughputs and inputs and, mm, it was, it was a very, really nice department to work 

in. And that’s another job if I got my time over again if I could have the same staff I would 

do that job again.  

 

HL: Talk about your contacts with customers throughout your career?  

 

AM: While I was Hallmarking Manager, I was on the telephone regularly to different 

customers who would ring me up with queries and problems and if I’d got any queries or 

problems with them I would ring them. So we, we formed quite a friendly association 

between the customers and myself, because the jewellery trade is one of these trades where 

everybody seems to know everybody else and, and so when I became the Customer Liaison 

Manager with Roy Smith retiring from that position I already knew most of the customers 

anyway so it fell in to place that it was, it was useful having been Hallmarking Manager to 

take on the role of Customer Liaison Manager, yes.   

 

HL: And you’d also had contact as Major Imports Manager?  

 

AM: Yes, and of course, being the, mm, Major Import Manager I’d got all the contacts with 

the, the Import Managers and their staff so it was extremely useful that it seemed to slide in 

to place that Bernard Ward wanted me as Customer Liaison Manager and, mm, and that was 

yet another job which I took on apprehensively because this now involved dealing with 

customers not just on the hallmarking side but on the legal side as well. So I had to study The 

Hallmarking Act because this was an area where one needed to know the law of the, the 
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Assay Offices so if any queries came along to do with the legal side, the law side. I was able 

to help them and answer that. Having said that being Hallmarking Manager there are 

obviously laws and rules which you have to abide to with The Hallmarking Act, but also the, 

the Assay Offices have what they call Assay Office Consents. Which means the Assay 

Offices can decide whether an item for one reason or another cannot or can be hallmarked. 

So with my knowledge of that side of it from the Hallmarking Manager side, knowing all 

about the Consents together with the knowledge of The Hallmarking Act this job became 

extremely interesting. It also took me out of the Assay Office visiting customers. They came 

to visit me with their problems and their queries. I also represented the Assay Office in 

various forms, such as manning the stand at The NEC Spring Fair every year with the other 

assay offices. Manning the stand at The Earl’s Court Jewellery Exhibition every year with the 

other assay offices and, mm, also attending several sort of gala functions et cetera with the 

Assay Master in my capacity which were involved with the jewellery organisations.  

I mean this I think was probably looking back out of all the jobs I had this was probably I 

would think the pinnacle of my career at the Assay Office in having eight years as Customer 

Liaison Manager. It also involved working with Trading Standards. Trading Standards would 

come to see me if they’d got a problem with a naughty jeweller, and likewise doing my 

rounds if I found there was a naughty jeweller doing something he shouldn’t be doing I 

would contact Trading Standards and we would pay them a visit. The one visit we paid shall 

we call them naughty jewellers, to a naughty jeweller ended up in Crown Court. I had a brief 

that the case would last for three weeks, in the end the case went on for six weeks [01:25] 

which was quite a tiring experience having to go up to Crown Court every day, sit around 

waiting to be called as an expert witness for the Assay Office and helping Trading Standards 

out. But that was a really interesting part of the job visiting jewellers who should or shouldn’t 

be doing what they should be doing.  

 

HL: What, what kinds of things should they not be doing?  

 

AM: One of the main, well there were several main reasons really. One of the failings with a 

lot of the jewellery shops particularly was not displaying the up to date Hallmarking Licence, 

though some of them had got an antiquated version which was not legal, they need to be up 

with the, the latest one. One of the other main problems was selling items which should be 

hallmarked by law but they were trying to sell them which were not hallmarked.  Another 
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reason someone reported that they thought a jeweller was selling hallmarks which had been 

cast in and not struck by the Assay Office, and this was found to be correct so they were 

hauled before the courts for casting in hallmarks, and, which was quite a naughty thing to do. 

But they all got found out in the end. But yes, the, there were, there were lots of reasons why 

jewellery companies and, and jewellery shops were breaking the law. Probably false 

descriptions, selling wares which I say were not hallmarked which should have been. We 

were, we had the power to go and purchase items to be brought back to the Assay Office for 

testing to see whether they should or shouldn’t be selling them, which we did. And, mm, I 

remember once going with a lady from the Assay Office. It was reported that a certain 

jeweller was selling engagement rings or wedding rings which were not hallmarked so I was 

asked by Trading Standards to go with a certain lady from the Assay Office posing as a 

married couple, or about to get married couple and wanting to buy a wedding ring. And, and 

of course, then we, we purchased this particular wedding ring having had a look at them, 

realised it wasn’t what it should be, brought it back to the office for further examination and, 

and then they, they suffered the consequences at the jewellery shop.  

I used to have visits from the police in my capacity. I remember a police lady coming to the 

Assay Office with a finger with a ring on it. This finger had been taken off a dead body and 

she wanted, they didn’t know how, how old the body was. So they, [Laughter] instead of 

bringing the body they, they chopped the finger off with the ring on and they took the ring off 

while, off this finger while they were at the Assay Office and they wanted to know if the ring 

was hallmarked and if it was what was the date letter on it. So I looked the information up 

that they wanted and was able to tell them the date letter on the hallmark, which they were 

extremely grateful for because then they realised, or they thought that the date letter matched 

the age of the deceased so they could roughly tell how long the person’s been dead. 

[Laughter] Just one of the sort of things which I had to do in my capacity. But it was all, it’s 

all very, very interesting.  

I remember one instance I had a call from a detective superintendent. He’d been given my 

name as the person to speak to and he told me it was highly secretive what he was going to 

tell me and not to divulge to any other person at all that they had been following two or three 

suspects from Italy who they thought were bringing a huge consignment of items to the 

Assay Office and it was all to do with money laundering. They’d been tailed unbeknownst to 

them from Italy all the way [01:30] to Birmingham. They’d got into a car at Birmingham 

Airport with this huge consignment. They’d found out that they were on their way to the 
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Assay Office where they were going to deposit it but other than that they didn’t know 

anything else. The police tailed them in various cars so that they didn’t know they were being 

tailed and they were going to deposit this work at the Assay Office. Now my job was to take 

them in to the interview room with all their work, keep them happy, [Coughs] excuse me, 

keep them happy with talking while two or three detectives came in to the front entrance of 

the Assay Office ready to arrest them, but they couldn’t arrest them until they’d handed over 

personally all this consignment of jewellery to me, which eventually, to cut a long story short, 

they did. I couldn’t even tell the staff on the front entrance what was going on it was all so 

secret. So they came in, gave me the nod and the wink who they were - the detectives - and 

these two guys came in and, and wanted to leave the work at the Assay Office in the vaults. 

And I said “Well, I’m sorry but you’ll have to fill in all the necessary paperwork”, blah, blah, 

blah, and they said “Oh we don’t want to be bothered with all that we just want to leave it.” I 

said “Well, you can’t unless you fill in all this paperwork.” Anyway I got them to fill the 

paperwork in. At that point I gave them a copy of the paperwork, they handed the work over 

to me, the detectives in the front had been watching. As soon as I’d got the work off these 

two guys detectives pounced, got them by the collar, cautioned them and waltzed them out of 

the Assay Office and that was the last I saw of them. Shortly after that detective 

superintendent phoned me up and thanked me so much for all the valuable help we’d given 

him at the Assay Office in arresting these two chaps. And I said “Well, that’s alright but what 

do I do with all this gold that they’ve, they’ve left with me?” They said “Well, just hang on to 

that because eventually when it goes to court that will be evidence and an officer will come 

and collect it”, and that is what happened a few weeks later.  

 

HL: What else did you have to do as Customer Liaison Manager?  

 

AM: One of the jobs which I, I did really enjoy doing as Customer Liaison Manager, which 

of course, I said I took this job on in 1998, was taking groups of visitors round the Assay 

Office. Taking them in to the board room to start with, sitting them down, explaining the 

workings of the Assay Office, the history of the Assay Office and anything else that they 

would find interesting. Taking questions from them, answering the questions and then we did 

a tour of the Assay Office in to certain areas which they were allowed to go in to, but 

obviously for security reasons they couldn’t go everywhere. So they, they were taken to the 

silver collection, the library, told about the history of those and occasionally, depending on 
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who the visitors were, we could take them in to the Hallmarking and Sampling Department to 

show them the actual works that were involved. But that was really interesting, and that used 

to happen probably once a week with visitors and...  

 

HL: What sort of people?  

 

AM: Oh, we had parties of doctors, schoolteachers, people in the jewellery trade, university 

people who were studying jewellery and precious metals, it was all, all people who were 

interested in the trade. I do remember though one, I was walking through front reception one 

day and there was a party of schoolchildren, I suppose they were about seven or eight years 

old, and they were all standing round our front entrance and the teacher was obviously telling 

them about the Assay Office and pointing up and so I thought, “Mm.” I went outside and I 

said to the teacher, she was a very nice young lady, I said “Oh, excuse me, are you interested 

in, in this building?” She said “Yes”, she said “We’re, we’re doing a tour of the Jewellery 

Quarter we, we’re following the, the trail”, and she said “I’m just trying to explain a little bit 

about what you do in this, in the Assay Office.” I said “Well”, [01:35] I said “If it’s alright 

with you if you’ve got a minute I’d like to invite you and the children in to the reception area 

and, mm, you can sit down and I’ll, I’ll tell you a bit about it.” Well, she was absolutely 

thrilled to bits and all the children came in and they all sat down, they were ever so good, 

there was about thirty of them. So I explained all in simple terms what the Assay Office does, 

how long it had been here et cetera, et cetera and gave them all a pamphlet on the Assay 

Office, and, mm, they were absolutely thrilled to bits and off they went. And the next day the 

head teacher phoned me up from the school where and thanked me very much for taking the 

time to… And of course, anything like that it all helps the Assay Office to be put on the map.  

 

HL: Talk about leaving the Assay Office?  

 

AM: Yes, it was a huge decision to take. I thought I was going on till I was sixty-five and 

retiring at the normal retiring date. But my dear wife had decided to retire well before her 

retiring date and I thought it seems a shame that she’s going to be on her own and for several 

years before I reach the age of sixty-five. So in 2006 I decided to take early retirement from 

the office and pursue further interests in retirement. So I gave my notice in, which was quite a 

heart wrenching thing to do having spent forty-four years working here and it was accepted, 
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my resignation was accepted. And I do remember I had a wonderful send off from the office. 

They put on a lovely buffet for me, all the staff attended and also I was invited down to the 

London Assay Office for a couple of days having spent much of my time liaison with the 

London Assay Office and making such good friends. My wife and myself were invited down 

to the London Assay Office for a farewell meal and say goodbye to the staff who I’d been, 

mm, associated with all these years. We had a wonderful time at London, they did us proud. 

And I was invited to hallmark a piece of jewellery which was a napkin ring with the London 

hallmarks, and as far as I’m aware I don’t know but I think I may be the only person from 

another assay office who’s hallmarked a piece in another assay office with their, their 

hallmarks.  

 

HL: Could you remember how to do it?  

 

AM: Yes, it was a, it was a hand marking job using the four large punches. And their 

hammers were a lot bigger than our hammers [Laughter] so consequently it went on quite 

easily. But yes, I’ve still got that piece and I shall treasure that for many years to come. When 

I retired the party was held in the, in the boardroom. Michael Allchin, who is now the Assay 

Master, organised all this for me. Michael Allchin I had great respect for and I had known 

him a long time for the simple fact when I became Major Import Manager he used to visit the 

office in his capacity as senior buyer for H Samuel’s, so he came to oversee the work that 

was coming in to the Assay Office on behalf of H Samuel’s. So before he even became Assay 

Master or thought of becoming Assay Master him and myself were great friends and 

associates. And, mm, obviously when he became Assay Master I was thrilled to bits having 

already known him for all the years that he’d been visiting the Assay Office in my 

department. So yes, I was always grateful to Michael Allchin. He invited me in my capacity 

to quite a few Assay Office functions which were held locally or in London, and one of the 

areas which I was involved in was going to the local jewellery school in Victoria Street on 

behalf of the Assay Office and, mm, judging [01:40] work done by the students, and the best 

one was awarded the Birmingham Assay Office Prize which was presented at their annual 

prize-giving day which was visited by the Birmingham Lord Mayor and certain dignitaries. 

So that was an honour to represent Michael at The School of Jewellery. And, but not only 

that other functions as well. So yes, he was another Assay Master who I had great respect for 

and would always be thankful that he took on the role of Assay Master.  
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HL: So you’re now looking back on a career of forty-four years at the Assay Office. How do 

you feel about it?  

 

AM: I feel that I could not have wished to work for a better company. I shall always be 

thankful to Roy Smith for the fact that I mentioned my unhappiness at the art studio, that he 

invited me to apply for a job at the Assay Office so I shall always be extremely grateful to 

Roy Smith for getting me in to the Assay Office in the first place. And looking back all the 

departments I worked in, all the departments I was in charge of I couldn’t have wished for a 

better time in any workplace. And I would say now I have been so thankful to the office for 

employing me, to the Assay Masters who had the confidence in me to promote me when it 

was necessary and to the staff who worked for me in various departments I could not have 

wished for better. And unfortunately you have to end your career at some time or other and 

after forty-four years I just felt that that was the time to go when I felt that the Assay Office 

was right on top of being the top Assay Office.  

 

[End of Recording 01:42:17] 

 

 


