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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Roger Burman at the Assay Office on 

Tuesday the 10th February 2015. Roger, tell me about your background. 

 

RB: I was born in the middle of Birmingham, Hagley Road in 1940. My father was in a 

reserve occupation, because we had a business that made parts for motor vehicles. So he was 

also head of the fire service during the war, we stayed and lived in Edgbaston all the way 

through the war and he would tell us, of course, if there was going to be anything interesting 

happening like an air raid, in which case we’d go down into the cellar and stay there all night, 

so that was where I started. I went to a prep school, boarding school, at the age of seven, in 

Wellington, in Shropshire and then after than to Oundle school and then to the University of 

Birmingham, where I took a degree in Electronics. This was mainly because I was going into 

a production engineering business, my father’s family business and they didn’t do that as an 

undergraduate course, so consequently I did Electronics which I taught would be more fun. 

So I did that, I went into my family business and I was there, worked myself up to being a 

director from 1961 to 1972 and by that time my father had retired and the company had 

already been sold into a big group, so a new person from the group came in to take charge. It 

was difficult for he and I to work together, I was family and knew all about it, he was in 

charge and didn’t, and that made life quite difficult. So in the end I took over a small business 

within the same group, an electronics business called Teledictor, which I ran until I retired 

and sold that in 2008, so for quite a long time. In the meantime, I got involved in the 

Birmingham Chamber of Commerce, I became vice-president and then president, I was the 

second youngest president there, which was rather nice, and I went on also to join the British 

Chambers of Commerce and became Chairman of that as well afterwards which was also 

interesting. The Chamber of Commerce had a big shareholding in the National Exhibition 

Centre, which had been built in the 1970s, over at Solihull, and as a result of which 

Presidents of the Chamber were at times pointed to the board, I was appointed to the board of 

the NEC group in 1984, became Chairman in 1989 and held that role until I retired in 2005. 

Associated with that was Symphony Hall in Birmingham, the person who took over from me 

as Chairman of NEC didn’t want Symphony Hall as part of the group, so I retained the 

Chairmanship there and took Symphony Hall out of the group, we then joined it up with the 

newly refurbished Town Hall and I chaired that organisation for twenty-three years until 

2014, when I finally retired from that. At various times I did other things and of course the 

Assay Office, particularly came into that. I was, much to my surprise, appointed a Guardian 

in 1965. It was an interesting occasion because the then Chairman was a man called Wiggins, 
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Dick Wiggin and he invited my wife and myself out to see him to see if we were suitable, at 

his house in Ombersley. I remember we went down there, he was a widower and he had a 

butler in his rather nice house and the butler met us and took us down to the bottom of the 

garden, where Dick Wiggin was sitting at a table with a decanter of sherry and three glasses, 

well my wife hated sherry but choked it down, manfully, in order that she won’t upset my 

chances of being appointed. Anyway, I was appointed, I remained a Guardian until I was 

seventy, which was the retirement age which was introduced under the Birmingham Order 

and that was pretty much how it went. I was fortunate enough to be made a Warden in 1978 

and carried that on through until I became Chairman, I did a six year stint as Chairman and 

then retired. Prior to that, chairmen had gone on forever, until they were incapable, dead or, 

in latter years, seventy. So I started the routine of just serving a relatively short period, six 

years, and my successors have continued with that to date, so that’s how it’s been. 

 

HL: Your involvements obviously spread far beyond than the family firm, how true was that 

of your father? 

 

RB: Very much the same, strangely we did actually do one or two things the same. [00.05] 

He was a Chairman of the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce, shortly after the war, of 

course there were not many people in business to take that role on, so he became President 

there. He and I were both on the Council of the University of Birmingham, we both became 

Pro-Chancellor, I think there have been three families were fathers and sons have been Pro-

Chancellors, so it’s not that unusual. He was also on the board of a number of companies, 

included the Midland Bank and ICI, which then was one of the largest companies in the 

country and he was on that board for more than twenty-five years, so he did a lot of other 

things. He sat on the Royal Commission into the Civil Service, so he was involved with 

certain branches of government, as I was cos I sat on the Overseas Trade Board for thirteen 

years and was very much involved there as well. 

 

HL: After the glass of sherry, you were in fact appointed a Guardian, why do you think that 

was? 

 

RB: I’ve really little idea as to why I got picked out, I had a relative who was a Guardian, 

which might have helped, at least my name would have been known. The point at that time 

was that Guardians were very specifically appointed, in the expression that was used was that 
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you’d be created a Guardian to fulfil the vacancy occasioned by the death or removal from 

Birmingham of somebody else. So you were very specifically fitting a slot on the Guardians 

board and I went in replacing somebody who was in industry, in business and I suppose they 

felt that was a good thing I had that particular skill. 

 

HL: But you were only twenty-five. 

 

RB: Yes, strange, isn’t it, I hadn’t been doing very much, but perhaps they thought I’d learn 

on the job, you never know. 

 

HL: What was the Assay Office like in 1965? 

 

RB: Well, very difficult to say, you have to remember in 1963/64, the last two offices before 

the final four we have now had just closed, Chester had closed and Glasgow had closed, so 

we were down to four offices and quite busy. The Guardians at that time frankly didn’t do 

very much. They met once a year, only, for a very nice lunch and to receive a report and that 

was all they did, until you became a Warden and did something more significant. And of 

course you have to remember too that Guardians then were appointed for life, there was no 

way you could retire as a Guardian, except you moved away from Birmingham or you died, 

that was the only way. So there were quite a lot of elderly Guardians, who never turned up 

and you never saw them, not surprisingly. So the once a year we did turn up to meet was 

always quite interesting. There were 36 Guardians, but probably only about 30 would make 

it, and we dined with had our lunch, there were too many to go in the main room, so the 

junior ones would sit in a separate room, away from the Assay Master and the Chairman and 

the rest which was quite fun, because we could behave rather more badly than they did in the 

main room. So that was interesting, it was, there were a number of things which did actually 

continue afterwards, for example, when you became a Warden, a member of the Wardens 

Committee, you sat at the bottom of the table and as others retired or moved on or whatever, 

you moved up the table. When I first started, the junior Warden had one very onerous task to 

do and that was, the meetings started at about eleven and at approximately twelve-fifteen, 

because we were going to have lunch later on, at about twelve-fifteen, the Assay Master, the 

Chairman, at a suitable point, would nod to the junior Guardian, the junior Warden, who 

would then serve Madeira or Sherry and that was the task of the junior Warden. And I must 

admit, even in later years, when we appointed someone new to the Warden Committee, I 
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would always inform them that their duty was to pour the Sherry or Madeira before the end 

of the meeting, course we never did in the latter days, but that was something we did earlier. 

 

HL: How did the role of the Guardian develop? 

 

RB: Slowly, certainly all of the very early years, up to the time when the new Birmingham 

Order was introduced, the role of the Guardians was limited. We did move to having two 

meetings a year, but I suspect that was probably, pretty much around the time that the new 

Order came in as well, although I can’t remember the precise date. Up until that point, as I 

say, the Guardians [00.10] didn’t really do much other than turn up for a lunch once a year. 

We got an annual report, which was a sheet of paper which had the arms of the Assay Office 

on the front, the list of Guardians on the back, in the middle a short note from the Chairman 

telling us how the year had gone and on the other side a very, very abbreviated account, so I 

can’t recall at all whether the organisation was profitable or not, but I presume it muddled 

along, at least at that stage reasonably well. That was pretty much all we did, certainly there 

was not a huge amount of significant discussion taking place at the Guardians meetings, it 

was more a question of just receiving a report, accepting the accounts and then going and 

having  lunch. 

 

HL: Tell me about becoming a Warden. 

 

RB: I became a Warden in 1978, although I can’t remember exactly what the process was, 

but no doubt the Wardens committee and the Chairman decided that somebody was leaving 

and somebody else should come on and I joined. The Wardens committee, like the 

Guardians, was divided roughly two-thirds none trade and one third trade, so obviously, as a 

lay Guardian, I came in one that side of things. The Wardens, then and still, have a much 

more significant role to play, they still met monthly and went through how the Office was 

going and dealt with any important matters that might arise. One of the things I remember 

particularly in the early days, was that the hallmarking business was booming across the 

country and the Hallmarking Council decided that it needed to expand and Birmingham was 

the Office that had the opportunity to do so, Goldsmiths Hall was bit cramped, Edinburgh 

was tiny, Sheffield were constrained within their buildings, so we looked to buy a new 

building and we looked to buy the building next door, which was a printing works, probably 

most famous because it printed the Athena posters. I distinctly remember when we went 
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round to examine this building and see whether it would be suitable for us, they were running 

of that famous picture taken at Birmingham University of the lady tennis player showing her 

bare bottom, always rather fun at that occasion, that was when it was actually produced. In 

the event, although we took it on, the building, the market fell back again and we never 

needed to move into it so, subsequently we sold the building on again afterwards. But it was 

that kind of fairly major strategic decision that the Wardens committee had to deal with and 

of course, later on there were the problems of the strike and things like that were, and then the 

discussion of the Birmingham order, all of which were very much things involved with the 

Wardens. 

 

HL: What was your role in the Hallmarking Council? 

 

RB: Well, the Hallmarking Council came into being from the Hallmarking Act, which set it 

up, the Council was effectively to control and look after all the four offices and relate what 

they did to government and so on. The arrangement was that the big offices, London and 

Birmingham had two members each and Sheffield and Edinburgh had one member each and 

then there was some outside people on the council as well. So I became the second 

Birmingham member with our Chairman in the early days and Hilary Eccles-Williams was 

the Chairman who was on the board with me. It went on for a period until, in fact the 

interesting thing was it became our turn to be Chairman, London had chaired it for some time 

and it was our turn. Hilary was about to retired as Chairman, so he asked John Bettinson and 

I, as the two senior Guardians, which we wanted to do, who wanted to chair the council and 

who wanted to chair the Assay Office and as I was the younger one, I would have an 

opportunity to chair the Office afterwards, I said I would chair the Council and John would 

chair the Office, which is what happened. So I became Chairman at an interesting time, 

because the Chairmen were only doing six years but it was just as I became Chairman that the 

EU commission decided to bring out a directive to control hallmarking or the marking of 

precious metals all over Europe. The idea was that they were very keen on the idea of 

standardisation then, that everything in Europe should be the same and they particularly 

wanted at that time to have a system that everybody liked. That was a real problem because 

whilst some countries, like [00.15] ourselves and Ireland and France and Spain wanted the 

hallmarking system that we have, Germany and one or two others wanted absolutely no 

controls whatsoever, statutory controls should be caveat emptor, as it where and there were 

some in the middle, so the commission were never going to get agreement, but they tried 
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very, very hard and certainly there was a real danger that this would be imposed on us and we 

could see this causing very considerable problems. I think, as an aside, we were very much 

justified in that you only have to look at what happens now with certain of the notified bodies 

as they call them, which are the people responsible for policing the single market, have so 

many problems nowadays with products that it would have been seriously bad for the 

hallmarking industry. Anyway for six years when, at the end of six years, when I was due to 

retire, stand down as Chairman, we were still very much involved in the process, so the 

Council asked if I would do additional three years in order to try and see this through, which I 

did. We had some very interesting times because we met in all sorts of places, we would 

regularly go over to Brussels to talk to the officials and discuss things with them and we had 

a lot of meetings organised in London, in Dublin and so on. I remember we had a very nice 

on in Dublin, were we all got together, a big conference, everyone was there from the whole 

of Europe, on the Assay Office side, and it happened to be the time when England were 

playing Ireland in the World Cup and they were playing while we were having the dinner, so 

the Taoiseach, who was supposed to have attended the dinner, just attended the reception 

beforehand, so that he could rush back and watch the match on television. I was sitting at a 

table with two Italians, it was all quite complicated, but I had to do the response on behalf of 

the guests and it was quite important to know the result, luckily it was a one all draw. 

 

HL: What was the attitude of the British Government to the threat to the hallmark? 

 

RB: It was a bit ambivalent. On the one hand they well appreciated why we wanted to keep it 

but at the same time, then they were extremely pro-Europe and trying to ensure they didn’t do 

anything that the Europeans might be offended by. So, on the one hand, they were very keen 

on developing a single market, but on the other hand they were supporting us so it was a bit 

mixed. Certainly when the House of Lords had a committee, to which I gave evidence, 

looking at the whole thing, they came out quite strongly in favour of us and against the 

commission. I think the commission themselves did themselves a lot of harm in this, I recall 

one meeting in Brussels, where we were all together under the Chairmanship of a Dutch, 

Dutch or Belgian, I can’t remember which, but official, who was in charge and we were all 

there with the exception of Luxembourg, so I think there was probably fourteen out of fifteen 

members at the time, and we managed to agree on one thing and that was that the 

International Standards Organisation had come up with a list of  particularly alloys for 

hallmarking. At that time there were a huge range of alloys and the idea was they would 
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restrict this to a much more limited number, so the Germans would give up eight carat gold 

and we would commonise on nine carat, so one thing we could all agree on, all member states 

was, it was right we should stick to this particular ISO group of alloys. And so we said, there 

we are, we are all in favour of that and the Eurocrat Chairman said, “Sorry, I can’t accept 

that, I’m overruling you all, because it would be against the Treaty of Rome, not to allow 

complete freedom of competition” so anybody should be allowed to produce any alloy they 

like as long as they tell you what it is. So we therefore, first found that actually the member 

states had no rights in Europe, it was all controlled by the Eurocrats, which was something 

that stayed with me for quite a long time. 

 

HL: Before we move on to the 1980s strike, what are your other memories from the 1970s? 

 

RB: Well, the beginning of the ‘70s, of course we had the Hallmarking Act, we also had our 

bi-centenary, which was quite interesting and produced some nice little objects to celebrate 

that. Then of course was the Queen Elizabeth silver jubilee in ‘77. This was actually quite 

significant because it was the first time, I think that any of us, to be honest, because I don’t 

think it even happened in the Coronation Year, had [00.20] introduced a special mark and it 

was decided that it would be a good idea to promote the industry and would be very nice. So 

the silver jubilee mark was produced, purely of course to go on silver not on gold. It was 

interesting because the one product that was produced to show this off, clearly, if it’s going to 

work, you have to have a large spread mark so you can actually see it, it’s no good just hiding 

it in the inside on a ring, so they came up with this concept of dog tags, if you like, a small 

ingot of silver with a large spread mark on that you hung round your neck as a pendant. It 

was also quite clear that the best way to produce this was to stamp the ingot out from sheet 

silver and stamp the mark on at exactly the same time, then all that needed to be done was 

polish it and put a jump ring on. As we couldn’t allow anybody else to strike marks, the only 

way that could be done is if the office did it, so the office bought a large press and proceeded 

to stamp out all these blanks. And that was probably interesting because I think it’s the first 

time the office has really got involved in the manufacturing process, I’m not sure it ever did 

after that, because in latter commemorative years, the dog tag didn’t really recur in the same 

way that it had then. But it was very interesting there was a lot of discussion in the trade as to 

whether we were competing with our own customers and we discussed a lot with then before 

actually going down that route, because if we were making them, did we make them for 
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anybody who wanted to have their mark put on or did we do one and everyone had the same 

standardised model? So there was a lot of discussion over that, but it was interesting. 

 

HL: Apart from that specific rivalry or possible rivalry over the dog tags, what was the 

relationship in the 1970s between the jewellery manufacturers and the Assay Office? 

 

RB: Well we were always seen somewhat as a necessary evil. On the one hand, they always 

wanted the hallmark, you can read from that the fact that there’s a weight limit on silver 

objects, so if it was below a certain weight, you didn’t have to have it hallmarked and yet 

most people did because they recognised the value of the hallmark, so we were a necessary 

evil. It wasn’t that there were real problems with quality, there weren’t, the real problems 

tended to be speed. Once the member of the trade had got an order, they wanted to complete 

that order and had them to their customer and get paid for it as soon as they possibly could, so 

if we were having delays that was real problem. So, time was always of the essence and I 

think that why there were, tended to be problems in managing the office, because at certain 

times of the year, we were very busy, particularly the run up to Christmas, we would need 

extra staff, we’d need overtime and then at other times of the year, we’d be very, very quiet, 

so we really needed flexible working at a time when flexible working wasn’t something that 

happened. Everybody expected to work from nine till five and the stop and if you wanted 

them after that you paid them time and a half. The idea that you worked as many hours as 

was necessary to clear all the material that had come in and then go home was not really 

something that people accepted and I think that was what led to some extent, within the office 

to some of the difficulties when we became unionised and led onto the, well first of all the 

’73 strike, but much more importantly the ‘80s, the 1980s strike, which was much more 

significant. 

 

HL: What are your memories of the 1980s strike? 

 

RB: It was a very difficult time, not just because we had difficulties with the workforce, the 

union came in, for the first time, none of the other offices had union membership, they were 

not, they only had a limited number of members but they were wanting recognition and that 

was a problem, because we’d always dealt with people on an individual basis before then and 

the question was, how did we deal with the union members vis-à-vis the none union members 

and so on. It was all very new stuff, it was always called Personnel in those days, we hadn’t 
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invented Human Resources, it was quite a difficult time. The union, having come in, wanted 

to, obviously, flex their muscles a little bit, which you would expect, we did have difficulties 

at the time. We, in addition, had a [00.25] problem because we were losing money, at that 

time I’d finally got to understand how the money worked and at that time we were losing 

money and the reason why we were losing money was because the bulk of our work, in this 

Office compared with the others, was silver, small silver articles. It’s worth explaining that 

the way the pricing structure worked was rather different in those days than how it is now. If 

one looks, for example, at a simple plain ring, you could have that ring in silver, you could 

have that in nine carat gold, in eighteen carat gold, in twenty-two carat gold. The cost of 

bringing that item in, unpacking it, weighing it, filling in the paperwork, scraping a sample of 

it, carrying out the assay, marking it, repacking it, redoing the paperwork, almost exactly the 

same cost whether it’s made of silver or any of the gold categories. But the price that was 

charged, because the trade always liked the idea that hallmarking should be, if you like, a 

percentage increase, or a percentage of the cost of the item rather than a lump sum, the cost of 

doing that was very much higher for gold and enormously higher for twenty-two carat gold 

than it was for silver because it was related to the price of the object. So you might be paying 

ten pence to do the silver article and you might be paying two pounds to do the gold article, 

even the cost of doing it was exactly the same. Because something like eighty percent of our 

work was in small silver and the rest in nine carat gold, we were making a good profit on the 

nine carat gold and losing an awful lot of money on the silver, and that was the reason why 

we were in financial difficulties. Therefore then the unions started flexing their muscles, 

looking for changes to the contracts, looking for increases in salary, looking for changes in 

the overtime arrangements, which we were trying to cut down as much as possible to save 

money, we couldn’t afford to do what they wanted to do and the strike took place. In fact we 

were some much in trouble at that time that to see us through, we borrowed a significant sum 

of money from the Goldsmiths Company, in return for the security we gave them, which was 

our silver collection, which we’d sent down to them. Which actually worked very well, 

because while they had it they did a wonderful exhibition on it and catalogued the whole 

thing for us, which was lovely. But it was a very serious problem, that we actually needed the 

money, and therefore had to sell our silver collection to them, or hock our silver collection to 

them, at least, to get over the problem. I think that impressed on everybody involved, the fact 

that we were actually very serious and a small committee was got together to help try and sort 

the problem out and eventually the problem was solved and everyone came back to work and 

that was fine, except, of course we still had to deal with the difficulty of our losing money 
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because of the silver. The Hallmarking Council had the duty to fix the maximum price that 

the office could sell at, but the offices, under the competitions act had to compete with each 

other so, we couldn’t have a fixed silver price for everybody, nor could we force the other 

offices to put their prices up for silver, if they didn’t want to because perhaps they weren’t 

marking much silver. But in the end we got the Hallmarking Council to agree to a very big 

increase to the maximum price that could be charged for silver and we talked with our trade 

customers and we agreed we would put our prices for silver up, very significantly. The other 

offices, subsequently, were able to follow, whilst still retaining the competition element and 

that meant that we got our finances back in order, we were able then to make some money, 

enough money to pay back our loan to the Goldsmiths Company and redeem our silver 

collection, which of course remains with us to this day, so in a sense, it worked well for 

everyone the members of staff got more money, got better conditions and we got more 

profitable. 

 

HL: You were already a Warden at the time of the 1980 strike, so how were you involved with 

persuading the industry to accept such a large increase? 

 

RB: Well, I was actually more involved than that because as a member of the Hallmarking 

Council I was also a member of what was called the Joint Committee of the Assay Offices, 

which was an ad hoc committee that met, if you like the Hallmarking Council, without the 

outsiders, to discuss largely technical [00.30] matters relating to hallmarking and so on and so 

forth, but also to discuss the maximum prices and it was within that we very much discussed 

this, and I was able to persuade the other offices that actually the long term interest of the 

offices would be served if we charged prices relating to the cost of doing the work, rather 

than related to the price of the article and that was agreed. But obviously we didn’t go to that 

in one fell swoop. We moved first to this very large increase in the silver and they were 

happy putting that to the Hallmarking Council, because they knew they didn’t have to follow 

it, but at the same time if it did get established then they would be able to bring their prices 

up and over the years we did actually move, and operate now very much on the basis of what 

it costs to hallmark, to do the job. So, yes it was a major change and it was such an obvious 

thing that everybody really understood our problem and if they wanted hallmarks, they’d 

actually have to pay, at least the cost of doing it, and we couldn’t continue doing it at a loss, 

so it was not that much of a problem to persuade them. After all we did say to them, if this 
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turns out to be too much for the very light articles, it’s not compulsory to have those marked, 

but they still continued to have them marked, so I think that proved the point. 

 

HL: What are your memories of the 1980s? 

 

RB: Well largely the ‘80s seemed to be taken up with the problem of the Birmingham Assay 

Office Order. This was really produced by ourselves and Sheffield because obviously we had 

common orders from 1773 when we were first set up, and there were a lot of things that were 

tricky about this. For example the order indicated that no Guardian, no trade Guardian was 

allowed behind the front door of the building, they weren’t allow to see what went on in the 

office because, if they did they’d see what their competitors were making and that was not 

permitted under the original act, nowadays that’s seen as being a bit unnecessary with the 

speed of production. Equally, the dies that are used for stamping the hallmarks were to be 

kept in a stout wooden box, with metal bands around them and several padlocks to be on 

them, to be held by different people who had to come in and unlock them in the morning, 

well of course we kept them all in a strong room, but this was against the act and there were a 

number of things we needed to change. And also we’d got to the stage with the Guardians, 

were I’d mentioned earlier, they were getting older and more frail, and it came to the stage 

where is was clearly necessary to bring this on to a much more proper, modern companies act 

style footing, in order to make the business work. So we needed a new Order and Sheffield 

were happy with that as well, we both worked together on this, we produced the new Order 

which then went to Parliament. The Birmingham Order was preyed against by Hamil 

Westwood, who had been Assay Master for many, many years in the office, by the union and 

by certain sections of the trade, therefore it didn’t get through. The Sheffield Act, which was 

not preyed against, because they didn’t have any union members or anybody else who was 

going to caused trouble at that time, theirs went straight through. Now we had a lot of 

problems with ours because of these objections, the trade one we dealt with relatively 

quickly, and I think it was largely the fact that they felt they should have been very much 

involved in the detailed work we were doing in preparing the Order, although quite how we 

could have brought so many disparate people in to discuss it, I don’t know, anyhow, they 

withdrew their objection fairly early. As to the unions, they were really objecting on 

principle, to give them an opportunity to get other things changed in it and there was nothing 

significant there, there was some minor changes made, but it was easy. The problem that we 

had was with Hamil Westwood. He had, his father and his grandfather before him, had been 
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Assay Masters and they done the job for life and he was asked to retire when he was, I think 

seventy and objected to that quite strongly at the time, but it went through. So he’d had a bit 

of a feeling against us. He’d opened a small shop in the West Country, which enabled him to 

be involved as a trade person and deal with things and he took, I mean he complained, for 

example, we were acting ultra vires because we didn’t keep the punches in a box, stout 

wooden box and a key and all the rest of it, which of course [00.35] was inevitable, but he 

was saying we should be shut down because of a break in the law and he was really quite 

difficult about the whole thing. Ultimately we had to go, or it was seen we had to go to a 

public enquiry, now we couldn’t afford that, so the government in the end said they would 

pay for the enquiry, but each individual person at the enquiry, would pay their own legal 

costs, which was too much for Hamil Westwood and more than we wanted to do either, but 

anyway in the event, after many, many years, as it was, we got the Order through. And that 

then meant we had quite a lot of work to do because for a kick off we had to get rid of 

probably at least a third of the Guardians probably slightly more, who’d now reached the age 

of seventy. Seventy, funnily enough, is not actually, you can have any age you like, Sheffield, 

as far as I know, still to not have a seventy retirement age for their Guardians, but we 

imposed that, decided it was probably better to do that because if we didn’t and we relaxed it 

for some people, then it would be a, cause a precedent and be difficult for those we didn’t 

relax it for. I was disappointed personally because, I would have perhaps have been one of 

the few Guardians of modern times who would have made fifty years as a Guardian. Of 

course in previous years when they went on till death, plenty of people made fifty years, but I 

couldn’t quite do that but nevertheless, it was much more important that I didn’t rock the boat 

than made fifty years. So we brought in a lot of new Guardians, that meant a lot of 

interviewing, a lot of discussions, a lot of sorting out who we might invite to come in, both 

from the trade side and the lay side and get the new people in, get them established, get them 

to understand what was happening, induction programme we call it nowadays, but at least 

getting them to understand and become helpful. We had a complete shake up of the Wardens 

committee as well and yep, it was a very busy time. 

 

HL: Did the role of the Guardians change? 

 

RB: Yes it did, because part of the process was to get the Guardians much more involved, so 

we certainly established, if we hadn’t already, I can’t remember exactly when we did it, but 

we soon established two meetings a year and these were much more meetings where we 
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really told the Guardians what was going on. We also used members of the Guardians, we 

were rotating the Wardens slightly more frequently, but equally we were using the Guardians 

on special sub-committees, so for example as our finances improved and we needed to make 

investments, we had a Guardian who was a stockbroker, who sat on our, on a special 

investment sub-committee and others, so we used their expertise. When we doing building 

work we had architects, we had solicitors, we if you like, very much used for free, in most 

cases, the expertise of our Guardians and the idea was that as many as possible could help us, 

outside the meetings and that sort of thing. So we politicians who helped us with the fight 

against the directive and that sort of thing. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the trade Guardians? 

 

RB: Yes, the trade Guardians were largely appointed by discussion with the trade, so you’d 

go in and try and find out who we could get, there were a few, again they represented 

different areas, so you might have a retailer, you might have a wholesaler, a manufacturer and 

different areas there, so we’d have different people. One of the things we actually did under 

the Order, which was good, was that we could effectively make sure that the trade Guardians 

were still active so once, because Guardians, under the new Order, instead of being elected 

for life or until you moved out of Birmingham, you were actually only elected for three years 

and therefore you had to be re-elected, now pretty much everybody was re-elected except for 

the trade Guardians, if they’d retired or moved away, left or weren’t involved in the trade 

anymore, then we would ask them to stand down, bring somebody else in who was. Because 

at the time of the Order coming in none of the trade Guardians had been active in the trade 

for a long time and that didn’t exactly help. So that was that and then the same with the 

Wardens, we again had some difficulty with this, because again the Wardens had tended to sit 

around for a very long time, after all, I was a Warden from ‘78 until two thousand and 

whatever [00.40] so there was a problem of changing them over, but we did start that in my 

time as Chairman, we started rotating, particularly as I had agreed only to serve for six years 

as Chairman, therefore I had set the standard that people were not going to serve forever and 

we started rotating and now it’s a regular established process, so we bring in new blood and 

also it gives the opportunity with only three trade Wardens, it gives the opportunity to move 

into different areas of the trade being represented on the Wardens committee. 
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HL: You’ve mentioned Hamil Westwood, can you tell me your memories of other Assay 

Masters? 

 

RB: Yes, when Hamil retired, I think a mistake was made but at least it was an honest 

mistake and we tried. The thought was that instead of having somebody who, if you like 

come in as a lab technician had worked up through the technical side and become the head 

person on the lab side, could they actually run the business, in the way that was now 

necessary in a modern way of doing things? So it was decided that whilst we would have a 

senior assayer, we would bring in a chief executive, who couldn’t be called an Assay Master 

because he wasn’t technically qualified, to come in and run the business from a more 

commercial way and Francis Maughan was brought in. and have to say, wasn’t a great 

success, it didn’t work out, for all sorts of reasons, but really he didn’t seem to be quite the 

right man for the job, although everything about him seemed to be ok. It was perhaps a 

change too far, to quickly and it didn’t quite work out. So Stanley Beechey took over from 

him, who was very much the person who had come up through the lab side of things and he 

ran, he ran the organisation well enough. A modest man, very calm, very nice, lovely man 

and we went through a fairly calm time with him, which was probably quite good, because 

when we got to the latter part we started getting the problems with the Hallmarking Act and 

the difficulties that that brought in and we needed then somebody a bit stronger. So when 

Stanley got to his retirement age, we looked around and we tried to find someone who 

combined the best of both worlds, somebody who had the metallurgical knowledge but also 

knew how to run a business and we brought Bernard Ward down from Sheffield, he’d been a 

Guardian of the Sheffield office, so he understood the assay office businesses. He ran a very 

big business in metal development in Sheffield, so he knew how to run a business, he knew 

all about metallurgy, he knew about the Assay Office and he came in and he was absolutely 

brilliant, because he could cover all those aspects extremely well and was very effective. And 

it was very necessary because we needed somebody to keep things running whilst in parallel 

with that we were starting to worry about the directive and what that might mean and one of 

the changes that started to come through at that time was that we had to understand what 

would happen if the directive got through. Of course, what it, the directive would do would 

allow self-marking, so effectively people would mark their own products and certify them 

accordingly. So the amount of work in the office would fall dramatically, we might be the 

notified body, that is to say, we might be the body that certified companies putting on their 

own marks but we would effectively be a fraction of the size of the company we were. So we 
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needed to carry on with hallmarking because we had to do that, our statutory duty, so we 

couldn’t cut that back but at the same time we needed to prepare for what might happen in the 

future. So the concept of building up the other things we did within the office was extremely 

important, so we started doing a lot of none statutory work associated with precious metals.  

That was something that developed even more strongly when Michael Allchin joined us at 

the end of the ‘90s, when we set a standard to him, or a proposal to him that he should get 

fifty percent of the business, none hallmarking, none statutory hallmarking, which he 

succeeded in doing. So he met his target, the only sad thing is he met it actually slightly 

earlier than we’d anticipated but that was actually because the hallmarking side collapsed, the 

number of articles coming though for hallmarking fell because he’d built the other side up so 

strongly, but in fact [00.45] the other side has been very strong and that has been able to 

support the fact that the statutory market had fallen so badly. 

 

HL: Any more memories from the 1990s? 

 

RB: Well one of the big changes that took place then was dealing with the technical side of 

hallmarking, up until then we’d simply stamped things with a hammer or even a fly-press, if 

you’d got something a bit bigger and we still, if you like, adopted the old-fashioned systems, 

so the alchemic methods of testing, say gold, plus the, if you like, the industrial revolution 

method of titration for checking silver and we got the new system of spectro-analysis to deal 

with platinum which had come in, of course, under the Hallmarking Act but various other 

changes took place and one of these was the concept of using XRF florescence, which is a 

kind of eddy current process that allows you to measure the different effect that different 

alloys of gold have on the magnetic field. Something I was slightly involved with in my day 

job at Teledictor, where we made that kind of equipment, not for the Assay Offices, but for 

other purposes. So that came in, so whilst they were never going to be, or at least, as that time 

they were never accurate enough to say this will be good enough, it couldn’t be a reference 

method, it was a very good method of screening, so you could put a whole lot of objects 

through and you throw out the brass samples, you’d separate eighteen from nine carat and so 

on very easily, very quickly. So these were systems we used for some of the large scale 

screenings, so you could say, all this lot are the same and their all approximately nine carat, 

now we’ll do a bit of a sample and check and if the check proves right, we can assume they 

are all nine carat, so it was a faster way of carrying out the process. On the marking side, we 

looked at the concept of laser marking. Number of companies introduced machines that were 
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used for effectively laser engraving, putting pretty patterns on metal and things of that kind 

and we looked at the idea if they could be used for hallmarking. There were two aspects to 

this, the first one was, could you actually do it, would it be deep enough that it would actually 

last long enough or would it just polish off the first time you cleaned the article or whatever. 

And the second thing is how easy would it be for other people to copy it, could someone else 

buy a laser machine and do it themselves because whilst the punches you could copy, the cost 

of making one or two punches was very high but the cost of doing it by laser was probably 

very much lower, so we had to look at ways in which we could do the laser marking, were we 

could actually introduce safety. So Bernard Ward spent a lot of time with the laser 

manufacturers doing this, there was also a big fuss between the different, big competition 

between the different offices, because whilst we were doing all the early work with the lasers, 

it was clear that as soon as one was developed the others were simply going to buy it and 

there was no way we could really stop the manufacturer from selling to the others, but we’d 

done all the work, and they were going to pick up the benefits, so we wanted to try and get at 

least a head start when we put the laser machines in. The other question, of course, was 

actually getting the Hallmarking Council, who would have to approve it and there would 

have to be a change to the Act, because the Act states that a hallmark must be struck, and we 

would have to change that. So we would have to go through the Council, then for an Act of 

Parliament, so it was a complicated process that took time, but it did mean that eventually we 

put these in, which for small articles and for certain speciality things it worked very well and 

it’s now used very widely, within hallmarking. 

 

HL: How can you stop a laser hallmarking being easily forged? 

 

RB: There are a number of ways, and I don’t know what the current method is and if I did I 

probably wouldn’t say, just in case. But certainly some of the things we looked at were, first 

of all while you’re using the laser you’re effectively melting the metal and you can introduce 

trace elements of particular things in there so when you examine the metal afterwards it’s got 

tiny traces of particular elements that you can pick up and nobody, if you don’t tell them, 

people what they are and what the amounts are, they can’t copy that. We also put in certain 

funnies in the mark, so you might [00.50] find whilst the whole thing, even under an ordinary 

loop looks pretty much like an ordinary hallmark, it might have a slightly deeper depression 

in one corner of one mark, so there are certain little things you can do, that try and ensure that 
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they are identifiable and I’m sure there are even better methods used now and I wouldn’t 

know what they are. 

 

HL: So now onto the Millennium and the twenty-first century, what are your memories from 

then? 

 

RB: Ah well, of course the millennium starts in 1999 or 2000 depending on who you believe 

but of course, it was another excuse for a mark and ever mindful of the opportunities given to 

the trade to sell and develop more things, we decided we’d have a millennium mark and we 

went out to competition on this and I’m happy to say I choose the mark from the, was the 

Chairman of the judging panel, which would be used, so we had the very pretty millennium 

mark and that was another huge success because it promotes the trade and business. It was 

also was interesting because you can develop articles that are, that work with the millennium 

mark that might not be for everyday use as it were, so that was very good, so that was a start. 

We’d also got Michael Allchin, now this was an interesting appointment because having had, 

moved from Francis Maughan who was pure, on the manager side without any knowledge of 

the metallurgy, to Bernard Ward who had both and had done an absolutely brilliant job, 

where to we go from there? There were real problems there, because apart from one 

particular individual who was working for one of the other Assay Offices, who would have 

been absolutely outstanding, but wasn’t going to move at any price, it was difficult to find 

anybody with precisely those qualifications anymore. So we were looking at someone who, 

again knew about the trade but wasn’t necessarily professionally qualified in that area, knew 

about managing skills, knew about managing people and so on. And we brought in Michael 

Allchin, who came from the Signet group and again, interesting because he had a totally 

different way of doing things. But very successful again and he’s been a very, very good 

Assay Master during that period. Again technically he couldn’t be an Assay Master when he 

started because he wasn’t technically qualified but under the Act, the Order, things got 

slightly changed and it because more an office title rather than being formally qualified, so it 

was alright by then to call him Assay Master, even though he wasn't technically qualified. 

One of the major things we had to do then was to develop and give him the opportunities and 

I said before, to try and develop the other parts of the business, so we started off by building 

up the laboratory and whilst we might have complained and argued long against the 

Commission and its directive on hallmarking, they had in the meantime passed various 

directives dealing, for example, with nickel. Now that time, a lot of the jewellery had nickel 
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in, not just jewellery, there could be spectacle frames and all sorts of other things but a lot of 

the metal alloy was nickel based and if the nickel was not properly amalgamated as a real 

chemical, it could leach, that’s to say the acids in the skin would react with the metal and the 

nickel would come out and at best you’d end up with a green line round your neck and worst 

you’d end up with serious spots and eczema and skin rashes and irritation. So consequently, 

the material had to be, whilst you could still have zinc in the alloys, it mustn’t be in form that 

can leach under acid penetrations. So we set up a big department to do nickel testing and that 

was very successful, earned a lot of money in that particular area and that was very good. A 

lot of other things were done, for example, dental alloys. Now this is one of these strange 

things, because of course, gold teeth that the metal people, dentists would both fit gold teeth 

and also remove them and redo them. So metal alloys, dental alloys would come back from 

melting down and reformatting, the dental alloys [00.55] were obviously not hallmarking cos 

you don’t want a hallmark on your tooth, well you probably do, but don’t have a hallmark on 

your tooth, but the alloy was a specially alloy that did work well for dentists and we would 

assay and check that and take that in. There was quite a lot of work of that kind which was 

laboratory work related largely to either the jewellery industry or the giftware industry or the 

precious metal industry, but fitted in to what we were doing. We looked at a lot of things for 

example, catalytic converters were coming in on cars, every expensive, they have to be 

refurbished, taken out, reclaimed, there’s a lot of platinum in them, should we set up a facility 

for melting and recovering the platinum from used catalytic converters, we looked quite hard 

at this and in the end decided there were big people in the platinum metals industry who were 

bigger than we were and we couldn’t really compete. We then looked at taking our business 

elsewhere and one of the things we did which was quite interesting, didn’t work quite as we 

expected, but we tried, was to open an office in the States. Now we, oh, I should go back a 

bit. Before that we wanted to get involved in other areas, say connected with jewellery and 

one of those was the valuation and accreditation of diamonds and other jewellery and we 

bought a firm called Safeguard and I’m sure Michael Allchin will tell you a great deal about 

that, which meant we could build up a valuation business and a diamond grading business 

and we thought there weren’t many people in the world who did this diamond grading, there 

were two big organisations, but not much beyond that. And in the States, in particular, there 

was a serious lack of capacity, and one of the two was very good, but the other two were seen 

as bit of a, not perhaps quite so good and they would put pretty much whatever grading you 

wanted on your diamond you were prepared to pay for, they were a bit worried about them. 

So we thought we could go an open an office and do diamond grading in New York. Problem 
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was that we made the decision and opened the office just after 911, in the October after 911. I 

remember it particularly because when we went over for the official opening, the airline that 

we were flying with Continental Airways, flew to New York direct from Birmingham were 

keen to try and build back the trade which had just gone after 911, completely, so I was asked 

if I would stand in front of the plane just before take-off and deliver a little speech to camera, 

saying we were going off to New York to develop this and c’mon everybody else, follow us, 

in return for a flight upgrade, which was rather nice. So anyway, we went to New York, we 

opened and at that point, of course, the market collapsed so there was no longer this lack of 

capacity, which made it very difficult. What was slightly strange, was we did find there was a 

big demand for, not hallmarking, cos obviously they don’t have hallmarking in the States, but 

for assaying and checking of gold and silver, particularly gold. Which we hadn’t anticipated 

so we did a large amount of work for Tiffany, for example and various other of the big 

importers and manufacturers, checking their products. So particularly the importers, who 

were bringing in work from all over the world and they just needed to check, sample check to 

see if it was it was wanted and this is where the business turned out to be, not in the diamond 

grading as we expected, so we built it up for a bit, but the problem was, with that work, we 

could actually have the samples, two or three of the samples sent to us over here, in England, 

and do the work and e-mail the results back, we didn’t have to be in New York to do it, so 

ultimately we closed it. But it was if you like an interesting point because one of the very 

significant things we were doing to try and build up the none statutory part of our business, 

whilst it didn’t succeed it was a very noble effort, we tried hard. 

 

HL: How was the New York office staffed? 

 

RB: We staffed it with a manager we employed locally and the operatives we brought them 

over here to train them and we sent our people over there to do the work initially and also to 

train people up, so it was a combination of both that we used. 

 

HL: Any more memories from the twenty-first century? 

 

RB: Well, this goes back before the twenty-first century as well, but I was always [01.00] 

impressed and enjoyed the relationship between the four UK offices, plus the Irish office and 

we shouldn’t forget them, because of course all the offices were set up long before partition 

and the Dublin office was very much part of what we did, they worked the same way. The 
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Act under which they were set up was identical to the kinds of Acts that we worked and they 

had a very nice Assay Office in Dublin Castle and regularly the Hallmarking Council and 

other would rotate around the four offices where we met and once a year too we would go 

over to Dublin to talk to them and Ronnie Le Bas, who was their Assay Master, was very 

much involved with the fight against the directive. As I said before, when we had a big 

conference over there and we had a lot of meetings with them and this was great fun from a 

social point of view, but also very, very valuable in the sense that we could discuss, totally 

off the record, equally informally, the sort of things we were all doing, our problems how we 

were getting on, what, where the difficulties were and so on and it was interesting. I suppose 

in the twenty-first century, one of the things that did arise, of course, was that as part of 

the…looking at the directive, it got to the stage where we agreed as officers to accept others 

marks provided that they were put on in the same way that we did it, so, if you like an 

organisation called the Association of European Assay Offices, which I chaired initially when 

it first started and we got going, we would recognise each other’s marks. So we would 

recognise Dutch marks and French marks and some Spanish marks, but particularly Irish 

marks and I know this caused some problems, because the Irish didn’t have a very large 

jewellery business, an awful lot of their work was imported, even more so than ours, and 

because a lot of the companies over there were British owned, there was a tendency instead 

of the stuff going into Ireland to be hallmarked, which had been what had to be done 

originally, before they accepted the marks, once they had to accept our marks, they could 

have them marked in the UK and then they’d go over and the worry was, would this put the 

Dublin Office out of business, as it were. So there were significant discussions over how that 

could be dealt with and we got over that one largely because it turned out to be unfounded. 

Rather like in Scotland with the Edinburgh Office was absolutely tiny when I first got 

involved, they had about one percent of the hallmarking business, and it was almost entirely 

regalia for silver buttons and pins, and things of that kind, anything that wanted either an 

Edinburgh Castle or a thistle stamped on it and that was it. Since then, of course, they’ve 

grown and grown and grown and now absolutely enormous, dealing entirely, virtually with 

imported good, so instead of thinking, ok, they’re going to get out of business because of that 

the same thing happened in Ireland, actually, the harp became important and the way in 

which it worked became important. We then had problems with the Dutch, because although 

we accepted the Dutch marks, whilst they were put on by the Dutch Assay Office, the Dutch 

then changed their rules, because they had as system where you could have commercial 

companies who could apply for and get a hallmarking license, which was perfectly alright 
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provided they abided by the rules but then they started having their hallmarks put on in 

Thailand and we were of the opinion that the control on the work there was not good. And it 

was important we should get that right because a lot of the jewellery being imported into the 

UK came from Thailand and if it came in with Dutch marks and we were not happy with the 

quality control, there’d be a problem, so there were difficulties that arose because of that sort 

of thing. We were able largely to talk about that, either through the Association of European 

Assay Offices or through other organisations that were slightly associated with that. 

 

HL: It’s quite an unusual situation, isn’t it, to have these meetings which are both co-

operative but also competitive, because the Assay Offices were in competition with each 

other, how did you handle that? 

 

RB: We were always extremely careful about that…largely what we were looking at was 

technical stuff, [01.05] so we were not talking prices, we were not generally talking 

customers but we were talking technical things, so when we were arguing about the Dutch 

office it wasn’t over their hallmark, as such, and their right to put it on. What we were 

worried about was the quality control that was applied within the factories in Thailand, 

because it wasn’t going to a Thai Assay Office, they would be marked in the factories, 

whether the control there was adequate, so it was always, virtually everything we discussed 

was technical. A lot of these things have changed over time, for example, I have a watch 

which is made of, correctly, stainless steel and eighteen carat gold. Now under the 

Hallmarking Act as it was to describe this as eighteen carat gold and stainless steel was 

illegal. It was true but it was illegal, so you couldn’t do that, now those were the sort of 

discussions we had a lot, how could we allow you to tell the truth when you were saying 

something without breaking the law and these sort of things got changed and there were 

problems with people producing very delicate objects. There was a method, similar to cire 

perdue, really, of plating wax models and then you put a pin hole in and drain out the wax and 

you end up with this little gold or silver object, little animal perhaps, but if you try and stamp 

a hallmark on it, you just crush it, so put a laser mark on. So what do you do about it, how 

can you get over that problem, so it was these sort of technical things largely, we were 

discussing and those were within, not only the Hallmarking Act, and the European Assay 

Offices, there was also another Act, which, I will think of its name in just a moment, the 

Convention, the European Convention on Hallmarking, which applied to certain countries 
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and we would discuss within them what was going on and largely it was quality and it was 

technical. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the level of technical knowledge that you needed to attend these 

meetings? 

 

RB: Not necessarily huge, the meetings tended to be between the Chairman of the offices, 

who were on the whole, lay, although in the case of Edinburgh they had, didn’t have that 

restriction, but he was a retailer who was the Chairman there, so, but you’d got people, if you 

like, who were not technical, but we also had our Assay Masters with us, so we did have the 

technical work there as well. A lot of it was technical with a small ‘t’, I mean the fact that 

something is so fragile that if you try and stamp a mark on it, it’ll break is fairly obvious to 

understand and so, how do you do it, can you get inside to put something behind to brace it 

while you stamp it or do you put a different mark on or how do you, a lot of these things were 

not that complicated and as I’ve said, the argument with the mixed materials and the watch, 

for example, it’s really a question of whether you can put a hallmark on the eighteen carat 

gold section, in which case it would be alright or what. And so, it’s more common sense 

discussion on how you can get over a problem rather than very detailed technical knowledge. 

We didn’t, on the whole, get involved in things that required a lot of chemistry and things of 

that sort, perhaps slightly more so with atomic-absorption, but not difficult to understand. 

 

HL: Can you talk about your relationship with the Assay Office staff? 

 

RB: To start with, of course, absolutely none, we just didn’t get involved at all and that 

increased over a period of time and in fact it’s continued to get even more so. I had a degree 

of a relationship, certainly with the senior staff and to some extent with the rest. My 

successor, Kay Alexander who, very much involved with people, loving people, she got 

really deeply involved and was enormously loved by everybody, knew almost everybody by 

first name and so on, was very, very good. With the technical people, yes I got involved and 

it was important because we needed to get feedback from them as to where they felt things 

were going because after all, on the Wardens committee we had no great technical 

knowledge, even on the trade members necessarily, one or two might, but most of them 

wouldn’t. So we relied on them telling us and helping us to [01.10] decide where we wanted 

to go in different fields, so the relationships quite strong. We always went through this 
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difficulty, at times, as to whether we brought people into the board meetings, always, always 

in attendance, the senior members of staff or never or whatever and we’ve fluctuated between 

one and the other, but whenever we had anything serious or a technical matter to discuss, we 

would ensure that the senior assayer or the senior people who understood that where there to 

help us and lead the discussions, so yes, it was interesting. 

 

HL: What are your memories of the sub-offices? 

 

RB: Sub-offices are very interesting because they were highly controversial amongst the 

offices when they first came along. They developed enormously since then, still not sure that 

everybody is in favour of the concept. The idea was that it would give a lot of flexibility to 

the capacity of the offices and also avoid damage and things. It started in Sheffield when 

Carrs of Sheffield, who were principally making photo frames, silver photo frames and things 

of that kind and these had to be all wrapped up individually, so they’d come into the office, 

they’d have to be unwrapped, go through the process, be wrapped up again and there was 

always a danger of damaging them. And even with many articles, rings for example, were 

hallmarked in a fairly rough state, so the hallmark’s put on and the ring is completed and 

polished so that any damage is taken out. With photograph frames, this wasn’t going to be 

possible so they really had to be done in their finished state. So the thought was well if they 

didn’t have to be moved out of Carrs’ factory, this would be much better, it would be much 

cheaper for the company and it would be quicker and it would avoid damage. The worry was, 

well how well controlled this going to be, so we insisted that the staff who were in the sub-

office were Assay Office staff not company staff and they were screened off and locked 

doors and all the rest of it, so one did ones best, but there was always a suspicion that things 

could go wrong. I don’t think any of those suspicions were actually founded in the end, I 

don’t think, to my knowledge anyway, that there was any real technical problem with any of 

the, with the way any of the offices were done. The development, were I suspect it became 

controversial once again were on two fronts, one was when Sheffield who were one of their 

biggest customers was manufacturing in Thailand and they wanted an office in Thailand, a 

slight reflection of the Dutch problem, and they wanted that and the question was could they 

open a sub-office in a factory in Thailand. And we had serious problems over that, not sure 

whether subsequently it did or did not take place, but there was a lot of discussion as to 

whether, first of all, whether the Hallmarking Act even allowed UK marks to be struck 

overseas. Big argument over that, the general feeling was no it wasn’t, so there were 
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problems there. The other happened when London Assay Office chose to open an office in 

Heathrow airport to mark the goods that came in there. Now strangely enough, we in 

Birmingham had looked at that years and years before when a Freeport was opened at 

Birmingham Airport and we thought, well can we bring stuff in and mark it in the Freeport 

and it goes straight out, so its marked without duty having to be paid on it while it’s in there 

and we looked at it quite carefully but it wasn’t going to work, financially it didn’t add up. 

But in London they were doing that and seeing how that would work and you could again 

understand it because one of the things we’d been doing for years in Birmingham, for some 

of our very big importers, was doing a lot more work that just assaying. So for example, if a 

customer was to bring in a thousand articles and then was going to distribute that amongst 

two hundred shops, five to each, then they would come to us and say, “We’ve brought you a 

thousand, we now want you to send them out bagged in fives” and collect them and send 

them off to wherever they were due to go. So we doing this bagging and putting their sale 

tickets, all sorts of odd little extra things, all which earned us money. The same thing really 

applied in Heathrow, when the stuff arrived, it came in quantity, it could be dealt with, stuff 

that was for re-export could go straight out again [01.15] stuff that was to be distributed, 

could be distributed direct from there rather than having to be brought in from Heathrow to 

the importer and then sent to the Assay Office. But there was a concern that by opening there, 

they were going to grab other offices customers, of material that was coming in. Since then 

Edinburgh opened an office at London Airport, London have opened a separate office of its 

own in Hatton Garden and I think there are probably ten or a dozen offices, within factories, 

most of which are Birmingham ones. But it’s certainly here to stay. 

 

HL: You’ve talked about commercial developments in the twenty-first century, can you now 

talk about the way the ethos of the Assay Office has changed since you arrived in 1965? 

 

RB: Well that’s a very big question. The Office has always had good charitable connections, 

its always seen itself as an integral part of the community, it was after all set up to protect the 

Birmingham community, in the jewellery trade, at least, from its competitors around the 

country. And it’s always seen itself as a very important part of Birmingham. It set up a 

charitable trust, initially really to deal with the Matthew Boulton archive and other materials 

which needed better looking after that we had the expertise to do and so this was mostly 

transferred on long term loan, or sometimes gift, to the museum and art gallery and they look 

after that particular work and a certain amount of money has also been paid to help them to 
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maintain it and develop it. But equally a lot of activities were done and after all our 

Guardians, who are all local, of course, have a wide spread of interests in what’s going on 

around. Applications would come in for the charitable trust for help with certain activities 

going on, largely related to the community rather than other things that are more specialised. 

So yes, there’s always been that feeling, after all we’ve always had visitors come around the 

office, somewhat limited because of the size of the building and the amount of space we have 

available but we do that. We do, quite a lot of lecturing has been done at various times on 

various subjects and we’ve always taken, even within the trade, a philanthropic role toward 

things that are much wider than we do, for example, Michael Allchin will no doubt tell you 

the work he did in looking after, in considering illicit diamonds, black diamonds as they were 

referred to, or blood diamonds, in trying to make sure that the trade here didn’t get involved 

in dealing  with dodgy diamonds, or for that matter even dodgy gold, so there’s been quite a 

lot of work done there. We’ve give a huge amount of help to Trading Standards and others to 

help them to bring prosecutions, for selling bad material. So yes there been a lot of that. I 

think depending on our particular finances at the time, it’s come and gone, but we’ve, on the 

whole we’ve always had that kind of an attitude, and I particularly remember one of our 

Wardens saying “Well, we’ve got this money, technically there’s nowhere for it to go, 

otherwise we’ve got slightly more than we need for our direct work, we therefore need to 

look after our people and we need to look after others because we can afford to and there’s no 

other reason why we shouldn’t not do that.” So we did tend to do that, I think for that reason 

we probably kept the defined pension benefit scheme going longer than we should have done, 

because we could afford to, but it was coming to the stage were we couldn’t, particularly after 

Gordon Brown’s tax changes, but we tried our best to keep that going and there were quite a 

lot of things that have always been done, trips out and bowls and other things that we’ve 

done, negotiated with the staff, staff parties, which have, probably happen in a lot of 

businesses, but there was very much a family business here. I think it’s fair to say, for a lot of 

people who came to work here, cam not because we put an ad out but they came because 

we’d let it be known we needed somebody and somebody would say, my son, brother, aunt, 

friend next door, whatever would like to and I think there was very much a family 

atmosphere here, whether you’ll get that impression from the other side of the fence, I don’t 

know, but certainly I think that was very much the case. 

 

[End of Interview 01.20] 


