
2. KATHY MCMILLEN 
	  

1	  
	  

INTERVIEW WITH KATHY McMILLEN 

DATE:  13 JANUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 

HL: This is Helen Lloyd interviewing Kathy McMillen on the 13th January 2015. Kathy, tell 

me about your background. 

 

KM: Good afternoon Helen.  My background, I’m one of three sisters, we had a working 

class background, my Father worked in maintenance, my mother was a stay at home 

housewife.  I went to Cardinal Newman’s Secondary Modern School and I left there at the 

age of sixteen and a half. 

 

HL: Cardinal Newman, does that indicate a Catholic background? 

 

KM: Yes it does, yes. Both my parents were Irish, so we’re Irish descent, yes, very Catholic 

background, and the school, obviously, Cardinal Newman was related to the Oratory Church 

as well on the Hagley Road 

 

HL: Tell me about getting your first job. 

 

KM: Well, it came time for me to leave school, I was sixteen and a half and I just mentioned 

to my aunt that I didn’t really know what I wanted to do at the time, and she worked here, my 

Aunty Mary, in the canteen, she done a little cleaning job here and she said to me “Why don’t 

you try the Birmingham Assay Office where I work, they may be looking for somebody”.  

So, I picked up the telephone and I phoned Mr Cartland and I just said were there any jobs 

going at the time, didn’t see a job that was being interviewed, I just thought I’ll just ring up 

on the off chance, and he said “Yes, if you’d like to come and see me, we’ll have a little 

chat.”  So, the next day, I came down to the Assay Office, spoke to Mr Cartland and he said 

to me “When could you start?”  I think the interview lasted about ten minutes, and I said 

“Well, I’m leaving school on Friday, I could actually start on Monday,” and he said “That’s 

brilliant then, we’ll see you on Monday.”   

 

So, I left school on Friday, very little time to do anything else but just to get ready to come to 

work, so on the 31st May, 1972, I walked through the doors of the Birmingham Assay Office.  
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I had a job in the Preparation Department, and I was taken on first to do weighing. When I 

went into the building, I was really surprised at how old fashioned it was, everything was a 

dark green paint, brown, very dark brown wood, wooden floors, it looked really, really old.  

So, my first day, I started to do some weighing, and I thought I would be weighing the gold 

straight away, but no, no, they handed me, they took me to a weighing scales, an old 

fashioned weighing scales with a big pan on one side and weights, and they said for the first 

week, I would be weighing paper until I got used to using the weighing scales, so I was 

introduced to a very nice lady, who’s going to be my trainer, called Miss Short, and Miss 

Short started to show me how to do the weighing, and for one week, I just spent the whole 

week weighing pieces of paper, and I thought to myself, “oh, I don’t think this is the job for 

me”.  So, at the end of the first week, I thought I’m gonna look for something else, and low 

and behold, forty three years later, I’m still here!   

 

So, what I’m going to do now is just tell you about my time here at the Assay Office, which 

I’ve loved very, very much, and I’d like to tell you the processes I’ve gone through and the 

position that I hold today.  I started in 1972 and then in 1982, I was made a Leading Hand, 

which we would call today a trainer, so I was actually then gonna train in the Preparation 

Department where I started my training.  I done that for a number of years, and then in 2007, 

I was offered a position of Customer Services and Co-Ordinator, where I actually spent a lot 

of time with the customers and co-ordinating within the Assay Office to make sure the work 

flowed through quickly, service levels were met, everybody was happy with what we were 

doing, and I done that for a year, and then in 2008, I was asked if I’d like to take on the role 

of Hallmarking Operations Manager, which I was extremely pleased about, and I took that 

role on in 2008, and I’ve loved every minute of it. But then it goes on, it’s a little bit of a 

“rags to riches” story really, because in 2014, with the present Assay Master, or Mistress I 

should say, I was then offered the position [00.05] of Hallmarking Operations Director, 

which I am really, really proud to be, and that is my position up to today. 

   

HL: You were ten years in the Preparation Department, what else did you do apart from 

weighing? 

 

KM: After weighing in the Preparation Department, we also had a postal area, so I went and 

learned how to book in the post and to re-send all the work out in the post. We also had an 

examining area, where every piece of jewellery that was hallmarked would be examined, 
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quality controlled.  I worked in the examining area and, as I mentioned earlier, in the packing 

area as well, and we used to rotate the jobs, so once you learned each of the jobs, you would 

spend a month on each job, and then rotate and do a different job each month. 

 

HL: Why was that? 

 

KM: I think it’s to keep interest really, to make the job a little bit more interesting, it would 

be boring if you were just doing the same job all the time, and also for flexibility within the 

department, so if any staff were away, there was four of us in the department at the time when 

I first started, we could all cover each other’s jobs. 

 

HL: What was the interest of the jobs? What did you find interesting? 

 

KM: I just loved the place, I loved looking at the jewellery, I was young, I was sixteen and a 

half, it was really ... although some of the jewellery was in a very raw state, you could have 

passed it by in the street for a piece of metal and you wouldn’t even of known it was 

jewellery, but I just loved the whole thing surrounding jewellery, but today, actually, I 

haven’t got that love because I’ve worked here, it’s like a busman’s holiday now.  When I go 

on holiday, I don’t really even look at jewellery, when other people who’ve been drawn to the 

jewellery shops, I think “Oh no, not jewellery” (laughs), but I did love the jewellery, and I 

loved the people that were here, the people and the place had a real pull. 

 

HL: What was it about the people? 

 

KM: Very friendly, it was almost like a family, we all, started to get relationship with people, 

it was almost like one big family. We had the canteen here, you came in it was like home 

from home, you had cooked breakfasts, you had a cooked lunch every day and puddings and 

it was just really, really a family orientated place. 

 

HL: Any examples you can remember of relationships in those early years? 

 

KM: There was a team of older ladies that started on the, well they seemed old to me at the 

time, they were on the examining section, and they always used to mother us and look after 

us, taught us how to knit in the lunchtime, we had a recreation room and we all took up 
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knitting, and they showed us how to do the knitting. There was also an elderly gentleman I 

always remember on packing, he used to be very protective of, there was myself and another 

little girl that started with me, and they were always very protective of us and helped us, and I 

think it was just a security, you know, it just made you feel that you were very protected here. 

 

HL: You referred to a boss as Miss so and so, is that how you would have addressed 

management? 

 

KM: Yes. When I first started here, nobody ever called anybody who were their peers or 

above them, you wouldn’t dream of calling them by the Christian name, it was always Miss 

Short, Mr Beechey, the Assay Master was Mr Maughan, Mr Westwood sorry at the time, Mr 

Westwood, yeah, everybody spoke of their managers by their full title.   

 

HL: Was there much mixing among management and managed? 

 

KM: No, I don’t think there was. The management were kept very distant really.  If I think of 

time... the time I’ve been here, the Assay Masters, we see them all the time now, if you were 

called to the Assay Master’s Office in those days, you would quake in your boots, because 

you’d obviously done something very, very wrong or he wanted to see you over a serious 

issue, so yes, you didn’t really see the Assay Master very much at all.  Right up to the year of 

1999, we called all the Assay Masters here Mr. The last Assay Master, Michael Allchin, 

when he came, he couldn’t believe this, and he insisted that we all called him Michael, 

[00.10]  and then the present Assay Master that we have today is Stella Layton, and she has 

come in, and we’ve all called her Stella, but really, it was quite odd, it was quite unusual up 

to ‘99 to still call the CEO of a company ‘Mr’, but that did still happen here. 

 

HL: Any other memories from those first ten years here? 

 

KM: Well, I hadn’t been here very long, and I believe it was 1973, and the Office wanted to 

get recognition for a union, and there was a strike called, and I’d just started work and I 

didn’t want to go out on strike, I didn’t, I was happy to be earning my money, and I didn’t 

really understand all the politics behind it, and so, I actually didn’t go on strike that time, and 

I used to have to come in every day past a picket line into work and carry on working with 

the people, there was a small body of people that didn’t strike ‘cause they didn’t, they weren’t 
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really interested in the recognition of a union, but however, the strike did take place and the 

union was recognised after the strike.  

 

HL: What was it like to come past the picket line? 

 

KM: I used to meet a girl at the top of the road, and we used to walk down together, but 

nobody was very vicious, it was a very peaceful strike. We just walked past into work, and 

actually, at the time, I thought it was all very exciting to be perfectly honest.  Obviously, 

looking back now, they needed support at the time, but I found it all a bit of challenge, you 

know, a bit of an adventure really and, as I say, the union was recognised, and when they 

came back in, everybody was really friendly, there was no animosity, it was a really peaceful 

strike.  When everybody returned to work after the strike, a lot of people who had stayed in 

and hadn’t gone out on strike actually understood more of the cause of what they’d gone out 

for, and we did join the union, and we were unionised.  Well, we still have a union here 

today. 

 

HL: Tell me about becoming a Leading Hand 

 

KM: In 1982, we were getting busier and busier and more staff started to come on board, and 

we needed some trainers to train up, at the time they were called Leading Hands, but today, 

we would call it a trainer, and I was asked to become a trainer to train the new people that 

were coming on board, and I trained, I would say, about ten, twelve people in the time I was 

there.  One of the girls that I started to train still works here today, but she’s moved on into 

the Accounts Department now, and I thoroughly enjoyed sharing my knowledge of the job 

with all the other people that I was chosen to train throughout those ten years. 

 

HL: How did you know how to train people? 

 

KM: We did have some training courses, we were sent on some training courses from the 

company throughout the time on how to train, management courses and things like that, and 

then also, really, ten years of knowledge of the job.  It was hands on basically, I knew the 

work inside out and, as I say, we attended the courses, so we were able to show the staff the 

correct way of doing things. 
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HL: Where were the courses? 

 

KM: The courses were, some of them were held here at the office, we had people come in to 

train us and we went to training facilities in Birmingham, and I’m just trying to recall where 

any of them were. 

 

HL: Can you talk about some of the main events that you remember. 

 

KM: Some of the main events that I can remember is I was here for the bicentenary of the 

Birmingham Assay Office, I was here for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee mark in 1977, I 

remember that very clearly, because we had a great big machine on the ground floor, and we 

used to call it ‘Big Bertha’, and this machine used to mark everything with a great big spread 

mark, and at the time, it was very fashionable for everybody to wear big silver dog tags round 

their necks, and there was a lovely mark created for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee, which was on 

the bottom of the hallmark, and we must have marked thousands [00.15] and thousands of 

those things, and we can remember that machine going day and night just marking absolutely 

loads of them.  After the Silver Jubilee, there was also a mark, a Millennium mark, which 

was created for the Millennium, which is a very nice mark, which can be found on any pieces 

of jewellery marked in the year 2000, so if you were lucky enough to have a piece of 

jewellery marked in that year, you have probably got that mark inside the jewellery.  And 

then the latest one we had was the Queen’s Golden Jubilee this year, but there wasn’t a mark 

created for that, but we did have some commemorative pieces that we marked here for the 

Queen. 

 

HL: That was 2014? 

 

KM: 2014. Another main event was in 1980, unfortunately, we had another strike on our 

hands.  This time, the strike was to try and save jobs. The work had started to trail off a little 

bit and the company were looking to make redundancies and the union didn’t agree with it at 

the time and we had a ballot.  I’ve got to say that I did ballot not to strike, because that’s just 

the way I felt about things at the time, that you know, we could see that the work was trailing 

off, but unfortunately, we did all have to come out on strike, and that strike lasted ten weeks, 

and there was a great hardship to a lot of people during that strike, and people found it very 

difficult to manage, and it was a bitter strike, there was a lot of friends who fell out on that 
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strike, there was a lot of chanting when people went into work, people very upset.  I 

personally didn’t like going on the picket line, but we had to go and do our turn on there, that 

was just the way it was, and, even after the ten weeks and after we came back to work, we 

still had to go ahead and make the redundancies, and unfortunately, it done a lot of harm to 

the office because it, that strike actually could have brought the office to its knees, we were 

very, we’d used up a lot of resources, we’d lost a lot of customers and we’re very lucky to 

have got back to where we are today. 

 

HL: Apart from the bitterness caused by the strike, what were work relationships like 

generally? 

 

KM: When we first came back after the strike, things were a little bit strained, but after a few 

weeks really, things started to get back to normal. We had a social club here at the time, and 

we played table tennis at dinner time, darts, there was even a bar on the premises, and you 

know, you could buy drinks very, very cheaply, nobody ever over indulged with the drink, 

but there was a real social atmosphere here. We also had a lad here who wrote a lot of 

pantomimes, and we all took part in those, and we gave the money to charity. There were 

quizzes, there were inter-departmental It’s a Knockout, which was great fun and we used to 

rehearse for these pantomimes and things after work, so we’d work ‘til four, five o’clock at 

the time, then we’d stay here ‘til seven o’clock rehearsing for the pantomime.  It brought 

people very close together, and there were some really good times.   

 

HL: And how did those social activities affect your work? 

 

KM: Everybody got what they had to do done in their work, nobody every shirked any of 

their duties, they worked really hard so they could get finished at five o’clock and as soon as 

we were finished, everybody went downstairs, had a cup of tea, cup of coffee and then they 

started rehearsals.  We also had,  just thinking back now when you’ve asked me that question, 

in the ‘90s and perhaps late ‘80s I think, we had a policy here that when the work was 

finished, you went home, so it was a very rare occurrence to happen in a job, but so, when we 

received all the work for the day, as soon as that work was finished, we had a target, and if 

that work was finished at two o’clock or three o’clock, everybody went home, so everybody 

got their skates on and worked as quickly as they could, and at two, sometimes at two and 

three o’clock in the day, we’d be able to go home, and I always remember my Dad saying to 
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me “It’s more like a holiday camp down there than a working place,” but it was good for the 

staff at the time, obviously, it couldn’t happen [00.20] today, because the work comes in 

completely different, everything is very different today, but in those early days, we got x 

amount of work in the day, and we probably didn’t receive any more work throughout the 

day, so, as I said, once it was all done and dusted, everybody would be running round to get 

the last parcel out, and we’d be all going home.  

 

HL: What other perks were there to the job? 

 

KM: In the 1980s, the company started to pick up, and we were doing quite well, and there 

was the introduction of a profit related pay at the end of the year, so if we made a profit, all 

the staff got a percentage of that profit as a bonus, and everybody was very, very happy about 

that, it was a nice lump sum of money to receive once a year on top of your wages.  The 

Assay Master at the time also wanted to give the staff the best benefits he could, and he put 

all the staff into private medical care, which was absolutely phenomenal at that time, because 

a lot of people needed to use it, and they found it very, very useful.  Unfortunately, as time 

went on and work declined and these perks became very expensive, we’ve had to withdraw 

from these perks, so we are going to now re-look at another profit related pay connected to 

profits for this year, but unfortunately, the private medical care started to get very, very 

expensive, so the company had to withdraw the private medical care, but we did have a good 

ten, twelve years enjoying private medical healthcare, which is very unusual for all staff in a 

company. 

 

HL: Talk me through a typical day in your life when you were a Leading Hand 

 

KM: When I was a Leading Hand, we would come into work, very much the same as we do 

today, we would get the work out, share the work out amongst the staff what had to be done 

that day. The work was probably different in those days, the work would, in those days, come 

in and it might be probably unfinished work and it would all be bagged together in bags, so it 

wouldn’t be unusual to have may be a couple of hundred rings in a bag, but today, all our 

work comes in, and it’s all finished, it’s all hand finished, it’s all in bags, it has to be decanted 

from a bag and re-bagged when it’s finished. A typical day would be I would train somebody 

and move around on different jobs, whereas today, the same still really happens today with 

the trainers, they’ll still train on the same jobs and move around and make sure everybody is 
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okay on the jobs that they’re doing. Everything is faster today, the work has to be, the service 

levels are a lot faster than they were when I was a leading hand, we would try and get the 

work out as quickly as we could, but today, everybody wants it twenty four hours, forty eight 

hours, it’s very quick turnaround time.   

 

HL: What was the turnaround time like when you began? 

 

KM: When I very began, in 1972, I don’t ever remember there being any pressures at all to 

get any work out of the building in any time straits, I can remember foreign work taking 

absolutely weeks and weeks to do, whereas today, everything we try to achieve a three day 

turnaround as standard, and as I mentioned earlier, a twenty four hour service and a same day 

service. Everything seems a lot faster today. 

 

HL: And how did the days begin and end? 

 

KM: In 1972 when I started, you would come into the office and there was a clock card, you 

would just clock in and go straight to your place of work. There were no metal detectors to 

walk through, which we have today, and then at the end of the day, when you finished, you 

just clocked out and left the building.  Obviously, over time, security has had to be brought 

into the building, but it’s a good thing, because it protects you, it’s there for your protection 

as well, so, it just shows that there’s nothing leaving the building, there’s nothing coming out, 

it’s very much like an airport security coming in and out every day now. We’re only allowed 

to wear a wedding ring, an engagement ring, a watch and a pair of earrings. When I first 

started in ‘72, you could wear as much jewellery as you wanted to wear, and, of course, 

people bought a lot of jewellery because they bought it and wore it, showed it off at work, but 

[00.25] with the way things are now, we only allow the basic jewellery to be worn.   

 

HL: How has the building changed? 

 

KM: The building has changed, when I first started, on the ground floor where I worked, 

there was an open, there was no floor above, but there was a balcony all the way round and 

there were stairs that come from the upstairs downstairs, and I always remember the girls 

when they were going up the stairs were always very careful to hold their skirts, because they 

were worried the assayers who were working downstairs would be looking up their skirts on 
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the way up the stairs, and sometimes, if you wanted somebody on the next floor, you 

wouldn’t go up, you’d just shout at the bottom of the stairs, and somebody would pop their 

head over the balcony and say “What d’ya want” and we’d communicate in that way, but 

then that floor was filled in and now obviously the floors are accessible by stairs, but there 

isn’t the openness that there was there before. Also, when I first started, in the basement, it 

was an open courtyard, a cobbled open courtyard, and that’s now ... the cobblestones are still 

there, but that is now part of our social club room, it’s all been filled in, and years ago, there 

was talk in that area of somebody seeing a ghost walking through there one day, they said 

that they were walking through the cobbled area to get to another part of the building, and a 

lady in white appeared to them, and just flowed across the courtyard.  I myself never seen 

anybody, but there was, there’s been a couple of people telling us in the past that they did see 

ghostly apparitions, and the building does date back to a very long time, so I wouldn’t be 

surprised if there wasn’t.   

 

HL: And you’ve also worked as one of the Assay Office Guardians, can you explain that? 

 

KM: Yes.  The Assay Office again is a very unusual institution really, as it is governed by 

thirty six Guardians, so the Managers are here, but there was an Act in Parliament that said 

thirty six Guardians were on a Board, and out of that thirty six Guardians, ten Wardens were 

chosen, and Wardens are, would be, I guess, what you’d say, the Board of Directors in 

today’s world.  It’s a very old fashioned way of running things, but it still exists today, and in 

1995, I was asked to represent the staff as the staff representative for the Guardians.  In the 

Act, the Chief, the Assay Master and one member of staff is elected to become a Guardian. 

The other Guardians will be made up of some of the jewellery trade and then people in 

profession, who can bring things to the office, i.e. the media, lawyers, trading standards, and 

that organisation still stands today.  When I was first elected, I was very proud to be asked to 

represent the staff on the Board of Directors, on the Board of Guardians. The Guardians meet 

twice a year, and at that meeting, they discuss how the Office has done, what we are going to 

be doing in the future and the finance, everything is discussed at that meeting, and it was just 

a body that governed the Assay Office.  I would come back then, and then, if the staff wanted 

to know anything, I would be the person that would tell the staff what was going on, but I 

didn’t ever really need to do that very much, because the staff were always really informed 

very well of what was going on in the building.  It was an honour, a big honour, to be asked 

to be a Guardian, and I’ve met some very nice people on there as well, away from the Assay 
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Office, and I am still a Guardian today, but as I’ve become a Director this year, last year 

sorry, 2014, I will now be stepping down and they will be looking to replace me with 

somebody else.  

 

HL: What was it like to be the staff representative on the Guardians? 

 

KM: It was a great honour, but it was also quite frightening.  When I first went to my first 

meeting, I didn’t really know what to expect, and there was a lot of businessmen there, and I 

always remember [00.30] the Guardians at that time were predominantly men, I think there 

were two other ladies on the Guardians, one was a lady called Lady Fisher of Rednal, she was 

a Guardian, and I can’t remember the other lady, I can’t remember the other lady at the 

moment, there was only the three of us, so it was quite intimidating, and it took me a little 

while to get used to the meetings and what went on.  I wasn’t actually asked to speak at any 

of the meetings, and never had the occasion to, but again, as they years have gone on, they’ve 

become a lot more relaxed, and people are a lot more formal, and it was a great joy to be part 

of.   

 

HL: What about things that were decided at these meetings?  Did they have any effect? 

 

KM: There was never any big decisions made at these meetings. As I said earlier, the 

Wardens, there was thirty six Guardians, but there was a small body of Wardens, 

approximately ten, and it was at those meetings, I believe the Wardens would meet once a 

month, and at those meetings, that’s when the decision making for the office would take 

place.  We would just be told at those meetings what was being ... what was taking place 

throughout the year, and actually, I actually had the benefit of actually knowing, prior to 

going to most of these meetings, what was actually happening anyway, so I was probably in 

more of the know than the other thirty six Guardians that were there. 

 

HL: Why was that? 

 

KM: We had weekly meetings, and the Assay Masters at the time would inform all the staff 

what was happening, so the thirty six Guardians are really a formality, it’s a formality, it’s a 

requirement and in the Act of Parliament for the Assay Office to have these Guardians. 
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HL: What about these weekly meetings that the staff had with the Assay Master, can you 

describe those? 

 

KM: We would have, it was probably your Departmental Manager would tell you what was 

going on weekly, and then the Assay Master would have a meeting with everybody, which 

we would call a ‘State of the Nation’, which we, everybody, would be called to, and they 

would tell the plans for the future, what was happening, but there was always notices put on 

the board for people to read, and you were always quite well informed about what was 

happening.  So any weekly meetings that took place would be in your department with your 

Department Managers.  The State of the Nation meeting that we used to have once a year or 

twice a year would take place in our social club room, but the State of the Nation meeting 

would take place once or twice a year, and that would take place in the social club room 

downstairs with all the staff present.  However, the new Assay Master, Stella Layton who has 

just taken ...  who’s  just come on board in 2014, she’s keen to have a lot more meetings, and 

we’re now having meetings at a lot more regular intervals, I would say every couple of 

months, and in much smaller groups as well. 

 

HL: How long were you a Leading Hand? 

 

KM: I was actually a Leading Hand for twenty-five years, and you may think that’s a very 

long time to stay in one position, but the truth of the matter is, nobody ever left the Assay 

Office, so there was very rarely any opportunities that came about to apply for a new job.  I 

was very lucky that in 2006, one of the Managers left, and they brought an outside manager 

in and things didn’t quite work out, and he left in 2007, and then I applied for the job as the 

Customer Services Co-Ordinator, and that really interested me, because it was a job that was 

direct contact with the customers, which I hadn’t really had ... I had a little bit of direct 

contact with the customers, but this was actually seeing new customers, old customers and it 

was also liaising with all the Managers and Supervisors here to co-ordinate them together, 

which I really enjoyed.  I liked the people side of it, and I would pull everything together, 

make sure everybody ... all the customers had their service levels, there was no problems in 

the areas with the hallmarking, the assay department and the prep department, and we all 

worked [00.35] together as one team, which I really, really enjoyed doing, but that job only 

lasted for a year, because it was going so well, that they then decided that they would ... the 

manager that previously left in 2006 was actually the Hallmarking Operations Manager, so 
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they were actually looking for an Operations Manager, so I guess they gave me the co-

ordinator job just to make sure I’d be up to the Operations Manager job, and in 2008, that was 

the job that they asked me if I would be willing to take on, and I really loved doing that job.  

It opened up lots of new opportunities for me.  I started to do things like KPI’s and service 

levels and I was a lot more involved with the staff as well as the customers, and I thoroughly 

enjoyed the role. 

 

HL: Can you explain KPI’s? 

 

KM: KPI’s, Key Performance Indicators, which we’d never had kept before, so I started to 

keep levels of how well the departments were doing, how long the jobs sat in the 

departments, could we do things better, could we do things quicker, and it all ... I got a real 

buzz out of the job, you know, when things flowed through and we started to get really busy, 

it was really, really good, and I thoroughly enjoyed the job, and I’ve been doing that job right 

up to the present day really. When Stella came on board in 2014, she asked me if I would 

take on the role as Hallmarking Operations Director, which I happily agreed to do, it was a 

great, great honour to become a Director, from starting all those years ago and spending 

twenty five years in one job, then within the space of between ‘82 and ... from 2007 to 2014, 

in those seven years, I went from a Co-Ordinator to a Director of the company. It’s like a bit 

of a fairytale really, and again, this is opening new opportunities up for me again, ‘cause I’m 

now learning things from Stella, who is mentoring us along the way on how to be a director 

of a company.   

 

HL: You said that from 2007 onwards you enjoyed meeting the customers, can you talk about 

some of your more memorable customers? 

 

KM: Yes, we have lots of customers. We have direct customers, which comes to our 

Customer Service area. They tend to be local customers, who actually make the goods, who 

still produce the jewellery today, and we’ve got some great characters, all very, very friendly, 

and then we have customers who import goods for us, so those goods would come to us from 

abroad, so that maybe with e-mails and telephone calls that I would be in contact with those 

customers. We also have customers who run TV channels, and I speak to those on a regular 

basis, so there is quite a variety of different types of customers. 
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HL: Why TV channels? 

 

KM: Well the TV channels import the goods, and they then sell the goods on the TV, one of, 

well two of them are locally based television companies, one’s in Redditch and one’s in 

Leamington Spa, which is different for us that we’ve seen throughout the rest of the years in 

the Assay Office.  So these goods will come into the country, they will come here directly to 

us, we will test them and hallmark them, and then they will go out to the offices and then they 

will be put on air that night, they will be sold on air within that week. 

 

HL: You’ve talked about training others, what training have you received yourself? 

 

KM: Okay.  So the training I received with my time at the Assay Office has been supervisor’s 

courses, customer care courses, office software course, on the job computer training courses, 

information technology course and adult literacy in 2005.   

 

HL: Those course titles suggest enormous changes.  Can you remember how office life has 

changed? 

 

KM: Well, office life has changed here from 1972. Everything was written down, everything 

was written in hand, everything was documented in books, [00.40] there were typewriters 

used, that was the most advanced piece of equipment we had. As I said to you earlier, the 

scales were all weights, they were all weighted, we now have electronic balances, we have 

computers, we have iPads to take home that we do our work from, it’s just changed 

dramatically. When you think back to how the office worked on a day to day basis with 

everything being written out, it’s actually quite scary to think how you ever got any work 

done.  I can remember ledgers, having to write weights and things in big ledgers, which I’m 

sure are around still somewhere in the office today.   

 

HL: What about the speed at which things were done? 

 

KM: Well obviously, things were done at a lot slower speed, everything, even hallmarking 

today we have laser machines, but we still have hand marking today, which we had in 1773, 

never mind 1973.  In 1773, hallmarks were put onto pieces of jewellery with a hammer and a 

tool, a punch. That still happens today in our area, but then we’ve moved on to hydraulic 
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machines and fly presses and flick presses, which obviously speed up the process, and of 

course, laser marking, which is a ... we’ve had laser marking here now for about fifteen years, 

that’s helped to speed things up as well, but even on the testing side of things, when I first 

came here, everything was scraped, the scraping would be sent to the laboratory to be 

chemically processed in a test which took three hours. We now use a machine called an XRF 

machine, which stands for X-ray Fluorescent, and these machines give us a reading in as fast 

as ten seconds. 

 

HL: What about pressure from the customer for speed? 

 

KM: I think the pressure today is a hundred times more than when I first started for speed of 

goods. Quality obviously is the most important, but speed is the second today, and I don’t 

ever remember there being the pressures that there are today, it was a lot more laid back in 

the early days when I first started, everybody done their work, everybody got it out as quickly 

as they could ‘cause they had the incentive to go home early, but it must have took a lot 

longer than it does today. 

 

HL: You’ve been a Director since July 2014, so less than a year, what’s it been like? 

 

KM: A great honour to be asked to be a Director.  I mean, I remember going home and telling 

my husband, we were going on holiday that day, and he was teasing me all the way over on 

the plane, we were going on, saying “Oh I’m sitting by the Director now of a company.”  It’s 

been really great, the staff have been tremendous, they’ve given me tremendous support, I’ve 

got great respect for them, and they have got great respect back for me.  I haven’t found the 

transition from the Operations Manager to Director that different, only in the fact that, with 

the new Assay Master who has come into the building now since 2014, Stella has a very 

different way of working and she’s starting to mentor us in a very different way. She’s also 

given me a, I’ve already had a book to read, called Who Moved My Cheese, which I found 

very interesting, and she’s helping us on a day to, helping me on a day to day basis to fulfil 

my role as Director.  The part I’m having a little bit of difficulty with is coming away from 

the operational side of it, and sitting more back and giving … The biggest difficulty I’ve 

found with becoming a Director is I need to now stand back from the operational duties and 

let other people take them on, and mentor my managers down the line, so that’s gonna be a 

challenge for me, but as I said earlier, Stella has been good at mentoring us. She’s given us a 
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very interesting book Who Moved My Cheese, which is all about change in the work place, 

and in your life, [00.45] and it’s a very good book to read, and it just motivates you, so I now 

have to learn to delegate more down the ranks and step back and be more part of the decision 

making with the Executive team.   

 

HL: And you said that Stella had introduced a different approach, in what ways has her 

approach been different? 

 

KM: Stella is more IT focussed, so we are gonna be changing drastically on our IT side of 

things. She also wants, well me particularly, to delegate more down the lines, and give more 

responsibility to the managers. I have had the tendency to hold on to things and help 

everybody more, but I have to let that go, and I’m finding that a little bit of a challenge, but I 

know it’s coming, ‘cause I can feel it is, I’m stepping back a little bit more, but as I said 

that’s the side that I am slightly gonna miss.  

 

HL: You’ve talked about all your learning now as a Director, and yet you’re about to retire 

 

KM: Yes.  I have decided this year I am going to retire in October 2015. Couple of reasons:  I 

wanted to be here to go to the new building, to the move, I’ve been very much part of the 

move to the new building, and I think it will be very interesting, but family life, I want to 

spend some time with my husband, he has already retired, and he’s frantically waiting for me 

to retire.  So, I am gonna retire in October this year, and I see that as a new challenge again, 

another change in life, but I will be very, very sad to leave the office.  I actually wrote my 

resignation letter just a couple of weeks ago actually, and while I was writing the letter, my 

husband came in just to see how it was going, and I was actually in tears writing my letter, 

and it’s gonna be a big pull to leave the office, but all good things come to an end, and I do 

wish the Office every success in the future in the new build.   

 

HL: And can you reflect on what it’s been like as a woman rising through the ranks? 

 

KM: I’ve never felt any discrimination here at the Assay Office between men and women, 

it’s always been very, very fair.  I would actually say that when I first started, it was probably 

about a fifty fifty proportion, but as the years have gone on, more ladies have actually come 

to work here, and I would say that men are now the minority here in regards numbers, but 
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there’s never, I have never been faced with any discrimination of any sort.  So, another 

different take on, we had a final pension scheme here, just to show you that there was no 

discrimination between men and women here, when we actually brought in a final salary 

pension scheme, men and women were both set to retire at the age of 65 before they could 

actually take the final salary scheme, which again was unusual in those days, as a lot of 

women retired at the age of 60.  

 

The other good thing about when they brought the final salary scheme was anybody that had 

worked at the Office prior to being in that scheme, they actually put into the new scheme 

from the year they started, even though they didn’t contribute to that scheme, their years, they 

were given grace for the years they worked here, and they were put into the scheme, and their 

years were counted as having been paid into that scheme.  And I benefited greatly for this, 

because in 1972, I was only sixteen, and I was put into the pension scheme from the age of 

sixteen.  It did later change in later years, much later, and you now have to be twenty one to 

join the pension scheme, but actually, I feel very blessed, not just me but people before me, 

they counted all their years, and they were given those years of grace to go into the new 

pension scheme.  Unfortunately, the pension scheme, as many others have had to do, has had 

to close in 2010, but we are now in a company scheme, which is a different type of scheme to 

the scheme we were in before, but the scheme before was a final salary scheme, which has 

been a really good scheme for anybody that’s retired in the last few years, and it will be for 

me. So, even going into retirement, [00.50] I’m taking a big legacy with me from the Assay 

Office.   

 

Another example of non-discrimination at the Birmingham Assay Office is, in the whole of 

history, there has been thirteen Assay Masters in total, Stella is the thirteenth, she’s the lady 

Assay Master and the only lady Assay Master that has ever been, so that again, shows you 

that moving forward, we’re not frightened to approach a lady being the Assay Master or the 

Chief Executive as she’s now called, but, prior to that, through history, it’s always been men.  

 

[End of Interview 00.50.43] 

 

 

  

 


