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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Michael Allchin at the Birmingham Assay 

Office on Tuesday the tenth of February 2015. Michael tell me about your background?  

 

MA: Well Helen, I kind of had a golden childhood. I was, when I was, I was born in 1949 

just after the war and my father and my uncle went to work in South Africa, they were both 

telecommunications engineers and they went to work in South Africa I think in probably 

about 1950. Didn’t particularly like working in South Africa and eventually moved up to 

Nairobi in Kenya, and when they got there they really liked it very, very much. So they called 

on their wives, so that was my mother and my Auntie Audrey to come out to Nairobi, so my 

mother and Audrey. So I’m a twin and I had an elder brother who’s only a little bit older than 

me and Audrey had a little girl called Susan so there were two young women and four little 

children piled on to a boat in Tilbury Docks in London and went out to live in Kenya. And I 

was about two years old at that stage and we lived out there for another ten years or so in 

Nairobi and of course, absolutely wonderful place to be brought up as a child. The sun shone, 

I don’t remember it raining, obviously it did from time to time but we’re up in, up on the 

equator and it was idyllic. We were outside all the time, we’d play with the dogs, we’d play 

with each other and it was just absolutely fantastic and marvellous.  

 

Then we came back to the UK in the early 1960s for our secondary education. I went to a 

school called Cray Valley High School in Sidcup in Kent, it was a technical high school. 

Interestingly enough the governments are thinking about actually reintroducing some kind of 

technical education. So we did lots of Maths and Physics and Chemistry, that kind of thing, 

but we also had engineering facilities so we learnt how to use lathes, we had a foundry, we 

had technical drawing, so we did all that sort of scientific and technical education as well if 

you like. But rather ironically in addition to doing that I also sort of liked the humanities and 

that kind of thing as well so rather ironically I ended up going to Cambridge to do Geography 

and eventually Archaeology and Anthropology, so I didn’t use that sort of scientific 

background or engineering type background at all, but anyway always very useful to actually 

understand, you know, ‘A’ Level Maths and engineering and that kind of thing so always 

helpful.  

 

HL: How often did people go from Cray Valley High to Cambridge or Oxford?  
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MA: Well, we had, well, they didn’t really. I mean we had a very strange year. The year that I 

went through. Remember we were part of the baby boomers so there were a lot of children 

going through secondary school. And the grammar schools and everything were full up, I 

didn’t get to the grammar school. And the year that I went, I don’t know, we just had one of 

those funny years that happened to be very good at everything, the kids in my year. We were 

very good academically, we were very good at sport, that cohort of kids going through. Very 

good rugby teams and hockey teams and cricket teams and beat all the local grammar 

schools, and I think that year seven of us went up to Cambridge and before that no one had 

been and I don’t think anyone ever went since after that either. So it was just, it was one of 

those fluky funny bizarre things.  

 

HL: Take me on then from Cambridge to what happened next?  

 

MA: I went up to Cambridge. I met my wife at Cambridge, she was at teacher’s training 

college just outside and we got married as soon as I left university. That seemed to be the 

done thing in those days, different way of life I guess to today people didn’t go and live 

together unless they were married so we got married and we lived in Saffron Walden for a 

while. And at that time my first job, when I left university in the early 1970s, you know, a 

career in the City and that kind of thing was unheard of. It was, well it was literally unheard 

of you had to know people and obviously there hadn’t been the sort of ‘Big Bang’ in the City 

at that stage. So a lot of the university graduates moved in to fast moving consumer goods or 

the oil industry, so people like BP or Shell or Unilever or Proctor and Gamble, those kind of 

people where they seemed to be paying the most money. I went to work for a company called 

Kleenex, mm, Kimberley-Clark, an American paper company that made Kleenex, and I 

worked for them as a graduate marketing trainee and selling and went out selling. And I came 

in to the jewellery trade in 1973 really by virtue of the fact that my father-in-law knew 

somebody in the jewellery trade. I met him by sheer coincidence [00:05] in Bournemouth 

over the dinner table at my father-in-law’s house. He asked me what I was doing and I 

explained what I was doing. He asked me what I was earning and I remember saying at the 

time I was earning fourteen hundred pounds a year and I had this company car and I thought I 

was the bee’s knees, and he said to me “Well, if you come and work for me I’ll pay you 

fourteen hundred pounds a year and give you a car but”, he said “On top, with commission on 

top I guarantee in your first year you’ll earn three thousand pounds.” Well, it was kind of a no 
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brainer. So I was more or less, I didn’t even know what the job was at the time. But anyway 

signed on the dotted line. Anyway the job was to be a sales manager for one of his 

manufacturing and importing companies here in the UK, which I did do. And also I used to 

travel all around the United States of America as well in the early 1970s selling very nice top 

end diamond and eighteen carat gold jewellery, very, very nice jewellery, hand made pieces 

of jewellery in to that very sort of up market part of the American market as well. So that was 

an interesting background.  

 

So I was working as a salesman selling jewellery in the UK and the United States and in the 

middle ‘70s my first son was born. To be honest with you, working as a salesman in the 

jewellery industry carries quite a lot of personal risk in the sense that you’re consistently 

worried that someone’s going to knock you on the head or shoot you or stab you because 

you’re carrying around a lot of valuables, so I got very nervous about continuing to travel on 

the road carrying high value items of jewellery and switched my career at that stage in to the 

retail side of the same, effectively the same business, a company called Terry and Co. and 

changed from the manufacturing and selling side to the retail side of the business. And did 

that for a few years and then actually moved down to Birmingham for the first time to work 

for a company called R. Platnauer, which still exists today and is still a customer here of the 

Birmingham Assay Office. A very different business. So having worked at the very high end 

of manufacturing and wholesaling and retailing I went to work for a company which basically 

made silver products. So silver charms, silver chains and bracelets, very inexpensive but in 

very high volume. And I remember in 1978, the full year that I was there, I think we 

produced a million silver charms here in Birmingham for the first time, so that was a big 

achievement. And I enjoyed that, I enjoyed that a lot. I liked John Platnauer, a very, very nice 

man.  

 

But anyway I kind of got, I sort of got head hunted isn’t the right word but people came 

looking for me because Comet, who were based in Hull, were setting up a discount catalogue 

showroom operation to compete in a way with Argos and they wanted someone who 

understood the jewellery and watch market to head that part of their buying team, which I did 

do, and I did that for about a year. But really it was a retail concept which wasn’t particularly 

well conceived and practical and didn’t really work in all honesty, and I left the business in 

1979 to actually go back to Terry and Co. in Manchester as the Managing Director of the 
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retail side of that business with five stores in and around Manchester and the north of 

England, which I enjoyed a lot, and I carried on in that job until 1984 when I responded to an 

advert, an anonymous advert in The Sunday Times looking for a buyer. It didn’t actually say 

even what the business was but it happened to turn out to be H Samuel, and I kind of landed 

on my feet with that job in 1984. So moved from a very small company to a very, very big 

company and was there until 1998, and when I left there in 1998 I came here to the Assay 

Office. So I moved back from a huge company with sort of five hundred million pound 

turnover and ten thousand staff back to a very small company by comparison here at the 

Assay Office. But nevertheless, you know, this is a very interesting business, the Assay 

Office, and that’s, I guess that’s how I came here.  

 

HL: Before we come on to your memories of the Assay Office, what memories do you have of 

the Jewellery Quarter when you first came to work here in 1978?  

 

MA: In the late 1970s and really most of the way through the 1980s the Jewellery Quarter in 

Birmingham was absolutely booming. Once we’d got through the sort of sick man of Europe 

at the end of the [00:10] 1970s and the economy began to grow very strongly in the 1980s the 

jewellery, retail jewellery industry, and as people got wealthier people were spending more 

and more money on jewellery. And it was at a time when large scale imports of jewellery 

hadn’t really started, so although there was a lot of machine made gold and silver chain in 

particular coming in from Italy that was about the sum total of the imports that were coming 

in. So the regular jewellery, a lot of the regular jewellery which is now made in places like 

China and India they weren’t manufacturing that kind of stuff in those days so the Jewellery 

Quarter really was booming from a manufacturing point of view. There were several 

companies in the Jewellery Quarter that were employing several hundred people, which is not 

the norm now, I don’t know if there’s any that employ more than a hundred people any more. 

So they, it was a very good time for the jewellery trade. And in, after I joined H Samuel in 

1984 we were actually taken over by Ratners in Eight…, I think ‘87/88, that sort of time. And 

at that point Gerald was hell bent on having very low cost, low margin jewellery in the stores. 

Gold price was very low, silver price was very low so the volume of jewellery that was being 

sold by the group and being manufactured in the Jewellery Quarter was really quite 

astronomical. And so although there’s a lot of, for want of a better word, ‘mickey taking’ 

about Gerald in fact he was very, very good for the jewellery trade in this country. He was 
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very good for the jewellery manufacturing in the Jewellery Quarter as well and a lot of people 

made a lot of money out of that boom period in the late 70s and late ‘80s. And really the 

Jewellery Quarter now is a shadow of itself compared with what it was twenty-five years ago, 

it’s chalk and cheese.  

 

HL: And when you came to work for H Samuel in 1984 what were your impressions of the 

Birmingham Assay Office?  

 

MA: Well, one of the very strange coincidences about life is as I joined H Samuel in 1984 my 

predecessor here at the Birmingham Assay Office as Assay Master, Bernard Ward, was just 

arriving here at the Birmingham Assay Office as well, and he’d been the Chief Executive of a 

big smelting company, Englehard in Birmingham, a very, very nice man and very dynamic 

and very forward thinking. And I remember Bernard coming to see me in Hunters Row just 

up the road round the corner from here and coming to introduce himself and the Assay Office 

and I remember coming here with Bernard. And the Assay Office at that time, as I say, it was 

very, very busy because the Jewellery Quarter was really very, very busy as well. And I had a 

very good rapport and working relationship with Bernard because he was, as I say, he was 

very forward thinking, a very dynamic guy but also very, very sort of very, very trustworthy 

man and someone that you felt that you could deal with and everything would be kept on a 

proper level and confidential and all the rest of it. And that worked out very well because as 

we started at H Samuel to import, or by that time we were Ratners and moving on to Signet 

we were importing more and more jewellery from Italy and India and China. I worked with 

Bernard to set up an exclusive what we call H Samuel, Ratners or Signet cell here at the 

Birmingham Assay Office and that was a completely innovative thing to do both for an Assay 

Office and for a big importer. So that the jewellery from these different parts of the world 

would come directly here in to the Birmingham Assay Office. It didn’t go straight to Hunters 

Road but it was unpacked here, it was checked here, it was hallmarked here, it was repacked 

here and it was sent to Hunters Road where it was then ready to go on to the pick face to be 

picked and distributed to the branches. So a very innovative way of handling hallmarking for 

a big customer and one that all the Assay Offices do now whether they do it internally or they 

do it in sub-offices subsequently to that. So yes, very interesting.  

 

HL: What was the advantage of that for Signet?  
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MA: Well, the advantage for Signet was really speed in the sense that there was no double or 

even triple handling. So instead of merchandise going in to Hunters Road, having to be 

unpacked, checked, repacked. Come to the Assay Office, unpacked, repacked. Back to 

Hunters Road, unpacked, checked again, I mean, you know, the bureaucracy involved with 

that, it has to be that way because obviously you’re dealing with very valuable items so you, 

things do have to be counted in and counted out. The fact that it could come [00:15] to the 

Assay Office, be counted in, left in it’s unpacked state, hallmarked, repacked. And then what 

would happen was instead of it being checked at Hunters Road it was physically checked 

here, so before it was even repacked it could be checked here, go back to Hunters Road. It 

just made the whole operation so much more efficient in terms of time and saving of money 

and people.   

 

HL: What were the major changes in the jewellery industry up until you became Assay 

Master in 1999?  

 

MA: The really big changes that I was aware of before I came here was firstly that the sheer 

size of the jewellery trade and the amount of jewellery being sold increased dramatically. So 

as the country became wealthier and because gold and precious metal prices and even 

diamond prices were effectively stable, they weren’t even going up with inflation, so in the 

real world jewellery was actually getting cheaper and cheaper and cheaper so we were selling 

more and more and more jewellery and there was more and more hallmarking being done as a 

result of that. So that was a huge change. And the other fundamental change was the source 

of the jewellery. So whereas really up until, I would suppose the middle to late 1980s the vast 

majority of jewellery and silverware that was being sold in the UK was also being made in 

the UK. We start to see that situation really begin to change in the late 1980s and the early 

1990s, and then we see it gather lots and lots of pace and momentum so that by the time I’m 

arriving at the Assay Office in 1998 by that time more than half the jewellery, way more than 

half the jewellery that was being sold in the UK in unit terms, inexpensive gold and silver 

jewellery items in particular, were all coming in from abroad. So it was a real fundamental 

shift in production and that was already beginning to hurt employment levels in the Jewellery 

Quarter here in Birmingham.  
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HL: Were they different kinds of jewellery?  

 

MA: No, they weren’t really different kinds of jewellery. They, it was lightweight jewellery, 

so, for want of a better word, it was affordable jewellery by the man in the street. I think very 

up market jewellery is still basically made in the UK and always has been but the volume end 

of the market was being made abroad. And, at the end of the day, with a piece of jewellery 

somewhere down the line that piece of jewellery during its manufacture is going to have to be 

picked up by someone, so there’s a lot of handwork. Whether it’s setting diamonds or 

whether it’s polishing something or doing waxes there’s a lot of handwork and craft work in 

manufacturing jewellery, and I suppose it’s inevitable that jewellery manufacturing for the 

mass market is going to go where labour is the cheapest. So we saw originally production 

going out to India and Hong Kong and then there was a, although the Indian manufacturing 

maintained its volume there was a big shift out of Hong Kong on to mainland China. Which 

has been sustained because the mainland, in China and India the domestic population is also 

growing in wealth so these factories were making both domestically and internationally. The 

American market was growing hugely as well so the Indian and Chinese markets were also 

selling in to those countries. Then we saw lots of silver jewellery beginning to be made in 

Bangkok in Thailand and so a big shift in emphasis to manufacturing in those places.  

 

HL: Tell me about coming to the Assay Office?  

 

MA: Well, again this is one of these sort of coincidences of timing. Bernard, who we’ve 

talked about, Bernard Ward my predecessor, used to say to me when I was working at Signet 

and down in London he’d say “I’d really like you to take over my job Michael”, he said “It’s 

not in my gift for me to do so but I’d really like you to be the next Assay Master.” And I kept 

saying to Bernard “Bernard, but I’ve got a job, you know, I don’t need another job and I’m 

down in London and my kids are there” and all the rest of it. But anyway he went on and on 

and on about this. Anyway I left Signet in the end of 1998. I’d been there for fourteen years, 

there wasn’t much more I was going to do there and I’d been part of sort of the Ratners 

empire, for want of a better word, and I think that when the new management team arrived in 

to that in, certainly back in 1992 I was never going to get promoted from being the Buying 

Director, I mean there was nowhere else for me to go other than the Chief Executive, that 

wasn’t going to happen. And in 1998 I decided to make a break. My kids had gone through 
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university and Bernard said “Okay Michael, I hear you’ve left Signet, now come on how 

about working up here at the Assay Office?” And I still wasn’t sure to be honest with you.  

 

Anyway I came up to see Bernard. I came round here, we talked about the job and doing that 

[00:20] and, if you like, I sort of kind of threw my hat in the ring and said “Okay, I’m”, you 

know, “I’m interested.” And I came and I was interviewed by the Wardens and they asked 

me, you know, what I thought and I kind of said “Well”, I said “It’s an interesting institution 

but also it only does one thing, it only does hallmarking and that is not necessarily a very safe 

place to be when you’re effectively a one trick pony you need to think about the future of the 

business and that if I came to the business I would want to do other things other than rely 

totally on hallmarking.” So I thought that was a dangerous, and I think we’ll probably talk 

about the EU Directive later and there was an especially dangerous situation at that stage. 

And we discussed different things that could be done and how long it might take and I said to 

them “You know, well we can change this business and we can do things in this business but 

it’s not overnight”, I said “To do the kind of things that we’re talking about will take ten 

years. It’s not a short term fix it’s going to take a long time but, you know, we can step out on 

that road and do that.” And so there was a bit of umming and ahhing and eventually I said I’d 

do the job and they said they’d have me so that’s effectively how I arrived at the beginning of 

October in 1998. Bernard was I think anxious to retire at that time, he’d had some family 

bereavements and I think he was keen to leave. And so we worked together very well and 

harmoniously until Christmas of 1998 and then he left on Christmas Eve and we came back 

here on I think January the second 1999 and I was captain of the ship.  

 

HL: What were your impressions of the Assay office when you arrived here?  

 

MA: Well, I, it was kind of odd in a way because first of all I’m not a technical person, I’m 

not a scientist, I’m not a metallurgist and Assay Masters up until I arrived at the Birmingham 

Assay Office were essentially technical people or had had a technical background, and that’s 

not to decry Bernard in any way because he was a very entrepreneurial chap as well. So, and 

it was a bit strange as well coming from a very, very big company with a sort of almost state 

of the art computer systems and things like that and coming here. I mean just to give you an 

idea of how odd it was. When I arrived here nobody had a pc, we didn’t have any e-mail. I 

mean I found the whole thing kind of well, it was bizarre to be perfectly frank with you, it 
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was very odd. We didn’t have proper internal systems in terms of accounting and practices 

and that kind of thing so we had no cost centres. So it was a challenge and I realised that, you 

know, things, some things needed to be done very, very quickly before we could implement 

any kind of strategy in terms of diversification. I think the other thing maybe that I found 

very surprising was the prestige that the Assay Office had within Birmingham as an 

institution. It’s very old and as we know founded in 1773 but if you think about London, 

where I’d come from, and I’m a Londoner by birth, the fact that you had a business founded 

in 1773 wouldn’t make any difference at all, you know, they were two a penny. But for an 

old established business here it carried a lot of prestige and a lot of weight and it was a very 

highly respected and well thought of institution, and that was very pleasant and very nice. 

And there were other aspects to the Assay Office which I wasn’t aware of when I came. I 

wasn’t aware for example we’ve got this wonderful library that we’ve got here, we’ve got a 

fantastic silver collection and all of that was new to me and I was just like a, you know, I was 

just like a pig in the poke.  I loved it all, the variety and the interest was absolutely 

fascinating. And there were other things involved with like The British Hallmarking Council 

and The Convention on Hallmarking and that kind of thing so it’s a very, it’s an incredibly 

interesting position to hold in addition to just running the business, if you see what I mean.  

 

HL: And can you talk about relations with the trade union?  

 

MA: Well, that’s an interesting topic. The Assay Office is unionised, and I have no problems 

or objections to that. But when I came to the Assay Office the union itself was very, very, 

let’s use the word ‘powerful’, for want of a better word. And really there were some, what I 

would call some archaic dinosaur agreements still in place with regard to what could and 

couldn’t be done in the Assay Office, and it was almost as though [00:25] the union was 

running the Assay Office rather than the management of the Assay Office, and that was 

something which I set out to resolve in 1999 when I took over, and in fact spent about ten, 

eleven months with the union talking about the way that the Assay Office was being run. I 

mean I’ll give you a concrete example. If overtime was required to be worked in the Assay 

Office for every two people that we put on overtime on the Marking Floor then one person 

was allowed to be employed in Prep, one in what was called the Sampling Department at that 

time and one in the offices so even if those people weren’t needed. So let’s suppose for 

example there was a whole glut of work sitting on the Hallmarking Floor and it needed to be 
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processed quickly to be got out. So we’d employ, let’s say, four people in Hallmarking to do 

that. That meant we then had to employ two people in Sampling at the same time, two people 

in Prep at the same time and two people in the office at the same time even if they didn’t have 

any work to do. So it was those kind of very archaic old agreements that I guess had been 

drawn up at the end of the strike to bring the strike to a close I guess which really hadn’t been 

dealt with. So the union itself, the union negotiator at the time, we had a very good working 

relationship. There was a, he was fighting his corner I was fighting mine, we understood, if 

you like, the nature of the game. But those discussions they took a long time but they were 

constructive and they were helpful and they did get us a lot further down the line than where 

we were when I joined the company. We could not have continued to run this business in the 

same way that it was being run when I joined in 1998/1999, it wouldn’t have worked.  

 

HL: Talk about your early years in the post?  

 

MA: Well, when I arrived in 1998 there was a huge threat to not just the Birmingham Assay 

Office but the, all the Assay Offices in the UK. Because there had been an European 

Directive proposed back in 1992 the aim of which was to endeavour to harmonise 

hallmarking throughout the EU. Now that was always going to be difficult because different 

countries had different systems. So, for example, in the UK and Ireland and Holland and 

France and Portugal, for example, we have a system of third party independent hallmarking 

where merchandise goes to an assay office, it’s hallmarked and then it’s released on to the 

market and it’s been double checked by an independent assay office. So that is system 

number one. 

 

System number two, the best example is Italy. Now Italy has a hallmarking system but their 

hallmarking system is actually applied by the manufacturers. So all jewellery that is leaving a 

factory in Italy is stamped with a mark, a fineness mark. So let’s say it’s eighteen carat gold, 

it’s stamped ‘750’ and it’s also stamped with a number of the manufacturer so there’s 

traceability, so it’s a bit like the system we’ve got here with a sponsors mark. But the system 

itself isn’t as good in the sense that it’s not been applied independently. So if, God forbid, a 

manufacturer should want to be dishonest they’ve got the opportunity to be dishonest. So that 

was the second system. 
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And the third system was what I call the German, Greek, Belgian system, which basically 

isn’t a system. They basically have a laissez faire system and they basically say well, 

jewellery’s allowed to go on the market, if anybody thinks there’s something wrong with the 

jewellery they take it to the equivalent of a Trading Standards officer or whatever the system 

is in that country and they make a complaint against it, about it, and if subsequently the piece 

of jewellery lets say isn’t eighteen Carat it’s something completely different then a 

prosecution is brought. So there are three completely different systems which the EU wanted 

to deem to be equivalent to each other.  

 

Now the hallmarking countries were very resistant to that because they felt that they had a 

system in place which gave very, very strong consumer protection. The Germans were not 

particularly happy about the EU proposal either, because from their point of view they didn’t 

have any red tape governing the jewellery industry in their country so they didn’t want to 

introduce a Directive which would impose some level of red tape, it might be a small level 

but there was some level of red tape, so there was resistance to the hallmarking directive by 

the hallmarking countries and ironically Germany. But Italy in particular being a very big 

manufacturer of jewellery, and bear in mind that jewellery manufacturing in Italy was bigger 

than the rest of Europe put together, it was massive, they were very strong and forceful in 

trying to push for a Directive. 

 

So the Directive was, if you like, [00:30] sitting in left field when I joined the Assay Office 

and having been the Buying Director at H Samuel I was very aware of the Directive and it 

was something I spent a lot of time discussing with the Wardens before I came here. Anyway 

to a certain extent when I arrived in 1998 it was kind of the European Directive was dormant 

for want of a better word, nothing particularly was happening but it was still like the ‘Sword 

of Damocles’ hanging over our heads. So when I arrived in 1998 and took over in 1999 I was 

very concerned that this Directive might still come into force or something else might come 

along, and if that had had happened it frankly would have been catastrophic for all Assay 

Offices and for the Birmingham Assay Office which I was responsible for. So I immediately 

wanted to start thinking about ways in which we could diversify the business and start to do 

different things but sticking to what McKinsey calls ‘sticking to the knitting’, nevertheless 

providing services for the trade which had some relevance to the customers that we already 

had and that they might want. And so one of the first things we looked at was, I proposed was 
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that we could start to do things for example like valuations for insurance for jewellery and 

watches and that kind of thing. And I knew of a small company based in Shrewsbury who 

used to do valuations for insurance for H Samuel and Ratners and the Signet Group and we 

had discussions with the proprietor of that business, who was Richard Taylor, in and around 

sort of 1999/2000 and that was our first acquisition, we bought SafeGuard in 2000/2001 with 

the aim of growing the valuation side of the business but also doing other things on the back 

of it, so doing maybe quality assurance work for retailers and importers, that kind of thing as 

well. 

 

And also once we’d actually acquired the business and we started to look at the expertise of 

the valuers who came with the business they were all qualified gemologists and diamond, 

they all had their diamond qualifications, and so we thought “Well, let’s also start doing some 

diamond certification using the valuers”, and so we started to do that. We set it up under the 

AnchorCert brand because we wanted to distinguish it from SafeGuard and so we started 

doing diamond certification in I think about 2002/2003 under the AnchorCert banner, albeit 

that the AnchorCert certification, that part of the business actually was owned by SafeGuard 

which was wholly owned by the Assay Office. But the complication there was that Richard 

Taylor who had come with SafeGuard was also a co-owner, he had a share effectively in that 

business. So that was started under the SafeGuard umbrella and subsequently to that in about 

2004/2005 we effectively, the Assay Office effectively bought AnchorCert out of SafeGuard 

and that became a trading division of the Birmingham Assay Office.  

 

So by that stage we had AnchorCert and SafeGuard beginning to grow as well, and this was 

at a time when hallmarking numbers were beginning to decline, and we’ll talk a little bit 

about the numbers later. We also had the laboratory where we had kit and equipment that 

basically analysed precious metals. But that kit and equipment could also be used to analyse 

different types of metals and different kinds of things. And again following the sort of 

McKinsey idea of ‘sticking to the knitting’ and sticking to the jewellery industry, there was a 

growing business to be had in the UK selling, with people selling costume jewellery, fashion 

jewellery and was becoming a very, very, a very, very big market. And there was regulation 

beginning to come out of the EU in relation to heavy metals and metals like nickel in 

particular, which was the first one which is really quite poisonous to the system because it 

can get in to your blood and you can get terrible allergies and things from nickel. So there 
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was a Nickel Directive in 2000 and we implemented a testing regime for testing costume 

jewellery and watches for nickel, and we started to in 2000/2001 to sell that service out to the 

trade as well. So at the time when hallmarking was beginning to decline in numbers and also 

the threat of the EU Directive was still there we were beginning to diversify the business 

[00:35] and to grow other things.  

 

Now, as luck would have it, or didn’t have it, early in 2000 the Italians took over the 

Presidency of the EU and they brought the EU Directive back on to the table. And one of the 

reasons they wanted to do that was it was a kind of last chance saloon for them because at 

that time there were countries joining the EU, an expanded EU, up to nineteen members and a 

lot of the members that were coming in from central Europe, so countries like Poland and 

Romania and Bulgaria and those places ironically all had hallmarking systems and they liked 

them and I think the Italians realised that if they didn’t get the Directive through in this 

window before the new hallmarking countries arrived then they basically would never get it 

through. So the Italians revived the Directive and started pushing for the Directive to come 

through. And we had a major hiccup because after 1999 there was a new Labour 

Government, and at that time that Labour Government to begin with on this particular issue 

wanted to be very pro the EU and pro Europe and wasn’t really that concerned about the 

possibility that hallmarking as we know it would disappear. Because I suppose at the end of 

the day we’ve all got to be honest it’s a tiny part of the economy, it’s not the end of the 

world. But we had a situation where we were fighting our own government and saying to our 

own government “Look we don’t like what’s happening here”, and we were candidly not 

having a lot of success. But again with these coincidences that happen, though you have to 

realise when a coincidence happens otherwise the opportunity’s gone.  

 

We had some ladies come round here from The WI, from the Women’s Institute, and I was 

chatting to them and they’d come for a silver visit and I was explaining this EU Directive was 

on the table and the government was not supporting hallmarking and was going to vote in 

favour of this and they said “Well, that, that’s not acceptable to us, we’ll do something about 

it.” And a colleague of mine, Marie Brennan, went to a Regional Meeting for the WI here in 

the Midlands and explained the difficulties that we were having and said to the ladies of the 

WI “It would really help us if you wrote to the minister concerned and the civil servants 

concerned and also wrote to the consumer groups and said you weren’t in favour of this.” 
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And also by sheer coincidence at that time a lady came in to the Assay Office here, her name 

is Neena Gill and she was a Labour MEP in the European Parliament, and she still is a 

Labour MEP in the European Parliament. Well, she lived in the Jewellery Quarter and she’d 

been to the Jewellery School and she was horrified. So she said “Well, I don’t care if I’m in 

the Labour Government and I should be following the whip I don’t agree with that. I will”, 

you know, “I’m going to raise merry hell back down in London and I’m going to do my bit to 

say to the government to get them to change their mind.” So we had Neena on one hand 

badgering the minister and the government and we had myself, and in particular my 

colleague down in London, David Evans the Assay Master in London badgering the minister 

as well, and then suddenly the WI flooded the ministry and the consumer groups with literally 

hundreds and hundreds of letters which was fantastic.  

 

So I remember getting a phone call one day from one of the senior civil servants down in 

London and he said to me “Mr Allchin”, he said, “We are getting inundated by letters from 

these women from the W Institute insisting that we keep hallmarking”, you know, “Will you 

call them off, we’ve got the message?” So I said “Well, of course, I can’t call them off”, I 

said “First of all I can’t, it’s not up to me to do so and”, I said “Really why should I?” I said 

“Until the government, until you the government in the UK changes your stance I’m not 

going to call them off, they’re right.” Anyway because of the pressure that we put on them 

and the pressure that Neena put on them and all the letters from the WI and the consumer 

groups then got on board the government did change its position to be fair to it, which is a 

good thing because governments don’t usually like changing their position. So fair, you 

know, fair, full marks to the Labour Government at the time as well. And so they rode back 

from there position and started to say in the EU no they didn’t support the Directive. So we 

then had a really difficult nail-biting couple of years, because the hallmarking countries, 

excluding Germany now because they were now in favour of the proposition from Italy, the 

hallmarking countries were trying to form a blocking minority. And the difficulty was that 

Spain, who also has a hallmarking system, to begin with sat on the fence and I think they kind 

of wanted to be the good [00:40] European as well, they didn’t see this as something they 

wanted to roll over and die for. But eventually, and again fair, full marks to the civil servants 

down in London, I actually said to one of the ladies down at the Department of Trade I said 

“You need to get on a plane and go to Madrid and go and speak to the people in Spain 

because”, I said “I don’t think they understand it.” And to be fair that’s exactly what she did, 
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she did go down to Madrid and she did speak to the lady in the ministry down in Spain and 

literally at the last minute the Spanish decided that they would not vote in favour of that 

Directive. So that effectively, it never went to a vote, it put in place a blocking minority and it 

never went forward from that and eventually it got so to speak retired.  

 

So at that point the Directive had gone away and we could breathe a sigh of relief, so that was 

great. And we were still going strong, commercially strong in 2003 albeit hallmarking 

numbers were beginning to drop away slightly. Our other businesses were beginning to grow 

so we kind of felt we were moving in the right direction. Now what none of us anticipated 

was what was going to happen in 2007 and 2008 with the financial crash and the crash of the 

banks, because as the consequences of that gold was seen as a safe haven so gold which had 

been bobbling along since 1970 right through to 1995, 1996 with no increase in price at all, 

so, as we’ve said before, effectively a decrease in price suddenly went stratospheric, and the 

consequences of that were the hallmarking numbers crashed. So if we look at the hallmarking 

numbers, for example, for 2001 in the UK there were thirty-five million articles of nine Carat 

gold hallmarked in the UK. By the end of 2013/2014 that number had dropped to just over 

three million, so twenty million articles less of gold being hallmarked, and silver was also in 

dramatic decline. 

 

So in the Birmingham Assay Office our own hallmarking numbers crashed from about 

thirteen and a half million to less than three million, or just over three million in that same 

period of time. So our diversification, which had been driven to a very large extent because of 

fear of the Directive turned out to help us significantly, but as a result of the economic 

downturn and the crash in hallmarking numbers and really helped keep the Assay Office 

afloat over the last few years. We were able to make money and we were able to keep going 

albeit that on the hallmarking side, regretfully obviously, it meant a lot of people 

unfortunately lost their jobs, there were redundancies. Things became very difficult 

financially. Things that we all liked having as employees, a fantastic sick scheme and health 

insurance, final salary pension scheme, all those kind of things became unaffordable, and the 

pension scheme in particular was in danger of actually crippling the business financially. And 

so those things which are very nice to have regretfully we lost all of those in that period as 

well.  
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HL: Since it’s so crucial, can you tell me more about the saving the hallmark?  

 

MA: Well, in addition to, so to speak, the campaign to save the hallmark, which was very 

public facing and customer facing behind the scenes we were working incredibly hard. So 

what was happening was that there would be a meeting in Brussels about the Directive and 

there would be amendments and discussions going on and changes being made, and on a 

Monday a paper would be prepared, and it was something like seventy pages long we’re not 

talking about three or four pages, and that paper would be the paper which was going to be 

discussed by the civil servants and MEPs in Brussels the following Thursday. So Monday to 

Thursday to get your act together. So that paper would come out and I would get a copy and 

David Evans, my colleague down at the London Assay Office, we would get that paper and 

we would literally work till seven, eight, nine, ten o’clock at night going through that paper, 

making sure we understood it. Going back to the civil servants for the UK in language 

suitable for the under-fives to understand and say “These are the problems, these are the holes 

in this document, this is the bit that you need to attack.” Now, at the same time, we were 

unsure just how hard our civil servants were fighting for hallmarking. But we had a 

tremendous ally in the Republic of Ireland because their system’s the same as ours and they 

were outright against the Directive and they had been vociferous against it. So when we were 

getting the papers here and we were providing the civil servants here [00:45] in the UK with 

what we thought the holes were we were also copying that to the Assay Master in Ireland 

who was also passing it on to his civil servants as well, so we knew that one way or another 

even if the UK wasn’t going to use our ammunition that the Irish would use it. So this went 

on for two years, and it was very, it was very draining, very exhausting and, you know, it was 

kind of stressful if you know what I mean.  

 

HL: And at the same time around 2002 you were setting up off site offices. Can you talk 

about those?  

 

MA: Yes. So here we’re talking now, we’re talking about hallmarking per se and not the 

diversification of the business. So under The Hallmarking Act, this is written in 1973, The 

British Hallmarking Council has the wherewithal and ability to grant the UK Assay Offices 

the ability to function with a sub-office somewhere else other than at their central office. And 

the manufacturers and the importers in the UK were very keen that they should be able to 
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have a more efficient way of hallmarking than they had currently, in a way very similar to the 

one that we’ve talked about earlier on for H Samuel and Ratners here at Central. And they 

wanted us to actually open up effectively a sub-office, an embassy for want of a better word, 

on their premises. And the Birmingham Assay Office had been, let’s not say ‘resistant’ isn’t 

the right word, but we were reluctant to do this because we realised because of our customer 

base that that would impact on the Birmingham Assay Office much more substantially than 

any of the other Assay Office, and that is exactly what it turned out to be. Nevertheless once 

The British Hallmarking Council had decided that they wanted to go down this route of 

allowing sub-offices to be approved they then brought forward by the Assay Office we felt 

that we, you know, we couldn’t be, we couldn’t be King Canute and hold the tide back that 

like it or not like it we needed to get on and embrace those changes, because frankly if we 

weren’t going to embrace them one of the other Assay Offices or all of them would embrace 

it instead. So in many ways a very bitter pill to swallow but we opened up our first sub-office 

in Curteis Chain near Oswestry, which is still in operation today, probably twelve, fifteen 

years later, and we had a whole series of sub-offices opened. And they were very unpopular 

for obvious reasons at the central office because it meant that work that was coming here to 

the central office was now being done elsewhere in sub-offices. It affected employment here 

at Central because we didn’t need as many people, or we needed people doing the job in 

different parts of the country and it’s not easy to move from Birmingham to Oswestry, albeit 

it might be okay if you’re just moving to a sub-office in Birmingham itself. And obviously it 

affects the efficiency of the office because hallmarking at the end of the day is a numbers 

game and if you’ve got less merchandise coming to Central and more to various sub-offices it 

just makes your overheads go up, it’s just a less efficient operation. But nevertheless, as I say, 

that, the off site phenomenon came along. We embraced it, we still embrace it because at the 

end of the day we are relying on the jewellery industry, we have no right to be here just 

because of who we are, and there is no question that the, those manufacturing companies and 

importers that have an off site facility value that facility very much because it’s more 

efficient and it’s quicker and easier for them and we still get the revenue as a result of doing 

that. So albeit it doesn’t come through Central we’re still benefiting from it.  

 

HL: Can you explain why it would impact more on Birmingham than the other Assay Offices?  
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MA: Well, it was to do with the mix of customers. So bear in mind that Birmingham was the 

biggest Assay Office with something, at that stage, of just over forty per cent of the 

hallmarking units in this country. So the very big importers and retailers which we’d focused 

on were using the Birmingham Assay Office so they were likely to want it. And then also in 

terms of jewellery manufacturing the big manufacturers at that time, and the big 

manufacturers that are left now were all based in Birmingham, so it was just one of those 

quirks of our customer base that we were going to be more affected by this proposal than any 

of the others.  

 

So the operation of the sub-offices varies according to the geographic location. So, for 

example, if we think about our sub offices at Curteis, which is up at Oswestry, and Argos 

which is up at Castleford, they have a dedicated staff, they’re there all the time. We might 

supplement staff in those places from time to time because of sickness or illness or holidays 

or because there’s [00:50] a Christmas rush but essentially they’re self-contained. Then we 

have other offices, for example, at Domino Weston Beamor here in Birmingham, which is 

probably the biggest one, where although we have a dedicated staff there it’s very easy to 

supplement those staff from Central. So the staff there originally worked at central, they 

might come back here if they’re very, very quiet and again from time to time we can 

supplement staff from Central up in to those that are actually based in the Jewellery Quarter. 

So from the management point of view the ones in the Jewellery Quarter are pretty simple, 

straightforward, the ones which are genuinely away from Central are more difficult to 

manage and train staff and control.  

 

And was there any critique of having an independent examiner on the same premises as those 

that they were examining?  

 

MA: Yes. Well, there was, there’s always an issue with regarding to compromising the 

independence of the Assay Office when staff are based elsewhere, and I guess the danger is 

the staff, so to speak, go native and they’re not quite sure which side of the fence they‘re 

supposed to be on. Now one of the criteria which is put forward and which has to be agreed 

with The Hallmarking Council is that no member of staff that works at an independent Assay 

Office can also, for example, have a part-time job with the same host company, for want of a 

better word. And it’s, so it’s quite clear that the staff don’t work for that company and they’re 
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independent of it. Also one of the criteria from The British Hallmarking Council is that the 

host company should have a whistle blowing technique and also sign an undertaking that staff 

at the sub-offices will never be put under any pressure to release something which is not 

right. So they might be under, for want of a better word, some commercial pressure in the 

sense that the host company can and does, and one of the reasons why they like it they can 

say to the Assay Office “We know you’ve got parcel one, two, three, four and five in there 

but actually parcels three, four, five and six that arrived this morning we want that more 

urgently will you stop and do that first?”, that we regard as okay and that helps the supplier. 

But what the host company can’t do is say to the sub-office “Parcel one, two, three, four, five, 

we know you’ve assayed it and you’re waiting for the result. It would be alright won’t it, will 

you release it to us before you’ve got the results?” That kind of pressure is totally 

unacceptable and if that happens there’s a whistle blowing arrangement where the people in 

the sub-office can speak to the Chief Executive/Managing Director of the host company and 

obviously the Assay Master here and say “Whoa, this isn’t acceptable.” And it’s written in to 

those companies’ disciplinary handbooks that if any member of staff actually does do that 

then that’s a disciplinary offence, it would be considered gross misconduct and they could get 

dismissed for it. So that’s how we’ve tried to get round that issue.  

 

HL: Can you now also talk about the diversification to places outside Birmingham? 

 

MA: In the early part of 2000 when we’d set up AnchorCert and we were looking at the 

diamond certification business world-wide generally the most prestigious company at that 

time, and still is, was The Gemological Institute of America based in California but also with 

offices in New York, and nowhere else in the world at that time incidentally. And they were 

taking in some cases two or three months to process diamonds which had been sent to them 

and we felt that maybe there was an opportunity to provide a similar service to them to the 

world-wide market. And we were also thinking, we’d also been told that the Americans love 

hallmarking and there was, there’s no hallmarking system in America and we are very aware 

at that time and even to this day that there’s what we call under-carating on the American 

market where jewellery being sold, in their case it’s fourteen Carat in particular isn’t really 

quite what it seems to be. And we thought that there would be a commercial opportunity to 

maybe open a sub-office in New York which would do a little bit of precious metal testing 

and some gem testing as well. And we undertook a lot of research through NOP sending 
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questionnaires out to the American public basically saying, you know, ‘Well, would you like 

the idea of there being independent hallmarks. Would you like the idea of people certifying 

your diamonds and gold and giving some kind of undertaking that they are what they purport 

to be’? And the NOP research which came back was very, very positive, overwhelmingly 

positive that the American public would like that. [00:55] 

 

I think that where our research was flawed is that we shouldn’t have been asking the 

American public we should have been asking the American trade, which is a very different 

animal. Because when we actually got to America and started to talk to the trade 

organisations, who were very supportive of what we’re doing but actually talking to the 

American trade itself they weren’t particularly supportive because they, they, if they wanted 

for example to have what they call ‘fourteen carat plum gold’ then they had to pay a premium 

price for it. So they were quite happy that their fourteen carat gold might not be quite 

fourteen carat, they didn’t want someone telling the American public that maybe it wasn’t all 

that it was supposed to be. And as far as the diamond certification is concerned we found that 

the market in America was not as strictly as kosher as we thought that it was. We were trying 

to get business from the manufacturers and importers and diamond people in America and 

they essentially were saying to us “Well, unless you’re prepared to certificate diamonds the 

way we want them certificated, and these are the colours and clarities that we think they are 

and you should certificate, we’re not going to be able to do any business with you.” And 

really that was, it never got off the ground, it never, never, it never happened. And really after 

a couple of years or so in the United States albeit that we did pick up some interesting 

customers, for example especially Tiffany who were very, very pleased with what we were 

doing and still use the Assay Office here in Birmingham albeit across the pond for precious 

metal testing still, Tiffany were the one company in the United States who we felt that we 

really had a rapport with. But the rest really I think that after a couple of years it was pretty 

evident that we were kind of flogging a dead horse and we withdrew from the American 

market.  

 

In the meantime when we were thinking about diamond certification in this country, the 

reality of the UK market is that London is dominant, London is the dominant, London and the 

south east are dominant, not just in terms of the size of the market but also in terms of the 

prestige. The big people, the big auction houses, the big importers of diamonds in particular 
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are based in London and we thought that it would be a good thing if we had a base in 

London. And we set out, instead of trying to set up from scratch in London we bought out a 

business in London, London Precious Stone Laboratory being run by a very eminent diamond 

grader and gemologist, a gentleman called Eric Emms, and we bought that business out really 

with the hope that by putting some money and muscle behind that business that we could get 

to grow that business. But we couldn’t afford to have two lots of very expensive kit, one load 

of kit in London costing four, five hundred thousand pound and a duplicate set here in 

Birmingham. So we were finding that actually we couldn’t do what we wanted to do and 

there was no point in being in London with a market, which was a UK market at the end of 

the day, we may as well try to do the best we can here in Birmingham and really cut our 

costs. And also we found philosophically it was very difficult to try to get across the kind of, 

I don’t know, enthusiasm and commitment that we’ve got here in Central elsewhere. We 

could never get our London office, or our New York office for that matter, to have the buzz 

and the get up and go that we had in Birmingham and they never really, they never really 

worked.  

 

HL: And back tracking a little. Can you say a bit more about the American market?  

 

MA: The American gem certification market is really dominated by The Gemological 

Institute of America, and that’s been going since the middle of the 1920s and has become the 

dominant player in the market and actually came up with the current grading system for 

diamonds by colour and clarity that basically everybody uses, so they were the dominant 

player in the market. And also The GIA was a bit like the Assay Office in the sense it was a 

not for profit organisation so it doesn’t have shareholders, it obviously has to make money 

but it has a board of trustees and governors in a similar sort of way to the Assay Office. And 

we were never really able to make inroads in to their dominant position in the market and we 

were always going to be small fry. And really with the costs out there in America we were 

better to be small fry here in the UK than try to carry on in the States. [01:00] 

 

HL: Any other major events since you became Assay Master?  

 

MA: Well, we had the, we had the Millennium so we had, we had  a special hallmark for the 

Millennium for 1999 and 2000, which proved to be a big sort of commercial success in terms 



                                                                                                     20. MICHAEL ALLCHIN 

22	  

	  

of stamping it on lots of items of silver jewellery and silverware in particular. And that was 

great for hallmarking, great for the Birmingham Assay Office. And then a few years later in 

2003 we had the Queen’s Golden Jubilee and that was obviously appropriate for gold 

jewellery rather than silver jewellery. And with obviously gold being at a much higher price 

than silver it didn’t have quite the same commercial impact in terms of hallmarking that the 

Millennium did. But what was interesting is that we did actually commission in 2003 a pair 

of eighteen carat gold water jugs which were made by Martyn Pugh, who is one of our 

Wardens, he wasn’t a Warden at that time. So Martyn designed and made us a beautiful pair 

of eighteen carat gold water jugs, which are in our collection and we still use today. Of 

course, at that time the gold price was still sitting roundabout two hundred and fifty pounds 

an ounce, rather than twelve hundred and fifty pounds an ounce so I think if the Queen’s 

Golden Jubilee had been in 2013 we wouldn’t have been able to afford a pair of eighteen 

carat gold water jugs, [Laughter] so that’s one of the quirks of it but they’re beautiful things 

and we’ve got them for ever.  

 

HL: Can you now talk about the need for a new building?  

 

MA: Well, the building we’re in now where I’m being taped today is a beautiful old 

Victorian building, but that’s what it is it’s a beautiful old Victorian building, it’s totally unfit 

for purpose of any kind of modern production. So we have a building where we have 

production on five different floors. We have mice running around. You clean the building and 

the next morning it’s covered with a layer of dust again. It’s inefficient and it doesn’t work, 

you wouldn’t build something like this today. Now, to a certain extent, when hallmarking 

numbers were high and hallmarking income was fine you could live with that but once we got 

in to the problems we encountered from 2007 onwards with hallmarking numbers in free fall, 

with our income under severe pressure and no margins at all, running on a business on in an 

inefficient building not fit for purpose really wasn’t an option any more. 

 

We were also facing competition from people like Sheffield whose old building in Sheffield 

had had a compulsory purchase on it and they’d had a whole load of money from the council 

and were able to build a completely new facility on the outskirts of Sheffield, so we had to 

compete with a more efficient building in the UK. And when we started looking abroad as 

well, just to give you an example I went to Kiev in the Ukraine which is in the news for all 
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the wrong reasons at the moment, again they had a brand new assay office, very efficient, 

very well run. And you came back to this building and sort of think “Well, you know, we’ve 

got to compete, we’re going to be competing on a global scale not just on a domestic scale, 

we really do need to do something about our building.” And it wasn’t the first time that it had 

been spoken about because under my predecessor, under Bernard Ward, there had been plans 

to build a new building, albeit an attached building to the current one on the existing car park. 

And when those buildings and plans had been finalised the Wardens at the end of the day 

decided not to go ahead with it because at the end of the day it would still have been a 

compromise, it still wouldn’t have been exactly what you want. And then again we started to 

look at this building sort of 2009 and thinking “Well, is there some way that we can actually 

make this building fit for purpose?” And we came up with various schemes, and those 

schemes, the best of the schemes was going to cost somewhere around about five or six or 

seven million pounds, a lot of money to convert a building and basically you’re still going to 

be in a converted building that wasn’t fit for purpose. And so I think we took the decision that 

we really ought to think seriously and properly about moving. And just something that you 

might find interesting is that back in the 1960s when the Jewellery Quarter was being 

developed and Big Peg was built the Assay Office had actually committed themselves on 

paper to building a new Assay Office right up in the Jewellery Quarter, so that’s, you know, 

sixty years ago, fifty years ago. So from a long time ago it was apparent that this building 

wasn’t really fit for purpose and it needed a change, what it needed was the courage to 

actually do it. 

 

And so we started to look around, started to look around for [01:05] a possible site for the 

Assay Office. And really there was nothing particularly suitable up until sort of about 2010 

because all the big sites were either owned itsy bitsy by lots of different landlords, and trying 

to put a big site together would have been very difficult, or were owned by the City Council 

and had all kinds of bureaucracy and things surrounding them, so we had a very frustrating 

time trying to find a site. But I guess one of the ironies again of the world in which we move 

is that with the recession came the inability, for want of a better word, of the property 

developers to develop any residential schemes in the Jewellery Quarter because there was 

now no demand for that. And there was a plot of land which had been earmarked for 

development which belonged to the City Council together with a ransom strip that belonged 

to someone else that we identified down on Icknield Street on the ring road. And we started 
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to negotiate with Birmingham City Council, with all parties, not just the Conservative and 

Liberal coalition at the time, but with the Labour party as well to get all the politicians on 

board to say that we wanted to move the Assay Office to a new site, purpose built. We 

wanted to keep it in Birmingham city centre. We wanted to keep it in the Jewellery Quarter. 

We wanted to keep it in the Ladywood ward because it’s one of the poorest wards in the 

whole of the UK, and in order to enable that to happen we needed lots of political goodwill, 

political with a little ‘p’ and a big one. And I’ve got to say that the Birmingham City Council 

and at that time the Conservative and Liberal Cabinet and also the Labour leaders in 

opposition, everybody really worked together very well to enable the Assay Office to buy 

that piece of land from Birmingham City Council, to get all the necessary building approvals 

for the new build down there and to move forward with building a new Assay Office on that 

site. 

 

In the meantime we’ve now got the old building so we’ve got a bit of a problem, we’ve now 

got an old building and we’ve got the land and we’re starting to build a new building. And 

because of the heritage of this building, not just because it’s a listed building because the 

Birmingham Assay office really loved and cherished and looked after this building long 

before it was ever listed, we wanted to, we wanted to make sure that this building would be 

sold off in some way that would retain the heritage of the building., albeit that obviously that 

really dramatically affects the market price of the building because this site would be worth a 

lot more money if the old Assay Office that we’re in now just could be flattened and a new 

building built across the site of this existing building and the car park. But that’s not to be, 

and we went through a sales and marketing exercise with one of the, with one of the 

surveying firms in Birmingham and were very fortunate to find a buyer who was prepared to 

buy the building effectively as seen without any planning permission, so with no saying 

“Well, we’ll only buy it if we get planning permission”, so we had an out and out bid on the 

table which we could pick up and take away. That money was paid over, that money’s in the 

bank and we have a rent free agreement on the building for two years which enabled us to 

live here rent free, although albeit that we don’t own the building any more. And it means 

that once we’ve built the new building and we move across to the new building we can hand 

the keys to this building back to the new owner and we’ve got no liabilities there whatsoever. 

So that kind of all worked out in our favour as well.  
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HL: Can you talk about being a not for profit organisation diversifying in the way you’ve 

described?  

 

MA: Yes. We need to talk a little bit again about the Directive in 1992. Because up until 1992 

and a little bit beyond that the Assay Office was constrained by its own Act of Parliament. So 

Acts of Parliament for statutory organisations are very prescriptive, so you can only do what 

the Act says you can do, and up until that time the Act said we were only allowed to 

hallmark, so that’s all we could do. If the Directive had come in to being the Assay Office 

would have gone bust because not many people would have of carried on hallmarking as we 

know it so that would have been the end of the Assay Office. So the Guardians and the 

Wardens [01:10] with the support of the other Assay Offices throughout the UK went back to 

Parliament and said “Look guys, you’ve got to free us up to do other things, if we can only do 

hallmarking we’re going to be dead.” So the government fully accepted that and understood 

that and in 1995 and 1997, forgive me whichever way round it is, we had a new Order and a 

new Act. And under those new Orders and Acts we are freed to do other things other than 

hallmarking. But here’s the clever bit the way it was written. We can only do those in 

addition to hallmarking. So we can’t, for example, let’s say, set up a lab business which 

begins to make a lot of money and then say “Do you know what? Hallmarking makes no 

money we’re going to drop it.” We can only do it in addition to, so it’s quite clever, if we 

ever stop hallmarking we stop everything else as well. So even if we’re only doing one 

hallmark a year we’ve got to do hallmarking. So that enabled us, that freed us up, for want of 

a better word, to do other things.  

 

Now we’re a not for profit organisation in the sense that we don’t have any shareholders. So 

we need to make money because obviously if we don’t make money we don’t survive, we 

don’t employ people, we don’t continue with the institution. So yes, from a commercial point 

of view we have to make money. We’re not subsidised by the government in any way. We 

receive no tax revenue. We have to pay our VAT and our Corporation Tax and our PAYE 

like anybody else, so we are an independent enterprise as far as that’s concerned. But there 

are things which the Assay Office does which it might not do if it was a sort of real out and 

out commercial enterprise. So, for example, we have invested money in a beautiful historic 

silver collection. We have a very, very interesting library, we’re doing some oral history now. 

These are all these things that because we don’t have to maximise our profits, The Assay 
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Office through the Wardens and Guardians can say “Okay, we’re prepared to spend some of 

our surpluses”, for want of a better word, “On doing these activities because we actually 

think they have value.”  

 

So although there is a little bit of a contradiction between being an out and out commercial 

organisation and being a not for profit organisation it’s a blur because the way we’ve run the 

business for, ever since I’ve been here and I’m absolutely for sure before me and since me, 

we run this business on a proper commercial footing. We live within our means, we know 

what we’re doing. We might take long-term view which says “Okay, this isn’t going to pay 

for a few years”, which a commercial company with shareholders would find very difficult, 

but we can take those long-term decisions. We have monthly Board Meetings, we have 

strategies that we go through, we have financials, we have business plans. So the business is 

run as a proper business day to day, as I say, albeit with a little bit of a tale somewhere which 

is to do with being good guys.  

 

HL: So now that you’ve been retired from being an Assay Master you can look back on the 

whole time, what are your feelings about those years?  

 

MA: Well, I look back on the Assay Office, I look back on all the things that we’ve talked 

about, some commercial success, steering the company through a really very, very difficult 

period successfully, diversifying the business, opening sub-offices we’ve talked about. 

Getting things for the library and the silver collection, contributing to things like the 

Jewellery Quarter bid and that kind of thing. So we‘ve done some very good things and I look 

back on that and say I’ve been very lucky, I’ve had a very, very interesting career overall and 

a fantastic time at the Assay Office for fifteen years. But also I think there are some sort of 

softer things, and in particular at the end of the day the business is the people. It isn’t the 

building and it isn’t anything else it’s actually the people within it. And, you know, I’ve had 

a, I’ve had a great relationship with the staff here. I couldn’t have worked with a nicer crowd 

of people, I hope that’s the right word, ‘crowd’, some just very, very nice people, very honest 

people, people who have put the Assay Office first, they’ve worked themselves, they work 

themselves very hard. They’ve moaned a few times, but they’re Brummies and they know 

they moan but they still get on and do it, and really we’ve, we have between us and with each 
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other we’ve had a great time. We’ve worked hard, we’ve played hard and we’ve had a heck 

of a lot of fun. And I would do it again, [01:15] I’ve loved every minute of it.  

 

[End of Interview 01:15:04] 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


