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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Stephen Millington at the Birmingham 

Assay Office on Wednesday the eleventh of February 2015. Stephen tell me about your 

background?  

 

SM: I was born in the Black Country not too far away from Birmingham city centre, an area 

renowned for its industrial heritage. I went to the local schools over there, living in Rowley 

Regis attending Rowley Regis Grammar School. Managed to get, just about get in to that, 

much to the surprise of my mother, and I studied there for five years. I wasn’t at any time 

particularly academic I have to say. It didn’t come easy. I left school with three ‘O’ Levels, or 

exams as they, GCEs they called them then, one was French, one was Woodwork and the 

other one was English, the rest were all complete fails, so my options were somewhat limited 

to say the least.  

 

I did for some bizarre reason want to be a lumberjack, cutting down trees and I remember 

going to the careers interview and sitting in the office with the Careers Officer there and 

telling this, this was going, something I wanted to do and they sort of flicked through a little 

index of jobs there, there was no computers back in those days and said “Oh yes, here we are, 

you need to go to Scotland for that.”. And I was sort of a little bit taken aback because I was 

thinking “Well, there’s plenty of trees in Birmingham, why can’t I do it round here?” So I 

walked, went home and said to my dad “Dad, I can’t be a lumberjack because they want me 

to go to Scotland and I don’t want to leave home just yet I’m quite happy here”, and he sort 

of said “Oh well you’re, you better come and work for me then son.” And to be perfectly 

honest I was a little bit naïve, I hadn’t really got any idea, I knew he was a silversmith of 

some sort or he worked with metal but I didn’t really understand what he did and he 

suggested that I sort of start working with him. 

 

So I was probably fourteen at the time and he suggested that I start learning the trade of metal 

spinning, which is one of the facets of the jewellery and silversmithing industry. And what 

my father had done when he had set up his business he had a spinning lathe in the shed in the 

back garden, The Health and Safety nowadays would have a field day with that, but as a 

fourteen year old lad I was taken in to the shed after school and my father would spend an 

hour or so teaching me the basics of metal spinning, and that was basically how I began my 

life in the silversmithing industry. From there I, as I became more proficient my father started 
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bringing me work to do at home. He’d bring me sort of fifty silver discs home, silver circles, 

and I would then spin them, turn them in to silver components for my father and then he 

would pay me on a piecework rate ten pence per piece, which, you know, for me was great. 

Whereas other kids had, at the time had paper rounds and milk rounds and did little odd jobs 

my job was from home in the shed spinning silver, that was what, that was what I did. And I 

did that primarily from sort of Nineteen…, through 1977. And then when I was able to leave 

school in May 1978, I think I had a couple of days off, and then I think it was the thirtieth of 

May 1978 I went to work with my father and started spinning.  

 

HL: And tell me about your father’s background?  

 

SM: My father he was born in 1929. He, his father worked in, was a colliery manager over in 

Netherton just outside Dudley, and my father never really fancied going down the pit or 

anything like that as was the main source of employment at the time. He did his National 

Service and then when he came out of the Army, I think he was about twenty-one or twenty-

two, he started work in a warehouse. But he was always a very sort of, I always remember 

him, as he passed away in January 2013, I always remember him as being very on the ball or 

sharp and always looking to, knew how to make a quid or two here and there and obviously 

he was never going to be an employed person for that long. [00:05] He moved from the 

warehouse to a place, to a trophy manufacturing company called A L Davenport & Co and he 

started working for those probably in the late ‘50s, early ‘60s. From there he moved to 

another silversmithing company called Sanders & Mackenzie and they were based on 

Spencer Street in the Jewellery Quarter. 

 

And from there he, I suppose really he served his apprenticeship there through the early ‘60s 

and then in the mid ‘60s I have vague recollections, bearing in mind I would only have been 

six or seven at the time, of hearing that he was going self-employed. He changed his working 

patterns so that he was working more at home in the shed producing items, silver items in the 

shed at home, and it was always, it was always sort of a bit of an Aladdin’s cave for me when 

I went in there when I was very young. And he then started to rent a small workshop in the 

Jewellery Quarter, which was part of a bigger workshop, and the big workshop was owned by 

a gentleman called George Nock on Hockley Street, and my father had a little workshop 

which was barely two metres square, it was tiny and he’d got his spinning lathe in there and 
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he did, he did work in there. And I remember when I was sort of probably six, seven, eight or 

nine, around that time, I was no age at all, after school my mother would put us, we’d all get 

on to the bus, my brother, myself and my mother, and we’d come in to the Jewellery Quarter 

to meet my father. And I remember walking up these rickety old stairs, the stairs were deadly 

dangerous back then. they were so steep and rickety, climbing, climbing, climbing up in to 

this attic workshop, opening the door and there would be blow torches going and spinning 

lathes going and he’d sort of, we’d sort of sit down and wait for him. And one of my earliest 

memories of the silversmithing trade is when they, they have to anneal the work, which is 

they soften the work by heating it, so it would be covered in grease and when they burnt the 

grease off with the blow torch you could always smell the grease in the air and it always, I 

still get that when we have that in our factory now, it always takes me back to that time where 

I was in that Dickensian workshop. It really was sort of quite a vivid memory I’ve got of that 

I have to say.  

 

HL: Talk more about your father’s career?  

 

SM: He, as I say, he was very entrepreneurial, that’s my memories of him. And he soon 

moved from his small two metre square workshop in to a, and he took a workshop which 

was, I don’t know, an average room size for the Jewellery Quarter on Pitsford Street, and that 

was where he, he and I really grew the business. I’d sort of worked with him, sorry, I’d sort 

of worked for him in the shed at home and so in May 1978 I sort of got taken to work for the 

first time and sort of walked in to this workshop. And I was my father’s, by this time I was 

my father’s second employee. He employed a guy called Kevin Beard to do the actual 

polishing side of the work. So then the arrangement was that my father would spin the items, 

deal with all the soldering and all the making of the items, pass them to Kevin who would do 

the polishing. And Kevin, I and again this is another vivid memory I’ve got. I was sort of 

quite a shy, a shy person at the time and I remember walking in to this workshop and my dad 

said “That’s your lathe there Steve, off you go, go on and I’ve left some jobs there for you to 

start off with.” Which was all familiar with me, I was familiar with the set up and everything 

so there was, you know, it was, it was a, there was no sort of real showing me what to do I 

was straight in to it. And I, the polishing lathe was going on the left hand side of the 

workshop, Kevin was there polishing, he’d got the radio on which was this crackly old valve 

radio. And one of the first things he said to me, he, I mean he, he’s still around now, I still 
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work with him now, he’s one of my best mates. But he, he’s a big giant of a man and he 

turned, I remember he turned round to me, he looked at me, glared at me and his first words 

were “Do you like punk kid?” And I was like “Oh, oh”, just looked at him. Didn’t, [00:10] I 

hadn’t got a clue what to say, punk music being the sort of the genre at the time, you know, 

with all spiky hair and stuff like that and I just looked at this guy thinking “My God what 

have I got here?” I said “Yes, whatever”, put my head down, switched the lathe on and 

started spinning and that was it. And that was really how I, how I started with the metal 

spinning and working in that environment with Kevin and my father, that’s it really.  

 

I, so this was, as I say, 1978 when I started. I probably spent two or three years, probably a 

little longer, I was sixteen at the time, just, just working away learning the trade. There was 

no, for me there was no formal apprenticeship. My father did one day decide that I should go 

and have a look at The School of Jewellery on Victoria Street. So we went round there one 

day and had a look round. And it was really interesting I have to say, but both he and I, 

bearing in mind I was probably sixteen, seventeen, as I said earlier my academic prowess 

wasn’t that good. The School of Jewellery would have been better because it was more 

practical skills, but at the end of the day he and I both walked out, looked at one another, 

shook our heads and said “No, that’s not for me.” Primarily because, and again this is one of 

the things that I do have a little bee in my bonnet about, I do feel as though even back then, 

well back then The School of Jewellery, the courses they were offering weren’t suitable to 

people that were just learning their trade. It was very Arts and Crafts Movement. There was 

very little about the sort of the business side of what you needed to do and we both came out, 

looked at one another and said “No, we’re not going to do that”, so that was that. That was 

my education over, I was back to the workshop, get your nose on the bench and get working 

basically.  

 

So that’s what I did and we grew the business slowly. During the, probably after, I guess 

probably the mid ‘80s, it’s difficult to put a time on it exactly, but sort of around sort of ’85 to 

’87 I’d done sort of already eight or nine years work there. The trade association, The British 

Jewellers Association, they started to put on business courses, sort of develop your business, 

that was the growing thing at the time. And they were very new at the time so I started 

attending these courses, sort of one day things or half a day things, just to learn how to grow 

your business sales and marketing, all this kind of subjects, which I found fascinating really. 
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And then I sort of realised that if we played our cards right we could have, actually have a 

chance of really growing the business, so that’s basically what we decided to do.  

 

HL: Before we get on to how you grew the business can you tell me more about what it was 

like before?  

 

SM: Yes, certainly. The business itself, my father and I, we developed quite a lot of product 

lines. Primarily we were known as a company of metal spinners or silver spinners, and this is 

the art of sort of moving silver discs in a lathe over chucks or formers to make hollow shapes, 

which you then put together. That was my father’s skill, that was the skill that he passed on to 

me, that was a skill that we passed on to my cousin Paul who also works with us, and we got 

quite a reputation for producing high quality sterling silver giftware. The skill that my father 

developed was that he was able, or we were able to produce items from very thin silver. So 

ordinarily the art of metal spinning can be used for making pots and pans and all sorts of 

things, light fittings. My father developed it to such an extent that we were spinning in silver 

that was point two millimetres thick, which by any stretch of the imagination is, is very thin.  

 

The beauty of that for us was that we were able to produce items which were very affordable. 

And my father had a bit of a maxim really that he said that the way our business was 

structured at the time we had the manufacturer, the wholesaler and the retailer, and that was 

the supply chain. And my father would say something that we were selling for fifteen pounds 

would be retailing for forty-nine pounds or more so we always had to try and keep our prices 

down so that the retailer had a chance of selling them at to the end user. [00:15] Because we 

were using thin silver we were able to do that and that was really the strength of the business. 

So we were making candlesticks, candelabras, christening gifts, christening beakers, photo 

frames, salt and pepper sets, flower vases, all sorts of things like this that, you know, general 

silverware which could be sold as christening gifts, wedding gifts, et cetera, et cetera. That 

was, that was the strength of our business back then.  

 

The other thing that was quite prevalent at the time was that back then in the ‘70s and ‘80s 

probably between, I’m guessing, around eighty per cent of our business was done within a 

two mile radius of where, of the centre of the Jewellery Quarter. And we would literally, 

there were wholesalers scattered all round the Jewellery Quarter and we would just, they 
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would phone us up “Steve, twenty two and three quarter inch candlesticks, twenty three and a 

half inch candlesticks, ten seven and a half inch and six ten inch candlesticks”, that was how 

we did our business. Four weeks later they’d all be ready, we’d put them in a box, pick them 

up, walk them round the corner “There you go Mr Mackenzie there’s your candlesticks you 

ordered a month ago”, “That’s fine Steve, there’s the cheque”, “Thank you.” It was so simple 

and easy, life was really simple in that respect. It probably didn’t seem it at the time but with 

hindsight it probably really was. And that was basically the way we did business. Even down 

as far as St Paul’s Square, just round the corner from the Assay Office, there’d be wholesalers 

on there, I mean that’s all gone now and that’s all sort of disappeared. But probably I’d say 

eighty per cent of our business was within the Jewellery Quarter.  

 

HL: Tell me about growing the business?  

 

SM: Well, as I say, I mentioned earlier, my father was very, always very ambitious and I 

think I got a lot of my skills from him. He, and throughout the ‘80s our business was 

growing, we started to employ more people. We’d, I’d done the business course at The BJA. 

And again one of my most prolific memories, if that’s the word, about what, how we changed 

the business was that we introduced, or I introduced, what I call very simply telephone 

marketing. Explaining this to my father took a little bit of a, a little bit of time. Basically I 

said to him ‘Dad, I’m going to start phoning up customers and touting for business’, and his 

first reaction was ‘Well, how much is that going to cost’? And I said ‘well, I don’t know yet 

dad, we’ll see how we get on’. So I remember sitting down in the office one day, coming off 

the bench for sort of half a day a week and literally just phoning round names that I found or, 

you know, there was no Internet back then so you couldn’t just Google ‘silversmiths’ and’ 

you know’ there was nothing like that, so you’re just touting for contacts really and pushing 

the word out. And I did that for probably a month or six weeks. And then the first telephone 

bill came in and my father he just went ballistic, he said “Look at the phone bill, look 

what…” and was flashing this telephone bill at me, “That’s what you, that’s how much 

you’ve cost this business”, and there wasn’t an order to show for it. I remember, you know, I 

was going, I was “Oh God, okay dad”. I said “Well just give me another month and we’ll see 

what happens”, and so I got a sort of the stay of execution so to speak and carried on for 

another month. And then finally the orders started to flow in, which was, you know, for me it 

was fantastic and we started, we found some more customers, more, a wider base of 
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customers that by this time we were gaining sort of customers from London and Yorkshire 

and places like this, which back then for us was, you know, as I say, a new business was quite 

astonishing really for my dad he couldn’t quite believe it. So that’s what started to happen, 

we started to grow the business.  

 

The premises that we were in they were, it was like a series of interconnecting rooms and the 

other rooms were owned by other companies, and what happened was that as they sort of 

moved or left or went and ceased trading my father would, he’d take the extra space on. So 

we ended up with this quite ramshackle building with rickety stairs and no heating and the 

roof leaked and the windows were draughty and it really was a difficult environment to work 

in. And probably around the, towards 1990 he and I recognised that we needed to, if we were 

going to carry on growing the business as we had that we needed to move premises [00:20] 

so we sort of, we started looking round the Jewellery Quarter for somewhere to move to. And 

we’d got very specific requirements. We knew the size of the factory, we knew we wanted to 

be quite modern. One of the biggest bugbears of the Jewellery Quarter is trying to park your 

car anywhere so we knew we wanted our own car park, and we were looking round the 

Jewellery Quarter trying to find places. And there were one or two places available but by 

then what we’d found was that the spread of the Birmingham city centre away sort of 

outwards was now happening at quite a rate. As I mentioned earlier St Paul’s Square had 

gone from being sort of a manufacturing hub to a more of an officey hub or an admin hub 

with, you know, with bars and solicitors and accountants and things like this, and we were 

finding that the prices in the Jewellery Quarter for buildings were by this time beyond our 

reach, or we didn’t want to sort of, perhaps the other thing to say is what my father and I 

didn’t want to do was mortgage the company so much that it sort of threatened our very 

existence, so we were very focused on that side of it. 

 

And then one day, it probably, it probably took about three or four years before we found the 

right place. There was a company in, trading in the Jewellery Quarter by the name of S J 

Rose, and they were a customer of ours and, you know, we’d walk round and deliver 

silverware to them. Anyway one day we heard that the company had gone in to liquidation 

and my father very astutely said “Steve, they own that building, they’re going to have to sell 

that, the liquidator will have to, that will go on the market. That will suit us that will.” And I, 

to be honest, I was like “Okay dad, whatever.” And basically again there was no, the Internet 
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hadn’t arrived by this time so my father after work, when he finished work of an evening he 

would go and drive a little loop round to where this building was. And he did it for about six 

weeks or so until their affairs had all been sorted out and then finally he said, I remember 

again vividly you have these moments in your life. I was at home, by this time I had left 

home, I was sat on the settee at home watching the TV and the phone rang about half past 

nine sort of, I was in a sort of semi-comatose state by this time, half asleep, “Steve, it’s your 

dad.” “Hello dad, what do you want now?” Being a family business there was never any 

respite from, you know, you could never get away from it. “It’s your dad.” “Yes, dad, what 

do you want?” “That building it’s up for sale. Get down there tomorrow, get the phone 

number, get us an appointment we’re going to go and look at it.” “Oh okay dad”, went back 

to sleep on the settee. So anyway next day I sort of phoned up and made an appointment, and 

I think it was a Tuesday I made the appointment. We went round on the Wednesday morning 

to look at it, at the building, decided it was perfect, just what we wanted. We decided to put 

an offer in, which we did with the estate agents that were selling it. They came back to us and 

said “You’re not far off.” We were actually quite shocked because we’d put in a very, very 

cheeky offer to buy the building from what they wanted for it, but thinking “Well, it’s a 

liquidation sale we’ve got the cash, let’s do it.” Put the offer in and they came back and they 

said “Well, you’re not too far away actually.” Well, me and my dad looked at one another 

and said “Come on then, we’ll give them an extra five grand.” So we paid one hundred and 

five thousand pounds for a six thousand square foot building with central heating and a 

sixteen space car park. Thank you very much, it was the best thing we ever did. So we 

purchased the building in, it would have been the summer of 1993. We took the keys in 

October and then we spent the next probably six to eight weeks my father and I just walking 

round every night after work planning out how we were going to, planning the move in to the 

new building. And then we sort of, we com…, by that point we knew what the layout was 

going to be and how it was going to go and were looking at the next few years were going to 

be really good for us.  

 

HL: How many people had you got working for you then?  

 

SM: By then we had about, there’s probably twelve, thirteen employees. In the old factory it 

was a, it was a squash, put it that way with all the machinery as well. And the new factory 

offered us a great chance to really, to really push the business on, which both my father and I 
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recognised. We’d taken the time to get the layout right of the building. And then Christmas 

1993 we shut the doors on the Christmas trade. We knew, the plan was that [00:25] 

historically January in the jewellery and silversmithing trade is well, you might as well just 

have the month off basically there’s no business about at all. So we said “Well, that’s when 

the move’s going to happen.” So we very kindly, well we asked all of our employees who 

would be willing to come in over the Christmas holiday to help us move? Obviously there 

was no sort of obligation for them to do so but obviously the quicker we did it the better. We 

did have, and we still do have some fantastic people working for us and they to a man they 

said “Yes, we’ll be in.” So they all came in over between the Christmas and the New Year 

and we spent three, four days stripping out all the equipment, loading it on to a lorry, 

transporting it down to our existing premises Forty-three, Nursery, to the new premises 

Forty-three Nursery Road, chucking it all in there. And there was no, we didn’t start putting 

the new equipment out, it was just get it in there, get it sorted out. And then we did all that in 

three or four days. Shut the doors again, went away and had the New Year celebration in to 

1994. And then I remember walking in on the, it would have been the third or the fourth of 

January 1994, opening the door to this new factory and just being confronted with what I can 

only describe as a mountain of equipment. It was just from the floor to the ceiling and it filled 

the place and it was just like where do we start? It was like somebody had just taken a jigsaw 

and tipped it all out and you’ve got to put it all back together. And we just said “Okay, where 

do we start? Here we go.” And it probably took us about four to six weeks to get the thing 

back working, and it took probably four to five months for us to be back in a situation where 

we were back in production again.  

 

HL: How did the business go from there?  

 

SM: So we, we’d got the new factory which we were delighted with I have to say. We carried 

on growing the business. It was, I have to say, probably for us a golden period. We could do 

no wrong, we had a good product, we had good workforce and there was a demand for what 

we were making. We had some great clients, people like The John Lewis Partnership were 

one of our biggest customers at the time, and we supplied pretty much all of the, by this time 

all of the high street names. There had been already by probably the mid to late 90s we were 

starting to see the start of the, shall I say, the growing influence of technology on our 

business. And not specifically in terms of how we manufactured things but with the advent of 
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the Internet and computers and all of this business, what we were finding was that the supply 

chain that I’d grown up with and my father had grown up with and pretty much for 

generations before in the jewellery industries was starting to crumble, and primarily what was 

happening was that the retailers were beginning to cut out the wholesalers, looking to make 

extra margin, and that was sort of the way the business model was changing. We, probably 

the first instance that we had of this was, as I mentioned a few seconds ago, The John Lewis 

partnership. We had, our best customer at the time was a wholesaler and they primarily, 

although we didn’t know it at the time, our work was being delivered to The John Lewis 

Partnership and Asprey. And we received a phone call one day from a lady who at the time 

was legendary in the, in the silversmithing industry, a lady called Leo Thye and she was the 

chief buyer for The John Lewis Partnership. And I’m not sure whether it’s myself or my 

father, I think my father took the call, and I remember him putting his hand over the speaker 

of the phone and saying “Oh I’ve got somebody called Leo Thye on the phone from The John 

Lewis Partnership”, and I said “Well”, he said “Do you want to talk to her”, and I said “Yes, 

go on.” Anyway I took the phone off him and she said, introduced herself, “Hello, my name’s 

Leo Thye.” She said “I currently buy your products from a wholesaler.” I said “Oh right, yes, 

okay, yes.” She said “Just to let you know in future you will be supplying me direct and if 

you don’t you won’t be supplying anybody, it’s either that or you lose the business.”. So I 

went “Oh okay.” [00:30] My father and I were obviously faced with a bit of a decision there 

as exactly what to do. Do you, you know, so in the, what we did was we didn’t, we’d had a 

good long relationship with this wholesaler, went to him and said LLook, this is what’s 

happened, we’re prepared to build in a margin for yourself so that you, you will have to take 

a hit basically but we’re happy to carry on working and paying you a percentage.” He turned 

round and said “No, not interested, you can do what you want with the business”, and we 

were, to coin a phrase, gobsmacked. We could not believe what he was saying. So we said 

“Okay, fair enough, if that’s the way you want to play it then okay.” So we then went to John 

Lewis and said “Okay, what do you want us to do?” And from there that was for me the 

beginning of the end of the wholesaler supply chain that we’d known.  

 

Basically over the next few years pretty much our business model changed dramatically to a 

point where now in 2015 we probably only supply on a regular basis one wholesaler whereas 

previously it would have been twenty, thirty. The rest of our business from, in from sort of 

the ‘90s, mid ‘90s through to the Noughties it changed dramatically so that instead of 
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supplying the wholesalers we were supplying direct to the retailers. So our client base 

changed to Mappin & Webb, John Lewis, Asprey, Theo Fennell, all the major retailers of 

silver giftware. We also found that, we started something called E-Commerce came along 

which nowadays is sort of, it’s, we can’t do without it but back then it was ‘E-Commerce 

what’s that all about then’? So we found customers approaching us to take our products to put 

on the Internet to sell direct that way, so there was no sort of bricks and mortar shops any 

more, so that was another change that we saw. So these changes were all starting to affect the 

way we were working.  

 

It was quite a, it was I suppose really it was quite a quick change in that it took place over in 

theory no more than five, six, seven years, from probably 1995 through to 2002 in that the 

computers came along, they’d become far more prevalent in people’s houses, the Internet 

came along. I remember my brother sitting me down and explain, trying to explain what the 

Internet was and I was going “Pages, cookies, what are you talking about?” You know, I 

hadn’t got a clue. I could not get my head round how this thing was going to work and e-

mail, “What do you mean I can send a letter over the Internet, how’s that going to work?” All 

of these things were new to us. And I mean now, again you can’t envisage being without the 

things but back then it was all new. That’s what, we started to embrace that change as well in 

so much as we found a few things happening for us in our company. I suppose in terms of 

the, as I say, the, our clients had changed dramatically. We found as well that as silversmiths, 

we’ve never claimed to be the best silversmiths in the world or the best designers in the world 

or anything like that, but we as creative people we always enjoyed making things in silver. 

But what I was finding, because then I was sort of more and more on the sales side of things, 

we would be in our workshop and we’d craft something in silver, lovingly craft something in 

silver and we’d invest in the tooling to make it and things like this so we would have a, for 

argument’s sake, a lovely silver thingummyjig.  So we’d walk in to a silver, a silver shop, I’d 

walk in to the silver shop with my silver, silver thingummyjig and I’d put it down in front of 

the buyer there and I’d be so proud of this and I would say “Look”, I said “This is the latest 

product from L J Millington Silversmiths, it’s a silver thingummyjig and it’s retailing, I can 

sell this to you for seventy-five pounds.” And they’d look at it and they’d say “No, that’s not 

for us.” “Oh okay.” But they’d, the new things, the old things that we’d always made all 

along were they’d “Oh can I have ten of those candlesticks Stephen, six of those salt and 
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pepper sets and…”, and so “Oh right, okay.” So you’d always, you’d walk out. The first time 

you sort of took it as “Well, okay fair enough, we’ll take that.”  

 

Anyway, but this became a recurring theme and I think after about [00:35] the third or fourth 

time of trying to sell silver, sell new silver that way I was sort of getting a bit fed up with it so 

I remember saying to one customer, I said “Look”, I said “I’m not being funny”, I said “but if 

you don’t like my silver thingummyjig”, I said “what exactly can I make for you that you 

know you will sell, what do you need?” He said “Well, I keep getting asked for silver, a 

silver watch”, he said, I don’t know something or other. I said “Oh right, well I think I can 

make one of those for you.” He said ‘Well, if you can make me one of those.” I said “Well, 

have you got a budget price that you want it made for?” He said “Yes, I need it made, I need 

it made for about eighty quid, about eighty pounds, if you can do that for eighty pounds.” So 

I’d sit down, I’d give a quick sketch of what they were looking for. “That’s it, bring me one 

of those for eighty quid Steve and I’ll buy a load of those off you.” “Oh right, okay.”  

 

So I’d toddle back in to the workshop and go up to dad, I said “Dad”, I said “Fred Bloggs 

wants one of these and they want to pay eighty quid for it.” And my dad would say “Eighty 

quid, I can do it for fifty.” I’d say “Dad, make it for fifty but we’ll sell it to them for eighty, is 

that okay?” “Well, I don’t know about that Steve.” “Look, if they want to pay eighty and we 

can make it for fifty that’s what we’ll do.” So we did this thing, made this thing for them. 

Walked back in to the shop “There you go, there’s your, that’s what you asked for and I can 

sell that to you for seventy-nine pounds and fifty pence.” “Oh, well, that’s fantastic, I’ll have 

a hundred of them.” So I’d walk back to the workshop sort of shaking my head and my dad 

would say “How did you get on?” I said “I’ve sold a hundred at seventy-nine pounds fifty.” 

He’d go “What?” And that was basically the way we really, we switched, we switched the 

focus of our business, we began to switch the focus of our business away from us designing 

products that we liked to going in to our clients and saying “What is it you want?” And 

really, that really I think cemented our future. When a lot of silversmithing companies went 

out of business sort of over the past thirty years that has allowed us to remain in business and 

to remain as a vibrant, viable entity because we make what, to coin a phrase of what Mr 

Boulton said many years ago “Make what the world desires rather than what you think is 

what you want to make”, basically.  
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HL: Who were your designers from the start of the business?  

 

SM: Well, to be perfectly honest it was me and my father and the guys in the workshops. We, 

in terms of producing items we found it best to give the lads, the silversmiths free rein. They 

knew what they could make, and even now that’s the way it still works. It’s, as I mentioned 

earlier, our business is now primarily focused on what we call private label or white label 

work where we make items which we brand and sell to our customers. So there is no, in 

future years it will be difficult to tell what silver has been made in Millington’s factory and 

what hasn’t because it will carry the hallmark of our customer rather than the L J Millington 

mark. So our lads would come with an idea. “I’ve made this Steve, Len, what do you think?” 

“Oh that’s fine, okay.” We’ll, we’d work the price out, put it in the range and then off we go 

and try and sell some. Some worked, some didn’t, you know. But it from, it kept shall we say 

the creative juices of our employees happy. They were happy to do that, we allowed them to 

do it and that was basically the way it worked. As I say, the, even today I personally do have 

difficulty insomuch as with our clients it’s, again it’s so easy for a young talented designer to 

sit on a computer and produce a lovely CAD drawing of a piece of silver. And then it appears 

on the E-mail on my desk and I’m like looking at it and thinking “Well, how am I supposed 

to make this?” And they, you know, it is, it’s difficult tying up one person’s design skills with 

the manufacturing capabilities. I’m not saying these things can’t be made but a lot of the time 

people aren’t prepared to pay or they’re unaware of the tooling costs to make some of the 

designs that they want. So when we receive [00:40] designs the first thing that we ask is “Is 

there a budget for tooling?” No. I say “Well, I can’t make this then.” The, perhaps one of the 

strengths that I have, or our company has, is that we will then go back to the client and say 

“We can’t make it looking exactly like that, we can make it looking like this as you, and 

you’re going to be, how would that sound? You know that’s not going to be far away from 

what you want.” Sometimes you get the business and you get free licence to change the 

design slightly. Other times if they’re precious about the design they don’t want to move, you 

lose the job or you don’t get the job or they don’t go to production with it. So that’s basically 

the way new lines are developed.  

 

As I mentioned earlier, you know, for us now our business is primarily focused on customers’ 

own designs. Things like, we produce something called, the range of candlesticks are called 

‘The Old Original Candlesticks’. They’re called that because they were the first candlestick 



                                                                               21. STEVEN MILLINGTON 

14	  

	  

range that my father and I were producing back in the ‘70s. The tooling has been renewed 

two or three times but it’s the same design. Back in the 70s and ‘80s it was not uncommon for 

us to be selling two to three hundred of these candlesticks a week. Now it’s probably more 

like two or three hundred candlesticks every six months, it’s totally changed. Napkin rings, 

which we would produce hundreds a time, we might make twenty in a year. Fashions have 

changed so much over the past thirty years that there's just no demand for these things any 

more. I think it is a combination of as well insomuch as the fashions have changed, formal 

dining has more or less gone out of the window, that’s not happening any more, not that I 

really sort of sit down and, you know, with my Dickie Bow and tuxedo for dinner. But it’s a 

far more relaxed society, and I think the other thing is for me personally, is that people value 

different things nowadays. Back in the, and again thirty years ago people actually valued nice 

items, but those nice items have changed so what’s valued now is the latest iPhone, the latest 

iPad, the latest electronic gadget. And the things, the craft side of it is almost sidelined now. I 

still think there’s a market for it but it has to be, it’s not as mainstream as it used to be, people 

are not prepared to pay ninety-nine pounds for a silver napkin ring when they can pay ninety-

nine pound for a tablet computer. That’s the, that’s been the biggest sea change of the past 

thirty-five, forty years for me anyway.  

 

HL: So what kind of silverware has been valued over the last thirty years?  

 

SM: It’s, it’s difficult to say really because from some of the things that we produce now, as I 

say, a lot of the work is what I term private label. So if I, if I just take myself back now to, 

you know, where we were a couple of hours ago in our workshop, we’re still making sort of 

some quite quirky things really which I’m guessing the likes of Matthew Boulton and guys 

like this would recognise as toys that they produced back then. So we’ve got things like, in 

our workshop, wine bottle drip collars that fit on the neck of a wine bottle. We’ve got some 

spinning tops for a customer that are to go out as christening gifts. We’ve got something 

called the Hoggit, which is a decanter with a silver collar on, we’ve got four Hoggits being 

produced. We‘ve got, what else is there? Some photo frames that are going through at the 

moment, but they’re not going through in the same volume that they were going through ten 

years ago, fifteen years ago. I have to say we do a lot more corporate work. The other thing is 

that what I’ve found is that because there aren’t too many guys like our company around any 

more we tend to get what work is available, what work is available we tend to [00:45] get 
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now. And we were approached by a company called Burberry, and we’re currently 

manufacturing for Burberry fifty brass rulers. They’re not even silver, they’re, you know, 

“I’ll go ahead, you want a brass ruler. Okay, I’ll make you a brass ruler.” We’ve made fifty of 

them. We, for the same company we’ve made fifty brass letter openers. They’ve got their 

logo emblazoned all across it. It’s that bespoke work that we’re now heavily in to. I’ve 

quoted this week for, and it looks like I’m going to get the job, there’s a, out in the Far East 

there’s one of, I think it’s the Sultan of Perak, has his Coronation in May and we’re hopefully 

producing thirty very large silver picture frames which will hold a picture of the Sultan and 

his wife apparently, I’m not quite sure what it’s for. But the, it’s, for us it’s a great order. It’s 

two months’ work, thirty photo frames, it’s very, it’s an one off basically. That is the way our 

business has changed over the, over the years. That work was never come to us but we’re 

now getting that work and that’s where we’ve positioned our company in the market, we’ve 

had to do that.  

 

HL: Can you describe the shift to this kind of niche market?  

 

SM: Yes. So for probably up until around the late ‘90s our company had been very focused 

on producing its own lines. We had become aware that the company needed to shift towards 

more niche products and more niche ways of selling our products. As I mentioned earlier the 

Internet was now upon us. I had always hankered after having a retail store, but obviously the 

costs associated with having a bricks and mortar store on the high street were just huge, but 

when I became aware of, I could have an online shop I thought “That’s a good idea, I like 

that. That’s going to be relatively inexpensive. I can sell our wares at full retail price. I can 

increase my margin, you know, three fold basically.” I wasn’t looking to sell, you know, lots 

of things but just, if I could just make a bit of extra money on the side that would be great. So 

in Two…, 2000 we set up our first E-Commerce website. We took it under a different brand 

name from the Millington name. We didn’t want to upset our existing customers so we took 

it, we diversified in that respect, we called it Silver, Pure Silver, so we had, we had the 

domain name and all that business and that started trading in 2001, so we were doing that.  

 

That immediately, I have to say, upset some of my customers because they couldn’t 

understand why I would want to start doing that. Why, I want to earn more money heaven 

knows, but they perceived it to be a threat, which they, which was understandable at the time 
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because the technology was new, nobody really understood what was going on and basically 

it, we were, I have to say, for the silversmithing industry we were one of the first companies 

to set up the E-Commerce website. So we did that. And around that time as well our company 

was probably at its height, the peak of its power so to speak insomuch as my father and I we 

employed around eighteen people. The turnover of the company was in excess of three 

quarters of a million pounds. We’d just had, at the turn of the Millennium, the year 2000, the 

Birmingham Assay Office, as had the other Assay Offices, they’d commissioned a special 

assay mark which had generated huge sales for silversmithing companies and jewellers in 

general where people were buying commemorative items with the hallmark stamped on it. I 

had got a bit of a, I have to say for me personally it was a bit of a, it was a challenging time 

because a lot of the things, the products that I saw on the market were just like pieces of tatty 

old silver with a big Jubilee, big Millennium hallmark stamped on it. And there was no 

design to it and I was going “People are buying this?” And I was quite “Oh, okay”, and it 

was, it was the hallmark that was the key. You could have made anything, you know, it was 

a, it was a, you know, you hadn’t got to be a rocket scientist to make money silversmithing 

then basically.  

 

But when that was over I remember quite, [00:50] again quite distinctly my father and I sat 

down in our little meeting room at work, and it would have been around the summer of 2001. 

And, as I say, the business was at the height of its powers. It was still me and my dad, and 

what we were finding was that I was spending more and more time looking after the needs of 

the employees rather than actual silversmithing. And I sat down with my father and I said 

“Dad”, I said, “We’ve got to do something about”, I said ‘I’m going to have a nervous 

breakdown if I carry on at this rate”. I said “I know I’m making a lot of money, you know, 

we’re doing very nicely”, not, we weren’t millionaires or anything like that but it was a, it 

was a solid, a solid business. The, and I said “I think we’ve either got to put middle 

management in, we need to get a manager to help out here or we start to scale it back.” And I 

mean my father would have been around then probably early seventies possibly. He was still 

working, he was still doing four days a week so he was still actively involved in the business. 

And I remember him just sitting back and he sort of said to me “Well, Steve”, he says “I 

don’t need any more money”, he says “So you can, let’s just like, we’ve had a good run at it, 

let’s start cranking it back a bit.” And I said “Well, okay fair enough”, I said “That’s fine 

with me.” I said. And I was, I mean I was still sort of early thirties age-wise and I thought 
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“Well, he’s probably right”, I said “You know, I can earn a living out of this and carry on.” 

I’d got no real desire to push it to the next level so to speak, I didn’t think it was sustainable 

at the next level. So he said “Right, okay”, he said “Tell you what”, he said. Up to that point 

we’d always sort of quite well, we do, we still value our employees but he said “The next one 

that comes in asking for a pay rise we just say to them we’re really sorry but no.” And “Okay, 

right that’s fair enough, that’s what we’ll do.”  

 

Anyway a few months later, it would probably be about August 2001, and I can remember 

these dates quite well, the lad walked in. He was a, he’d been with us for about four or five 

years and he was looking to buy himself a house with his girlfriend and he said “Steve”, he 

said “Is there any chance I can have a pay rise, I’m looking to buy a house, what do you think 

the chances are?” And basically I said “Well, I’ll think about it, come back tomorrow.” He 

came back, I’d spoken to my dad and he said “Just say no, we can’t do it.” So I said “Adam, 

I’m sorry”, this was the lad, Adam Welsh, I said “Adam, I’m sorry, I can’t give you a pay 

rise, we don’t think we can do it, really sorry”, and he went away. Okay, shook hands. You 

could hear the gasp go round the workplace when Adam hadn’t got his pay rise. A week or so 

later he came in and handed in his notice and said “I’m going to go.” “Okay Adam, thank you 

very much”, and we took it and there was another gasp going round.  

 

But then literally a few weeks later there was the terrible event of the twin towers in 

September, September 11 in, in New York, and literally for me personally that was the start 

of it, I was so pleased that we decided that was, we were going to downsize the business 

because the effects, I know it sounds daft in that respect but there were events in the early 

2001 through to 2005 affecting not, you know, world-wide events which shaped and changed 

the very nature of what we were trying to do at the time. And we allowed the business to 

downsize because we saw world events dramatically affecting what we were trying to do. So 

the decision that my father and I made during that summer again were, I wouldn’t say that we 

were, we weren’t fantastically clever, wise old businessmen but we were perhaps just made 

the right decisions at the right time.  

 

HL: Tell me more about your employees over the time until you began to downsize?  
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SM: Okay. Well, as I say, the first young man had walked in and asked for his pay rise and 

that was rejected. And that pretty much started, it shaped the future for probably the next ten 

years or so insomuch as we identified that we had an ageing workforce, a highly skilled but 

ageing workforce, [00:55] and what we decided to do was as people were coming up to 

retirement age we offered them, we said “You know, carry on if you want to after sixty-five 

or sixty, you know, doing a few days a week, we’re very flexible.” We’ve always prided 

ourselves on being flexible employers, that’s what we think people value. So we allowed 

people to sort of cut their hours. That basically worked nicely for us because they had the 

security, we had long-term employees and I didn’t just want to cut them dead in the water, 

you wanted to give them the chance to sort of retire gracefully so to speak. My father set an 

example for me personally because when he was sixty he said “Steve, I’m going to have one 

day a week off and then when I’m sixty-one I’m going to have two days a week off” and so 

on. Anyway when he got to sixty-five he was still having one day a week off and then he had 

by the time he was seventy he was having two days a week off and by the time he was eighty 

he was having three days a week off and he was still working. I think for my father he just 

liked coming in and spending time with the guys, you know. I’d also got, my mother had 

started working with us around the early ‘90s. She was on the admin side of the business 

doing the invoicing and all that, the tax affairs of the business, all of that. Even now today on 

the eleventh of February 2015 she’s in work today, she does two days a week. She was 

eighty-one last Sunday. So she comes in, and I am very proud of her because for her 

generation she’s seen a massive shift in the way business is done, but she’s still there doing 

the Internet banking and screaming at the computer when she can’t get it to work because it’s 

the stupid computer’s fault, the fact that she’s pressed the wrong button is neither here nor 

there, but, you know, “Aagh!” So yes, so my mother’s still working in the office. But, and at 

the moment we’re down to, there’s myself, my mother, my wife, we’re, we’re sort of on the 

admin, the running side of the business that, you know, the dealing with the customers and 

what not. And then on the shop floor there’s my cousin Paul, who’s worked with me now 

since around 1980. I’ve got a gentleman called Dave Turvey who’s worked for us for just 

coming up to fifteen years. And then there’s Kevin the polisher, he’s been there since 1978. 

And we’ve just, we have literally we realised that we were getting down to a sort of a critical 

mass of employees. Over the past few months we’ve taken on another employee. Again this 

is quite ironic really insomuch as he, his job title is ‘Trainee Silversmith’. He’s sixty years of 

age, which he thought was quite funny when I took him on and I said, well, he’s got a history 
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of working round the Jewellery Quarter, he knows all the processes but he’s never actually 

worked with silver and what we do. So we’ve taken him on. We have found it difficult to sort 

of again employ younger people just lately because there’s a, it’s difficult to get people who 

are interested in a craft based vocation, now they all want to work on computers and be 

designers and all this business. Nobody actually wants to get their hands dirty anymore. It is 

a, there’s, I’ve seen that shift as well.  

 

HL: Now tell me about your connections with the Assay Office right from the beginning?  

 

SM: Right. Obviously I’ve been involved in the silversmithing industry for many years. The 

Assay Office has been, has formed an integral part of what we do. It’s, for us it’s a selling 

point. The hallmarks are that quality mark, that quality assurance mark which all the 

customers like to see. I think over the thirty-seven years that I’ve been involved with the 

Assay Office it’s probably I would say a love/hate relationship. It’s, it is, I can’t think of 

another industry where, or a manufacturing industry where everything that you produce has 

to leave your factory for a few days, depending on the Assay Office it could be a week, and 

to get hallmarked before you fetch it back and complete the processes you have to do. This is, 

for me personally has always been a bugbear. It’s also insomuch as you, my customers would 

phone me up and say “Steve, when can I expect that batch of candlesticks?” I said “Well, I 

don’t know, it depends on the Assay Office”, and they sort of look at you, well, you can hear 

the quizzicalness coming down the phone “What do you mean it depends on the Assay?” 

“Well, they’re down there, I don’t know when I’m going to get them back. They might be 

back next week, they might be back tomorrow.” “Well, when will you have them?” I said “I 

don‘t know.” So that’s, that’s always been a [01:00] bit of a problem. It’s also been, I have to 

say this is a bit cheeky but if we’re slow producing a job we can always blame the Assay 

Office. “Oh it’s the Assay Office, they’ve still got it.” “So oh right, okay”, so there’s shifting 

the blame in that respect, that’s always worked well. So we’ve always done that. I, there was 

a, there’s a lady that works at the Assay Office now, Penny Parkes, she developed the Assay 

Office, the marketing side of the Assay Office, and it was quite funny a few weeks, a few 

years ago. They, the Assay Office was selling our products and she’d got a client, Penny had 

got a client that was looking for a particular piece quickly. She comes on the phone “Steve 

when can I have this piece of silver?” I said, “I don’t know Penny, it depends when the Assay 

Office release it.” And I could hear, and she went silent, which for Penny was a bit of a 
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shock, Penny’s not really quiet most of the time. But you could hear this, this no sound. “But 

what do you mean Steve, we’ve got it?” I said, “Well, you’ve got it for hallmarking.” “Yes, 

but when will you have it?”, “I don’t know Penny, you tell me.” “But when will I have it 

Steve?”, “Penny, I don’t know.” “So we’ve got it?” “Yes, Penny you’ve got it down there and 

when I get it back I can, when I get it back I can tell you when I can get it to you.’ Anyway 

about half an hour later there was a phone call and it was ready. So I thought “Well, that’s 

marvellous that’s those few strings pulled.”   

 

So that was, it’s quite interesting that sort of analogy of what we had to deal with. I think just 

going back to my father and I downsizing our business. One of the other things that affected 

our decision, there was a change in hallmarking legislation around 2000 whereby up to that 

point any silver or jewellery that had been imported in to the company - sorry in to the 

country - would have to be hallmarked in the same way but it would have what they called 

the ‘Import Mark’ put on it to distinguish it from goods that were made here in the UK. Now 

I have to say this legislation it really sort of, it crept up on the, on the jewellery and the silver 

industry I think in many respects. And I remember at the time being sort of vaguely aware of 

what was going on and before I knew where we were it was, it was upon us. And I thought 

“Okay, fair enough, this is going to have dramatic implications.” And the Assay Master at the 

time, Michael Allchin, I made an appointment to see Michael and I wanted to discuss this 

with him. Came down and sat down with him in his office and I said “Michael”, I said, 

“What’s this all about?” And he said “Well, basically Steve”, he said “What’s going to 

happen from now on anything that comes in to the country we can mark and as if it’s made in 

the UK.” And around that time as well there’d been the introduction of non-destructive 

testing which they could test the quality of the gold and silver without having to actually 

damaging the item. Up to that point they had a lovely method where they’d get a big knife 

and scrape the inside of the cup and take a big chunk of silver out, chemically test it to prove 

that what it was, the quality of it. You’d get the items back and ten of them would have great 

big scrape marks on them where they scraped them and you had to polish out. So they 

introduced non-destructive testing, which was fantastic in that respect. They also introduced a 

laser marking technology. So all of a sudden Michael, clever bloke that he was, he suddenly 

realised that he could up the volume of work going through the Assay Office and make the 

Assay Office more profitable by encouraging more imported work in. It would get 

hallmarked as if it was made in the UK, would be sold much more cheaply at the retail end. 
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And basically there was a bit of a, Michael was going ‘Well, I’m alright Jack’, that sort of 

attitude. And I sat there and I had this slow dawning realisation of what was going on.  

 

And the story that I’m about to tell Michael denies but I swear this is what he said to me. I 

said “Michael”, I said “So basically a piece of silver comes in from India, you hallmark it the 

same as one that’s made in Birmingham and they both end up on the shelf. One’s retailing for 

thirty quid, mine, because of all the legislation and all the Health and Safety that I’ve got to 

follow, is going to be retailing for sixty.’ And I’m looking him in the eyes and he looks at me 

and he goes “Steve, you’re screwed”, and I’m like “Thanks Mike, [Laughter] okay.” And I 

got this “Right, okay.” [01:05] Sat there. “Mike, thanks very much for your time.” Got up, 

turned round, walked out of the Assay Office. Walked back to my factory and realised then 

that that change in legislation was an absolute game changer I have to say. It is, for me 

personally, still a big bugbear and I think nowadays I do get, I don’t know perhaps now as 

I’m getting a bit older and a bit, a bit more philosophical about it but if I go in to my local 

supermarket. I can pick up a ninety-nine pence pack of carrots and find more often than not 

the name of the farmer and the farm that it’s come from. They talk about the provenance of 

our food, it’s a ninety-nine pence pack of carrots. You go in to your high street jeweller. You 

walk in to there, you pick up a ten thousand diamond ring, a five thousand pound piece of 

silver, you have no idea where that was actually made. There is nothing to state that it was 

made in a sweat shop in the Far East, wherever, was it English made? There’s nothing to say 

that. And to me that is, I don’t know, a disgrace. Is that a strong, too strong a word for it, you 

know, I don’t know. And to me that smacks of double standards. At the time Michael said 

‘Well, probably Steve, what’s happened somewhere in the economic, in the European Union 

somebody’s done a deal whereby we build hospitals in some country over there or we gets, 

the UK gets some big contract if we remove that piece of legislation’, and he said ‘it’s out of 

our control Steve’. Michael was, he was a great guy, I really had a lot of admiration for him. 

In terms of how he changed the Assay Office, I don’t think, if it wasn’t for Michael’s 

intervention and Michael doing the work that he did The Assay Office may not be here today 

in its current form, it, because they had to diversify. As we diversified our business they had 

to diversify their business. So that’s sort of, as I say, the whole hallmarking thing it’s a bit of 

a, nowadays it’s a bit more of a double edged sword. It upsets us, it’s why we moved to niche 

products. It’s why we do what we do now rather than what we were doing back then because 

the whole thing, the whole system changed basically.  
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HL: Can you go right back to your earliest memories of the Assay Office?  

 

SM: Yes. The, my earliest memories really was it was what I was employed for by my father. 

I, I was tasked with the job of putting silverware in to, in to cardboard boxes and writing out 

an Assay Note. Nothing’s changed in that respect, we still have to write out Assay Notes. So 

you write out an Assay Note and then I’d put it in a bag and, as was quite commonplace at 

the time, there were, there were guys walking around the Jewellery Quarter with big bags on 

their back stuffed with gold and silver and you’d walk down to the Assay Office and walk in 

and put the parcel in to the counter and get your little ticket and then walk out and collect 

whatever was there and take it back and process it. So it was pretty much, you know, it was a 

very low tech industry.  

 

HL: What was on the notes?  

 

SM: What was on the notes? Well, basically you’d have, you’d just fill in your details 

basically, the company, your company name. You’d fill in the list of what would be in a 

particular packet. So ten vases, fifteen candlesticks, twenty salt and pepper pots, six photo 

frames. Each individual order had to, so if, as I said, back then in the early days it was very 

rare that we were putting our hallmark on silverware. So we would be putting the marks on of 

our customers which were William Adams Limited, Cabilon, W H Manton, Birmingham 

Gold and Silversmiths. Who else would there be? Oh Cabilon. And so we would, I would 

write the note out. We would put the work up, request that their hallmark would go on it and 

then bring it down to the Assay Office for marking. Back then, again in the early days for me 

personally a young lad growing up, the Assay Office was a very different place to how I 

know it now. I mean the first Assay Master that I have any sort of recollection of was 

Bernard Ward. Bernard, well he wasn’t Bernard, I wouldn’t dare call him Bernard, that the 

first Mr Ward. You never ever called him “Mr Ward, how are you?” And he was always very 

[01:10] like the grand headmaster. Very, I always found him, I don’t know whether it was 

just the reverence that he was perceived to have but you never ever approached Mr Ward and 

perhaps for a chat “How are you Mr…?” That never happened, it had to be on a serious 

business issue.  
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So it changed, as I say times changed. Michael Allchin came along. The Assay Office went 

under a bit of a redevelopment on the front counter, I think it was around 2000 where they 

sort of modernised the front office a little bit. It’s, you know, you’ve always sort of what’s 

the word? We’ve always had a love/hate relationship with them to a point where even now if 

we send silverware down here we write on it ‘This way up’, because you’d send an item 

down, which to my mind would be clearly, you know, you could see which way it was 

supposed to be. And the markers, God bless them, would mark it upside down or mark it 

where they thought they wanted it, would be best to marked. So we even now we get a big 

black marker pen and we, we’ll draw a big square and put ‘Hallmarks here, this way up’. And 

part of it is like, you know, you’re almost like having a bit of a laugh but at least it gets the 

job done and it cuts out the human errors so to speak. And over the years I mean I couldn’t 

put a number on how many pieces we’ve put, our company’s put through the Assay Office. In 

terms of how many mistakes we’ve had, well you get them but that’s just life, you know, and 

these things happen and you learn to live with the vagaries of a craft industry basically. But 

it’s, it’s always been a pleasant relationship. I have to say they’ve always been approachable 

people here at the Assay Office, but, as I say, probably for me personally it’s always been a 

bit of a love/hate relationship.  

 

HL: You’ve described the hate, what about the love?  

 

SM: Well, [Laughter] I think it’s, I’m associated, I’m proud to be associated with the 

Birmingham Assay Office and the hallmark. I love the history involved with Matthew 

Boulton. I’m actually quite proud of the fact that I believe that our factory is currently the 

closest silversmithing factory to the original Matthew Boulton site on Soho Hill, I quite like 

that. I like the fact again that we still produce work for Josiah Wedgwood who back in 

Matthew Boulton’s day Mr Boulton and Mr Wedgwood were sort of the entrepreneurs, the 

big business people and it’s nice to think that sort of two hundred and odd years later there’s 

still that sort of slight tenuous link that Birmingham is still hallmarking Josiah Wedgwood 

silver. And so, you know, so I’m just proud of that to have that association with it and just to 

be part of that history.  

 

HL: And how do you see the future?  
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SM: [Pause] That is a very difficult question I have to say. For me personally I feel as though 

I’m beginning, I’ve got to a point where I’m at the beginning of the end so to speak. I’m not 

looking to shut down the company any time soon, I believe that at the moment we still have a 

strong viable business. We’ve, we sell through many channels, we sell over the Internet, we 

sell to wholesalers, the few wholesalers that are left. We’ve got a good name within the 

industry so we’ve, we’ve currently got a strong business. A few years ago we even, we 

purchased an old silversmithing firm, Birmingham Gold and Silversmiths, who have been 

around since the 1920s possibly, so we incorporated that business in to ours, which if I’m 

honest looking back now, that happened in 2008, if we hadn’t have done that I don’t think 

our business would be as, would be viable but the two businesses combined it is viable. So 

now the pens and gentlemen’s gifts that Birmingham Gold and Silversmiths, or William 

Manton as they were known back then make, we’re still making them. Which again is 

something I‘m sort of quite proud of the fact we’re carrying on with that heritage.  

 

For me personally the future is, will be very different. I think that, I don’t honestly know 

what’s going to happen to our company in the future. It would be very, [01:15] if I had a 

crystal ball I’d be delighted to see what did happen. I think, people have said to me, you 

know, “Can you sell the business?” Personally I think it’s incredibly difficult, a difficult thing 

to sell because the business is the people, that is the crux of the matter. So, in effect, it’s, 

you’re not selling a tangible business that produces nuts and bolts that any old person can 

suddenly jump in and make, I’ve got guys there that have been doing this work for thirty 

years, how can you put a price on their skills and their, you know, their experience? You 

can’t do it. For me I’ve been doing it for thirty-seven years, how can I pass on that experience 

to someone in that they can make a go of it. If somebody wants to walk along and say ‘Steve, 

give, there’s two million quid off you go’, you know, ‘Well fair enough, best of luck kid’, 

and, you know, you leave them to get on with it. But I don’t think that’s going to happen. 

You never know but I don’t know what’s going to happen there to be honest. I’d like to think 

that I can find a way of preserving what we’ve got but I just, I’m sceptical to say the least. 

 

HL: What about taking an apprentice from The School of Jewellery?  

 

SM: Again in terms of apprenticeships and training people in that way. The, we’ve always 

done it in the past, maybe we’ll do it in the future I don’t know. But with just keeping, doing 
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the training in-house, teaching them, teaching people how we like things to be done. I’ve 

always had a bit of a problem with The School of Jewellery insomuch as I don’t think that 

their silversmithing techniques have kept up with the changing times. And again they, one of 

the things that has happened is that people nowadays come out of The School of Jewellery 

and they think they can make a living by, because they’re the best silversmith that worked, 

has walked the earth, and they think that their name and their skills are enough to earn them a 

living and, mm, thirty years ago they might have got away with it. But nowadays to build a 

brand for somebody to make your silver interesting it’s not enough, and I, the thing that, as I 

said earlier, the way we’ve changed our business where we do all the private label work, 

that’s what kept us as a viable business, probably as we stand here today as one of the last 

remaining silversmiths in Birmingham. 

 

And the future for young people, I can’t see that being replaced because everybody wants to 

push their name. They want to be, they come out of The School of Jewellery and ‘Oh and I’m 

the greatest silversmith and my name’s Fred Bloggs’, and so they’re, they’re trying to build 

that brand and they can’t do it. They don’t have almost the humility to say ‘Well, I’m good at 

what I do, I’m a great silversmith but how can I make a living out of this’? They want to be, 

they want their name to be at the forefront of the product, which I personally think is it’s 

difficult in the first instance. The fact that when they come out of The Jewellery School in 

terms of how they make the products I don’t think that they’re taught correctly in much as 

they’re teaching them techniques which were fantastic a hundred years ago but there’s no, 

what’s the word? Relevance with what we’re trying to do today. And I think that in many 

respects it’s almost a crying shame that for me The School of Jewellery should be, and maybe 

they do but maybe they just haven’t spoken to me, I mean I know I, I do occasional courses 

in there where I teach metal spinning and things like this and they, you know, the young 

people in there when you, when I start metal spinning in The Jewellery, in The School of 

Jewellery they think I’m some sort of wizard who can produce these pieces in a fraction of 

the time that it takes them to hand raise something on a, with a hammer and a piece of silver. 

And that’s to me it’s sort of, I don’t know, they’re not, they’re not keeping pace with really 

the pace of change that has gone in the past thirty years. It’s still all “Let’s hand raise this 

piece and it’s, we can take four days doing this and we can make it out of silver that’s really, 

really thick and it’s going to be really expensive”, but nobody can afford to buy and that for 
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me is the crux of the matter and my disappointment, I suppose, with what [01:20] goes on 

there.  

 

HL: And looking towards the future of the Assay Office, how do you feel about the move to 

the new building?  

 

SM: I think it’s about time. The, there is a lot of, in the current building a lot of history 

attached to it, and when you walk up the stairs and you see all the lovely tiles on the wall and 

things like this and you think ‘That is in many respects a crying shame that that’s going’, but 

at the end of the day there are a lot of changes in our lifetime so losing a few tiles in the grand 

scheme of things, as sad as it is, that’s progress. I think from the Assay Office’s point of view 

it is now a very different business to what it was when it, you know, first started as a, as the 

statutory hallmarking of silver and gifts and now it’s got its gem lab and it’s Safeguard and 

everything, you know, everything else that they, they do down here, they’ve got different 

strings to their bow. They have to be in a building which is fit for purpose, and for me this 

building hasn’t been fit for purpose for probably twenty years or more. And again from my 

own, from my own sort of experience when we were, when my father and I moved premises 

twenty odd years ago, whenever it was, 1994 we were in many respects quite sad at leaving 

the old place, you know. But we moved in to this nice factory which had central heating and 

nice light windows and all of those things, and for us it was a good move, it was a 

progressive move. I think from the Assay Office’s point of view, I’m guessing a lot of the 

people will be very sad, a lot of the people have worked here for a long time will be very sad 

when it goes, but at the end of the day I think, you know, you have to look for the security of 

the business in the future and it is, it’s something to be applauded. I think once they get there 

they’ll soon forget about this place and they’ll have a fantastic working environment which is 

pertinent to the twenty-first century I suppose really than a building which is pertinent to the 

nineteenth century. So I think it’s good for them. 

 

[End of Recording 01:22:40]  

 

 


