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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Terry Billington at the Assay Office on 

Tuesday 17th February 2015. Terry, tell me about your background. 

 

TB: Well, I was actually born at Evesham, Waterside Orchard. We lived there for something 

like about five years before we moved to a little village called Bidford-upon-Avon, that’s 

where I went to school, Bidford-upon-Avon, and for a short while in Cleeve Prior. After 

leaving Marliff, that was the little village we lived in, we moved back to Birmingham with 

dad’s work, because dad was at that point in time he was a radio and television engineer. And 

so we moved to Birmingham when I was abut twelve, something like that, eleven or twelve. 

When I was thirteen I came down with a very serious illness called acute nephritis, which 

means kidney failure, and I was being treated for the flu at the point in time. And I was 

rushed in to hospital where they said if I’d have gone another twenty-four hours I would have 

actually died. And the hospital was Dudley Road Hospital, which is now the City Hospital. 

From there I went in to what they called recuperation in to an open air school, I was there for, 

oh, something like about two years. And I finally finished schooling at a school called 

Waseley Hills, which was at that point in time it was a secondary modern school.  

 

Following finishing school I trained to be, the first job was a radio and television engineer 

following my father’s footsteps. But the company that I worked for they went bust, I was 

basically made redundant but before I suppose I was made redundant I actually was offered a 

job at the Birmingham Assay Office. 

 

HL: How did that come about? 

 

TB:	  Well, it was actually through my sister, she worked in the Administration Department, 

she told me there was a vacancy down the Assay Office so I came down the Assay Office, I 

had an interview first with a Miss Tyce-James, she was over the Administration Office, and 

then she made an appointment for me to have an interview with Mr Hamil Westwood. I must 

say that it was a very, very Victorian interview. All the way through I was called ‘Billington’, 

not ‘Mister’ or not ‘Terry’, it was ‘Billington’. And I was finally offered the job on delivery, I 

was a delivery boy if you like on a bike, and the date that I started was 10th October 1960. 

And I used to work from approximately nine o’clock in the morning until ten o’clock 

delivering parcels with a satchel over my back on a pushbike riding through the Jewellery 
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Quarter, I can’t see us having or doing that today because it wouldn’t be heard of. [Laughter] 

Then from about ten o’clock until eleven o’clock I worked on the reception, giving the 

parcels out to the customers, and then I came inside on hallmarking, and then later on in the 

day, approximately three o’clock until about five o’clock I was back out on delivery 

delivering parcels to our customers by pushbike. 

 

HL: Very valuable parcels, was there any fear of crime? 

 

TB: No, you never, to be quite honest at that point in time you never felt threatened, and, as I 

say, I was never approached by anybody. A van used to go out and deliver the heavy parcels 

and the dies back to the customers, because we used to have to have dies to mark some of the 

work here. And, as I say, the smaller parcels were delivered by the lad on the pushbike, 

which at that point in time was myself. [00:05] 

 

HL: Tell me more about your delivery round? 

 

TB: Well, we would deliver small parcels which contained, shall we say, signet rings and 

what we call made up rings and they’d be delivered to people like Charles Green and Sons, 

Burgess and Meredith, they used to make lots and lots of rings, and that was a very, very 

antiquated building. You used to have to climb three flights of stairs to actually get to a little, 

small department at the top, and you used to go inside and you could actually see the 

employees actually working and making some of the objects. There was Payton Peppers, we 

used to deliver lots of articles to. There were numerous, there were lots and lots of small 

jewellers in antiquated buildings that were probably three or four storeys high which are just 

not there now, the Jewellery Quarter has changed considerably over the forty years that I was 

there, yes. [Laughter]  

 

HL: Talk me through a typical day in your life at the Assay Office after you’d done the 

morning delivery in 1960? 

 

TB: Well, after delivery I’d move on to the counter clerk’s job which was basically to pass 

the parcels that had been hallmarked back up, back to the actual customers along with any 

dies or equipment they’d sent for us to help us with marking. I used to work with a gentleman 
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called Walter Teale, he was very, very old-fashioned but he was very, very good at his job 

and I had a lot respect for Walter Teale. He supported me and showed me what the job was 

all about and how to treat customers and, as I say, I really enjoyed the counter part. And 

following on from the counter I would then come into the Hallmarking Department, and there 

at that point in time I was training on press marking because handmarking was, as you say, a 

job where you’d acquired a lot more skill and so, as I say, I was training on handmarking - 

was training on press marking which was basically done by fly press at that point in time. 

Following a few hours up in the Marking Department I would then go back downstairs where 

the parcels that we’d hallmarked during the day would be ready to take back or to pass back 

to the customers. So I would then put on the satchel, put on my bicycle clips and then I’d be 

off on the bike delivering parcels once again to the customers. 

 

HL: Can you explain to me about the dies? 

 

TB: Well, the dies normally were made to actually fit the articles. What the customer used to 

do he’d place the silver, the gold, whatever he was actually stamping out, he would stamp it 

out in the die which was then used as a support tool for us to hallmark. Certain other type of, 

shall we say, smaller support tools we could actually make in the Toolmaking Department. 

Plastics we used to make in the Tool Department, that was to actually support smaller type of 

articles. We used to use soft lead, we used to use what we call tin, and it was all basically 

used for supporting the articles that we were actually marking. But when it came to the larger 

types of articles we used to have to use the customer’s dies that they’d actually stamped the 

work out in. 

 

HL: And what were your impressions of the Assay Office in 1960? 

 

TB: Well I suppose it, it followed on from the interview that I actually had which was very, 

very Victorian. By the same standards, if you like, the Assay Office seemed to be run. It was 

very antiquated and it was very, very Victorian and people were treated in a Victorian way. In 

saying that it was a very, very paternal place and if you had problems everybody would rally 

round those problems that you had, you know, in support of you. I would say that all the 

managers at that point in time really were very, very strict and very, very Edwardian because 

this a view of a sixteen year old lad joining [00:10] a renowned company. And, as I say, it’s, 
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it was Victorian but people were very, very pleasant. The way that you were taught was, I 

would say by today's standards, very, very old-fashioned and you weren’t trusted really to do 

anything on your own initiative, it was a case of being told and being, and actually following. 

 

HL: You mentioned that Walter was very old-fashioned. In what way? 

 

TB: He was, [Pause] to be quite honest I don’t, I can’t really explain really what he was 

actually like. He was just, he was a good teacher, but once again it was being taught in a very, 

very old-fashioned and restrictive manner. But I did, as I said before, I did have a lot of 

respect for Walter Teale, he knew his job and he was very, very security conscious and I 

think if you look back over records over the years I think it’s actually mentioned how security 

conscious he was because I believe at one point in time Mt Westwood, who wasn’t very, very 

forthcoming with meeting with his staff went over to Walter Teale and asked him if he 

wanted a machine gun put on the van. But I think you’ll find that’s actually in the Assay 

Office records. 

 

HL: So you combined being a delivery boy with counter clerk and training in hallmarking  

 

TB: Yes. 

 

HL: What did you do next? 

 

TB: I actually was offered the job if so wished to train as a hand marker, which to me was a 

step up, it would mean a few extra pence if you like pennies in the wage packet so of course, 

I said that I would actually like handmarking, or I’ll try handmarking. And I was quite 

successful as a hand marker. There were all types of handmarking at that point in time, from 

heavy duty, silver, which I didn’t particularly like marking even though you could see all the 

big heavy hallmarks that would actually be places on such things as silver salvers, teapots, 

candlesticks et cetera, I preferred the very small, intricate marking which was on filigree 

items and very, very - very, very lightweight items. The one thing that we did have a lot of 

marking, or handmarking on was the chains. We had thousands upon thousands of chains to 

mark a day and it was all done by hand. We had no support tools at that point in time for 

supporting them, so we used to lay them over sheets of lead which were something like about 
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half an inch thick and we would then tap the Lion or the actual decimal mark if it was gold on 

top of the actual loop of the chain, and we would go down and mark in that way something 

like forty, fifty marks per chain by hand. As you can tell it was very, very, very time-

consuming. And it was actually a skilful job because once you got used to it you could 

actually go down those chains quite quickly. It wasn’t until a bit later on that we developed a 

way of marking chains by press. But handmarking was quite a large proportion of the articles 

that were going through the Assay Office at that point in time, because we weren’t 

mechanically… What’s the word I’m looking for? [Laughter] We weren’t geared up really to 

do it by any other method at that point in time. 

 

HL: The time being? 

 

TB: Sorry? 

 

HL: What year was that? 

 

TB: Oh, that would be 1961, and probably for the next few years we weren’t really geared up 

to actually marking things by press, mechanical presses or by fly press, that came in a little 

bit later. There was only something like about half a dozen what we’ve said handmarkers that 

were handmarking at that point in time, all other people in the Marking Room [00:15] were 

solely dependent on press marking. 

 

HL: Any memories of the people you worked with in handmarking? 

 

TB: [Pause] There was a young lad called Peter England, they were mostly young people, 

they were mostly younger, young people. There was a young lad called Peter England, there 

was Alan Morris, when he came he, it was about a year later than me, he went on to 

handmarking. There was Roy Smith. There was an old gentleman, and I think at that point, 

when I came he was in his eighties and he was still actually marking by hand, and his name 

was Harry Butler. And, but Harry marked right up until he retired. [Pause] I can remember 

working with Harry Butler who must have been at the Assay Office something like fifty or 

sixty years. I was marking one of the biggest silver items that I’d ever seen in my life. It was 

a big, big rose bowl, and at that point in time we had a support tool that fitted under the rose 



23. TERRY BILLINGTON 

6	  

	  

bowl and we used to have to have it held down tight and move it along on this small support 

tool that we had. And Harry was holding this work for me but of course, with Harry’s later 

years he became a little bit shaky, it was a case of [Laughter] trying to hit the actual rose 

bowl with the punch in the right place as Harry was shaking it all about on top of the support 

tool. But he was a good teacher Harry was, there was nothing that Harry Butler didn’t know 

about handmarking, he was the one to learn off. And although perhaps in the later years he 

couldn’t do it himself he could still pass on all the information that some of the youngsters 

required to be able to do the job. 

 

HL: And talk about how the work went on in handmarking in the 1960s? 

 

TB: Well, as I say, the work started to increase somewhat during the 1960s, and to be able to 

cope with the increase in work we needed to take on some extra staff. Well my brother at that 

point in time, he was twelve months younger than what I am, he was looking for a job so I 

mentioned it to him, he came down here and he was offered a job in Sampling. So you’d got 

one Billington on sampling and you’d got one Billington then on hallmarking. And, as I say, 

the work was increasing all the time. During 1963 my brother actually left the Assay Office, 

and at that point in time he decided that he wanted to become a firemen so he went off to 

become a trainee fireman. Well, I found out that he was actually picking up more money as a 

trainee fireman that I was, you know, as a hallmarker. So I asked Miss James if I could have a 

rise. So Miss James went to Mr Westwood and the following week I had a five shillings rise. 

Well, I still wasn’t very satisfied with the five shillings rise, but knowing what my brother 

was earning as a fireman so I went back down the following week and saw Miss James. She 

said “Oh I thought you might have had a bit more than five shillings”, she said “I’ll see Mr 

Westwood again and I’ll make an appointment for you to see him”, so I had an appointment 

to see Mr Westwood. Well, I’ve, I went in to Mr Westwood, and he was a very imposing 

person because he was something like six foot seven and of course, he’d got this young lad 

asking for an increase. And he said “Well, I gave you an increase last week.” And I said “Yes 

but it was only five shillings”, and I can remember him saying “Well, how much do you think 

you’re worth?” So I said “Well, you’d better ask the foreman that”, so I said “My brother has 

just left here and he’s picking up more money [00:20] that me as a trainee fireman.” And he 

said, Mr Westwood retorted by saying “Well, haven’t you thought of becoming a fireman?” 
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Well, I mean what else could I say? [Laughter] But the following week I had another thirty 

shillings in the wage packet. [Laughter]  

 

In the mid ‘60s, because we were still looking for, there was always a large turnover of staff, 

and I think that’s probably due largely because of low wage rates at that point in time. But in 

the mid ‘60s my father became employed by the Assay Office, and he worked on the 

delivery, on the van as a driver, and also in hallmarking. Also in the mid ‘60s  my mother 

joined the Assay Office, she was working on the weighing on the Preparation Department. So 

it was slowly becoming a family business. Also during the mid ‘60s we had a sports and 

social club, that sports and social club wasn’t really particularly active but it did have a very 

good table-tennis team of which I part of, and during the 1960s we were first put in Division 

4, which we won that particular year. Then we went into Division 3, which we won, and then 

into Division 2. And at the same time we also won several cups, besides winning league we 

won several cups, different competition, cup competitions. Myself I went actually two years 

undefeated and twice won the individuals for the league. So we had a good social, a good 

table-tennis team which was part of the social club. But unfortunately after three years once 

again we started to lose the staff so we lost the table…, you know, some of the table-tennis 

players. And once again I think this was due to low wage rates. 

 

Also in 1966 there was a young lady employed at the Birmingham Assay Office, Gillian 

Margaret Perry, who was to become my future wife, and on 2nd March 1968 we actually got 

married. 

 

HL: What was her job? 

 

TB: Gillian was employed in the Hallmarking Department, the same department actually as I 

was in at that point in time as well. So Gillian was working on the presses just behind me, I 

was working on the handmarking just in front and, as I say, we got on well together and after 

forty-seven years we’re still married. [Laughter] 

 

HL: So now let’s get on to the 1970s? 

 



23. TERRY BILLINGTON 

8	  

	  

TB: Well, in the early ‘70s there was introduction of hydraulic presses. This was when we 

started to actually become more mechanically involved in the way that we hallmarked items 

of gold and silver. Those hydraulic presses were able to mark lightweight articles and long 

batch run articles. And at the same time, as I say, we developed a way of marking some of the 

chains by hydraulics and we managed to hallmark some of the chains then by press work. 

Probably one of the best chain markers that we had at that point in time was the wife, Gillian, 

because she could actually match the mechanical presses for speed. Because there used to be 

lots of arguments at that point in time whether the mechanical presses or the hand presses 

were the quickest way of marking articles. But Gillian could match any of the mechanical 

presses that we had going at that point in time.  

 

And of course, then we come on to about 1973 when we had problems with wage rates. We 

had a works committee, and on that works committee there was gentleman called Mr Len 

Ward, and there was myself that were elected on to that works committee. The Chairman at 

that point in time was a Mr Ralph Farrier and we were due for election. Now unfortunately 

[00:25] the Assay Master, who was then Mr Westwood, gave the permission for the works 

committee to carry on without the election. So myself and Mr Ward, Len Ward that is, 

resigned from the committee. Following that initially Len Ward went up to the trade union, 

which was NUGSAT, the National Union of Gold, Silver and Allied Trades, which was up at, 

up in the Jewellery Quarter and who spoke to Mr Ray Shakeshaft who was the District 

Secretary. And about two days later I went up also to see the Trade Union Secretary, Ray 

Shakeshaft, and we decided to try the trade union because we were not satisfied with the way 

the committee had handled things. We were elected by the people to serve the people and not 

to actually serve the management. 

 

So 1973 we joined NUGSAT, and it was the mid Seven… Sorry, it was later that year that we 

actually went into industrial action with the management, and that was over negotiating rights 

because the management had refused to allow us negotiating rights. The staff was basically 

split forty/sixty I would say in favour of trade union membership. Well, I think we had about 

sixty percent of the staff but there were forty percent of the staff that weren’t trade union 

members. And remember this was a very, very conservative place, and none of us knew 

anything about trade unions, we just knew that we, that things weren’t right with regards to 

wage rates and working conditions inside the Assay Office at that point in time. 
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HL: What was wrong with the working conditions? 

 

TB: Well, we had things such as compulsory overtime. As I say the wage rates were poor. If 

the management at that point in time didn’t like somebody they just sacked them there and 

then and off, off they went. And, as I say, there were lots and lots of things that were not right 

at the Assay Office at that point in time. In saying that I can’t, I don’t hold the middle 

management responsible for that, that was what was coming from the top, namely Mr 

Westwood. 

 

HL: What was the outcome of the strike? 

 

TB: Well, eventually after three weeks on strike we actually won recognition. And I mean 

really that was, that was why we were out on strike. Although we were not satisfied with 

wage conditions and certain other conditions inside the Assay Office at that point in time that 

was not the reason we were out on strike, we were out on strike to gain recognition. That 

recognition was finally given to us. We had several meetings at The West Midland 

Engineering Federation, because they were mediating and trying to help both sides to get 

together, and finally, as I say… I think a part of it was due to a gentleman called Ken 

Grimsley. Mr Grimsley actually asked to meet us privately, and he said he wanted to know 

what was actually going on inside the Assay Office because he was getting one version from, 

if you like, the senior management or the Assay Master, but e was getting another version 

from people that actually worked inside these four walls. 

 

HL: Who was Ken Grimsley? 

 

TB: Ken Grimsley was… [Pause] I think it was Major Ken Grimsley, he was a major. And he 

actually wanted to know what was going on because we’d got one version coming from 

workers inside the Assay Office, another version coming from the Assay Master and… 

 

HL: What was his job? 
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TB: He, Ken Grimsley was actually a Guardian of the Assay Office. He was also the… He 

was the Managing Director of a jewellery company, and I think that gentleman actually 

helped us get over the differences that we had between, [00:30] if you like, the Assay Master 

and what was actually going on, on the shop floor. There were lots of problems at that point 

in time. I mean Len, Len Ward who’s, if you like, one of the founders of the trade union 

along with myself, he was actually demoted at that point in time and put under Mr Ralph 

Farrier who was the very person that represented the works committee, was the Chairman of 

the works committee that we’d resigned off because the Assay Master had given them 

permission to do, you know, to carry on when they shouldn’t have carried on. And, as I say, 

that was basically what led to the actual strike was because they’d demoted the trade union 

official. And we downed our tools, and we were told at that point in time if we didn’t work 

then we’d have to leave the premises. We left the premises. 

 

HL: And what did he do? 

 

TB: Sorry? As I say, within a few days we were out with our picket boards outside the Assay 

Office picketing and trying to persuade other members that were actually still, it was other 

employees that were actually working inside to actually come out and join the trade union. 

Some did, some didn’t. In saying that we always remained good friends with those people 

that were actually working inside. We were not a militant bunch of unionists, we were just 

doing what we thought was right at that point in time. 

 

HL: What happened after the strike? 

 

TB: Well, after the strike by the mid ‘70s the relationship between the management and the 

trade union were much improved, and this was largely due to people like Mr Stan Beechey, 

who was, became the Assay Master following Mr Westwood and Mr Arthur Cartland, who 

was the General Manager. I always had a very good relationship with Mrs Beechey and Mr 

Arthur Cartland.  

 

HL: And how did your work change in the 1970s? 
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TB: Well, we started to get a lot more imported work in the mid ‘70s. And because of the 

numbers that were coming through, and for security reasons as well, because a lot of this 

work was what we call finished work, it was just, it just came in to have its hallmarking, it 

went straight back basically to the shop they set up a hew department. This new department 

would involve, would include the preparation, it would include the sampling and it would 

include the hallmarking. And it was at that point in time that I actually became the supervisor 

over hallmarking. The number of items was again was increasing and increasing and we were 

having to take more staff on to cope with it, which meant there was going to be far more 

training so we were continually training. But it’s, the was, because of the working 

relationship that had improved at that point in time people were more susceptible to change, 

more susceptible to new working methods, because most people at any point in time don’t 

like change. But we were going through vast changes between the 1970s and the 1980s. 

 

When I actually set up the new department I became the supervisor of the foreign work, make 

that quite clear, it was the foreign work at that point in time. Although in 1979 I was then 

given the opportunity to work alongside the Works Manager if I so wished, and with the view 

to actually taking over from him or taking over part of the responsibilities from him at a later 

date. At that point in time it was Francis Maughan, he was the actual, he became the Director 

of the Assay Office because at that point in time we hadn’t got an Assay Master, they’d, they 

were thinking of doing away with the title of Assay Master. Mr Beechey, who was working 

alongside as the Queen’s Assayer, alongside Mr Maughan… [00:35] [Pause] I was actually 

given the opportunity to work alongside the Works Manager, who was Mr Arthur Cartland, 

with the view of taking over some of the responsibilities, or taking over, if he so retired as the 

Works Manager. However this didn’t actually work out particularly well, because although I 

accepted the job and I saw, I spoke to Mr Francis Maughan, who was the Director of the 

Assay Office at that point in time, and we had agreed that I take these responsibilities over. 

Twenty-four hours later they stated that I would have to leave the trade union because, you 

know, a manager couldn’t belong to the trade union. And because the work was not finished 

that I’d started with regards to the trade union a that point in time unfortunately I turned 

down the actual opportunity to work alongside Mr Arthur Cartland. 

 

HL: What year was that? 
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TB: That was in 1979. Well, shortly following that in February 1980 the management made a 

statement to make sixty people redundant due to, if you like, a fall off in work because at that 

point in work, although work had been increasing during the 1970s it started to fall away 

again and they wanted to make sixty people redundant. And possibly also with the fact that 

we’d become more mechanised with what we used to do thinks, the hallmarking didn’t take 

quite so long and we were producing more articles per person. However the trade union 

didn’t want redundancies so we asked for work sharing where we would all work short time 

but we would all share the agony of the period that we were going through. This wasn’t 

accepted by the management so once again on 18th February we elected to strike, and we 

were out on strike then for something like ten weeks. So Mr Maughan unfortunately presided 

over two strikes. The first strike which followed Mr Westwood’s period and then a second 

strike to do with redundancies. It wasn’t a good time for anybody because everybody was 

frightened, you know, for their jobs. And so that strike actually lasted ten weeks. And we had 

numerous meetings down at ACAS at that point in time to do with the strike. We eventually 

after ten weeks decided to come back, and part of that reason was because the figures that 

we’d actually given in the first place we’d worked out how we could actually share the work. 

Three quarters through that particular strike the management then stated that the figures were 

wrong and we were something like I think about three million articles below what they had 

stated. Well that made the figures that we’d worked on completely redundant, if you like, and 

we knew at that point in time that there was no way that we were going to stave off 

redundancies. So after ten weeks of being out on strike and the amount of hardship that went 

along with that we finally called the strike off and over a week period we all returned back to 

work. But we still had to face the fact that there were going to be redundancies. And if I 

remember right I think about forty-nine people at that point in time were made redundant. 

 

HL: What are your memories of the period of the strike? 

 

TB: Well, as I said, it was, it was a very, very difficult time for us all, but this time to try and 

make sure that nobody did any work we actually had a sit-in. We actually sat in the office for, 

oh, [00:40] several weeks. And we used to have, the trade union had marches that used to 

come down outside the Assay Office and support the picket line that was outside the Assay 

Office. And what we used to do is have a way of passing food into the Assay Office for those 

people that were inside, which was namely a bucket, hang it outside the window which was 
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dragged up with sandwiches et cetera inside. I can remember we used to sleep on top of the 

benches because there used to be mice running round, [Laughter] there used to be mice 

running round the floor. And every so often during the night you’d hear a bump as somebody 

rolled off the top of the bench and they landed on the floor. But although they were hard 

times you can still look back at them and think in ways they were good times as well, it 

brought a lot of people together. And most people at that point in time supported the fight 

against redundancies whether they were working, or trying to work inside or whether they 

were outside. And basically there wasn’t much work going on at all inside because we’d 

occupied the Assay Office. But at the same point in time I’ve got to say that the management 

who, when I say ‘the management’ I’m talking about Mr Beechey and Mr Cartland were very 

conciliatory towards us and we had as good a relationship as we could have under those 

circumstances. 

 

HL: What about your relationship with Mr Maughan? 

 

TB: Mm, Mr Maughan to most of us was not Assay Office bred, if you like. He was not a 

jeweller, he came, I believe, from the cotton mills et cetera from that sort of background and 

he was not a jeweller. And I think in all fairness to him he came in at a difficult time and he 

presided over a difficult time, and unfortunately we perhaps didn’t have as good a 

relationship with Mr Maughan as we should have, but it was not necessarily all his fault. 

 

HL: How did the strike affect the relationship between those staff who’d been on strike and 

those who hadn’t been on strike? 

 

TB: I think we always had good relationships with people. I mean we tried to do the best we 

could, we were out on the picket lines trying to persuade people by booing them and saying, 

you know, “Join, come and join us” et cetera. And I know a couple of the girls when they 

were trying to like deliver the few parcels that they were getting done the girls used to follow 

them, the person to the Post Office and, you know, give them sort of hell. [Laughter] But, no 

we still remained good friends, and I mean, I mean Alan Morris, he was one person that 

didn’t come out on strike and Alan and I have always been good friends. We virtually, we 

started work together and although he was inside working and I was outside on the picket line 
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I mean we remained good friends, and most people did. I mean it was a bit upsetting at the 

time but, you know, friendship means more than that. 

 

I mean I could say that I mean we’ve had two strikes now. One in the ‘70s and one in the ‘80s 

and on neither occasions were they for selfish reasons. The first one was for recognition and 

the second was to try and work share instead of making people redundant. 

 

HL: How did the work develop during the 1980s? 

 

TB: Well, once again we, after we got over the initial shock of being out on strike again and 

the redundancies had taken place friendships still continued inside the Assay Office. The 

work started to increase again from the low levels of the Nineteen…, early 1980s and 

refurbishment of the Assay Office was having to take place. Well, the refurbishment basically 

was besides having new machinery they decided then that the staff facilities such as the 

sports and social club facilities should actually be improved, which they were. [00:45] Such 

things as financial records and the Register of Sponsors’ Marks all became computerised. At 

the same time the refurbishment of the Assay Office itself in the social club area started, we 

started to develop a more active social club that I’ll come to a little bit later. And during the 

mid 1980s, well the mid 1980s, 1986 I became the Production Service foreman on the 1st 

December. And at that point in time we also then because of the increase in work we 

introduced a night shift. That night shift [Pause] needed training and I can remember myself 

working from seven o’clock in a morning because of the amount of work that we got working 

overtime, until ten o’clock at night, because once again we’d got a lot of work but also we 

were trying to train the night shift to actually help support the day shift with getting rid of a 

lot of the work that was coming through this office at that point in time. That went on for, I 

would say, something like about ten weeks working at that sort of level with no breaks, when 

I say ‘no breaks’ I’m talking about no weekend breaks, we were working seven days a week 

for ten weeks from seven till ten, which started to tell on people, it started to tell on people.  

 

And then shortly after that we then decided that we were going to start off site marking. Now 

the off site marking were satellite offices that were set up in the jewellers or manufacturers 

theirselves providing that it warranted one being set up there, dependant of the quantity of 

work they were sending through to us. But this necessitated training people again, so what we 
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used to do, or what we started to do we would have the people that we’d employed to go to 

the satellite offices, we’d have them down at the Birmingham Assay Office and we would 

train them at the Birmingham Assay Office on the manufacturer’s work that they were going 

to work on in the satellite office. This proved to be very successful thanks largely to the 

diligence of the Assay Office workers here that spent all that time actually training these 

people. And what we would do then is that when the satellite office was set up these people 

then go back into that satellite office. A certain amount of training still went on because we’d 

sent people out there to support them and to help them out. And, as I say, in some cases it 

proved successful. In other cases, and when I say ‘success’ I’m talking about the actual 

satellite office itself, some of those satellite offices are still going at the moment but some of 

them now don’t exist so in some cases, as I say, it was successful, the satellite office, and in 

other cases it wasn’t. 

 

HL: Talk a bit more about the 1980s? 

 

TB: Well, in the… [Pause] During all this time, as I say, I’d been doing the trade union 

courses. I’d been on various management courses but then in 1987 to 1989 I did a 

Management Studies Course, which, after the two years, I finally had the accreditation for 

and I became a Member of the Institute of Supervisory Management, which basically meant 

that you got letters after your names, what letters they were I don’t know because I’ve never 

kept them up and it didn’t bother me. I was actually more interested in the fact of completing 

a course rather than actually what followed, because it actually meant a lot to me because of 

not having what I’ll call a particularly good education because of sickness et cetera in my 

early years. I was just proud of myself that I actually completed a course. There was several 

of us that were sent on it but I was the only one that actually completed it, so I was very 

proud of myself. [Laughter] 

 

HL: How much time did you spend on the course? 

 

TB: Well, it was over, it was over a two year [00:50] period and it covered ten particular 

areas and each area you had to then actually do a paper on and it had to be sent, the papers 

had to be sent away to a body in some, I forget whatever university it was, for them to 

actually check it all over and to see whether you’d actually passed or whether you hadn’t 



23. TERRY BILLINGTON 

16	  

	  

passed et cetera, but, thank goodness, I passed all ten straight away without too much of a 

problem and… 

 

HL: Was this in your spare time or…? 

 

TB: Oh yes, yes I was going to say, the actual training course I went on was over two a year 

period but the actual papers that I had to fill was in my own time, so it was only a case of 

doing this course, if you like, once or twice a week. Because it was at Leamington that I went 

on the course. You then had to do the papers, if you like, following that, and they normally 

contained something about ten to twelve pages of information just to say that you knew what 

you were actually talking about. 

 

HL: You said you were going to tell me more about the social club later? 

 

TB: Well, particularly in the mid ‘80s the social club actually became very, very active, and 

that was due largely to the support of not only the employees but the management. I mean 

we’d negotiated with the management terms, if you like, appertaining to the finances of the 

actual social club. Those terms were that for every penny that we put in they would match it, 

so it was a 50/50 thing. And the management did actually match it. First Mr Beechey, if you 

like supported, and Mr Cartland supported us and then particularly Mr Bernard Ward who 

was then the Assay Master, he actually supported us. And it became very, very active. We 

had cricket matches, or we held a couple of cricket matches against the London Assay Office. 

We used to have competitions inside the Assay Office, inter-departmental competitions. We 

used to have pantomimes, the pantomimes, as I say, were of, we had three of, as far as I can 

remember we had three of them. One was Cinderella and, as I say, people participated 

including management, including myself. I mean I can remember in Cinderella I was the 

Good Fairy. I mean can you imagine Terry Billington coming out in a dress, a white dress 

waving a wand? You know, so I was the Good Fairy. And the second one we did Star Trek 

where I played a drunken barman, or, and a blind drunken barman at that. And the talent 

competitions, I can remember we did, people did their own particular part of the talent, if you 

like. On the one that I did, I did Gene Kelly in, with along with June, who was, funny enough 

was Gill’s cousin, in Make ‘em Laugh , we played the two clowns in the dance thing. We also 

did John Travolta, I was John Travolta in, from Grease. Unfortunately two days before I 
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decided we were doing the talent competition I sprained my ankle very, very badly playing 

football, I was on crutches, and Mr Ward who was, if you like, one of the judges thought it 

was part of the act, I don’t think he’d seen Grease. [Laughter] We were singing You’re the 

one That I Want, but actually, as I say, he thought it was part of the act. And one other one 

that we did was, along with a young girl called Lorna, we played Nelson Eddy and Jeanette 

MacDonald singing The Indian Love Song. So we had a lot of, a lot of good fun and it was 

fully supported by the management. And during this com…, oh, we had a beautiful baby 

competition, I mean a member of management won that, that was Mr John Gilkes, he was 

voted the most beautiful baby [Laughter] if you can believe that. We had, the Marking Floor 

normally [00:55] won most of the competitions largely because they’d got the staff, it was the 

biggest, the largest department, but we’d got some very, very able artists, if you like, in the 

Marking Department. The one girl, she won the competition when she came as an Abbeycrest 

link in a chain, which we also wrote a song called Abbeycrest, and that was sung to the music 

of Ken Dodd, Happiness, and we called it ‘Abbeycrest’. We also won one where we came in 

as Cleopatra and I was one of the slaves carrying Cleopatra on my shoulders with whiplashes 

across my back. So we had a lot of good fun. And at that point in time we were running 

successful trios to the seaside and different places and it was, it was really an enjoyable time. 

The staff, the staff were good, in good heart, the management in good heart, the work was 

excellent. It was the most productive time work-wise that we ever had inside the Assay 

Office. 

 

HL: How were the 1990s? 

 

TB: Well, the 1990s actually followed on very much the same from the 1980s, it was a 

successful period for us. The marking was reaching all sorts of records, the staff were 

enjoying theirselves with regard to all the social events that they took part. We had a good 

relationship with the Assay Master, Mr Bernard Ward. I mean I can remember going to 

Bernard Ward and asking him to support a football team because we wanted to start a football 

team. And I said, you know, would he help pay towards a football kit for us, within a week or 

so he’d actually bought us a football kit. So you could see the relationship was there between 

the actual staff and the actual Assay Master. And the 1990s very, went along the same line 

basically as the 1980s. During the 1990s because we were still experimenting with better 

ways to do hallmarking and we actually introduced laser machines. Now those laser machines 
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were a non, what we call a non-destructive way of actually hallmarking, in other words it left 

no bruising on articles, we could actually hallmark highly polished items without leaving any 

sort of  finishing or polishing that the customers had to do with the other methods of marking. 

And, as I say, this was done by actually burning hallmarks into articles rather than actually 

stamping hallmarks into articles. This necessitated computerisation and also the drawing up 

of programmes to instruct the actual laser machines on how we wanted actually things to be 

hallmarked. The leading light with regards to the setting up of this method of marking was a 

gentleman called Ronald Hodgetts, and he was very, very well versed in drawing up 

programmes and developing methods for us to be able to use these laser machines. 

Unfortunately I was not that involved in the laser machines at that point in time because it 

came late in, if you like, my reign as supervisor and, as I say, shortly after that I actually 

became the Training and Administration Officer, or manager, so I left the Hallmarking 

Department. 

 

HL: During the golden period of the ‘80s and ‘90s what was your role in the union? 

 

TB: Well, after the, or during the first strike I was elected, because we had shop stewards but 

then I was elected the convenor and I held that post up until I think it was 1986/87 [01:00:00] 

when I actually resigned the post myself. I was starting to get a bit tired to be quite honest. 

We’d had, been through two strikes. It was in some ways affecting my health and I thought 

“Well it’s about time that somebody else a bit younger”, if you like, with new ideas, it’s 

about time that they actually came along and started to take some of the responsibility. So I 

resigned as convenor but I still served on the works committee for a while, well that lasted for 

about another two years. And then when Mr Ward came to the Assay Office out of respect for 

Mr Ward I actually gave up belonging to the trade union. And, as I say, this lasted basically 

through the term of Mr Ward. However when Mr Michael Allchin joined the Assay Office, 

that was in the ‘90s, I actually decided to rejoin the trade union but it would be the 

management part of the trade union not the shop floor part of the trade union. 

 

HL: What was your next job at the Assay Office? 

 

TB: Well, during the ‘90s with the amount of work that was coming through we were very, 

very busy and it was becoming quite obvious that being Production Manager over 
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hallmarking and the amount of other work I was doing with regards to regular interviewing, 

the keeping of various records including punch, ordering records et cetera was becoming far 

to much for actually one person. So the management then devised the new job of Training 

and Administration Manager and this manager, according to what they said, would be 

responsible for skill shortages, for staff administration, for punch registration, general 

management of the Assay Office and, as history will now show, I decided to take the 

Training and Administration Manager. And that meant then they advertised outside this time 

for a manager for the Hallmarking Department because once again they were looking for 

technical was of actually being able to hallmark things more by machine as by press so the 

next person that came in was going to have all those technical qualities. But as I’d always 

been interested in the personnel side of the Assay Office in dealing with people, which I’ve 

always loved, as I say, I chose to go for the Training and Administration job as opposed to 

remaining in the Hallmarking Department. 

 

I became the Training and Administration Manager in 1999. This involved, as I’ve said 

before, skill shortages. This was where, it was to do with making sure that people went 

through a proper training programme, those training programmes I had already drawn up and 

they were computerised as well as having to be kept, we had to keep paper records as well 

because we would be S5750 accredited and every twelve months they used to come to make 

sure that your records were up to date, so all the records had to be changed and checked. And 

they didn’t want to have to check them on the computer they wanted to check paper records, 

so I kept paper records and I also kept computerised records. It also involved punch 

registration because I was responsible for ordering all the punches for the Assay Office and 

for negotiating with the actual manufacturers what price we should be paying for these 

punches. Most of their punches were cut by either Britton’s Marking at Birmingham or 

Edward Pryor’s of Sheffield. So every twelve months we had to sit down and discuss, as I 

say, what punches were required and also what the price we were going to pay for those 

particular punches, and we used to end up probably spending, I don’t know, about [01:05] 

forty or fifty thousand pounds on punches alone. But once again during the ‘90s we were 

starting to acquire the sills in the Tool Department for cutting our own punches. And what we 

did at that point in time because we were ordering so many punches because it was so busy 

the Tool Room tended to cut the day to day punches, that was emergency punches so we 

didn’t have any delays to customers’ work, as opposed to the annual punches that were 
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ordered once a year from Britton’s or from Edward Pryor’s because we used to have to give 

them something like a three or four month lead time for the cutting of all these punches 

because we were talking about probably, oh, three or four hundred punches that were being 

cut by each of the main manufacturers. But, as I say, the Tool Room was gradually improving 

its methods and bringing in new machinery so we could do these things ourselves. By the 

time I actually retired I think the Tool Room were probably cutting two thirds of the punches 

that we actually required, because once again because of Ward’s trends hallmarking started to 

wind down, the amount of articles that were coming through he Office were falling so we 

were able to make a lot of our punches that once again saved us quite a lot of money. So, as I 

say, I was involved in the punch registration. At one time I used to put all the punches myself 

on a plate because we used to have a plate that was made out of brass, or a substitute to the 

brass, and each sponsor punch or each date letter punch had to be struck on that plate, so 

every year I got a thousand punches, whatever it may be, to actually strike on a plate. But 

once again because of the large staff turnover that we were getting and the fact hat I was 

continually interviewing that was actually passed on then to one of the markers in the 

Hallmarking Department. And to this day they still actually strike those punches on to the 

plate, which was done by a young lady called Julie May which she’s still employed by the 

Birmingham Assay Office. 

 

HL: Why was there such a high turnover of staff, we’re now into the Twenty-first Century? 

 

TB: I think it varied, we used to have quite a few people from the School of Jewellery but 

they tended to use it as a tiding over job. We already carried quite a lot of temporary staff 

because we were trying to, if you like, go with the ebb and flow with the work that was 

coming through the Office, one time we’re busy then we’re not busy. I mean Christmas time 

we’re always exceptionally busy so you were continually employing people. With temporary 

people they, they’re not going to stop temporarily. They come to you and if they’re going to 

be laid off in three months time again they go and look for another job so the following year 

once again you’re looking for more temporary staff. So quite often it was the temporary staff 

that was more of a problem to keep year in and year out rather than the permanent staff. 

Permanent staff, I mean wages have never been exceptionally high in side the Assay Office 

so occasionally we used to lose one or two really good skilled people simply because they’d 

got a higher paid job elsewhere. But I must say that some of these people that did leave, 
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including people that have left to work at Land Rover or wherever it may be, some years later 

because of the problems that Land Rover et cetera were having actually re-applied for their 

job back here. So we’ve always had a turnover of staff either because people weren’t satisfied 

with the wages or they were, or they were temporary staff or evening shift staff that were not 

satisfied that they were being called in five nights one week [01:10] and they’d only be called 

in three nights another week, and so there was a lot of interviewing actually taking place at 

that point in time. 

 

HL: And what about all the staff like yourself who stayed for decades? 

 

TB: We’ve had a quite a lot of people that have done over twenty-five years and quite a lot of 

people they’ve actually done over forty years, with one or two doing over fifty years. And 

going back history will show you that we’ve probably had people that have worked here into 

their nineties. But over recent years we have had a turnover of staff but it’s, the Assay Office 

to a lot of people’s been very paternal and we’ve, we enjoy the work that we do, we’ve 

enjoyed some of the Assay Masters that we’ve worked under, we’ve enjoyed the social 

events, we enjoy each other’s company. And I think because of that it’s become what it used 

to be very, very family orientated and we’ve just loved each other’ company for all those 

years. And although I’ve been retired now for something like eight years I still keep in touch 

with people. I still love the Assay Office. The Assay Office is my second home, the same as 

it was the wife’s second home. The wife worked here for thirty-nine years, I worked here for 

forty-six/forty-seven years, and there’s a lot of things that we miss about the Assay Office, 

particularly the people that work here. 

 

HL: How much were you involved in the changes introduced by Michael Allchin as Assay 

Master?  

 

TB: Well, I’ve got to be quite honest and say I wasn’t really involved in any of the changes at 

all at this point in time because it was a diversification away from hallmarking and my 

background had like had always been hallmarking and the personnel so I basically went on 

doing my particular job as Training and Admin whereas Michael went into diversification 

involving other people and not myself. I do remember that in February 2003 Mr Michael 

Allchin asked me to go to Italy to inspect some hallmarks because here was some problem 
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that had arisen out of counterfeit hallmarkings which were received through the Assay Office. 

So I went over to Italy to check this particular customer’s work out, so it went from 1996 

letter ‘W’ through to the year 2001 which was letter ‘B’ and I covered over 600 items in this 

particular factory inspecting all the relevant hallmarks. However it proved to actually be 

positive for all concerned as no fraudulent hallmarks were actually found on this customer’s 

premises. 

 

HL: Were you involved in the ‘Save the Hallmark’ campaign? 

 

TB: Well, I know that the trade union actually took a big interest in ‘Save the Hallmark’ 

campaign. I myself I, I mean I was a member of the trade union but, as I say, the management 

branch of the trade union. I also got in touch with Julie Kirkbride, who was Bromsgrove 

councillor, and I know that she actually raised it in the Houses of Parliament and they 

actually said that they would fully support the hallmarking continuing in the same, one the 

same basis as it, you know, it was at that point in time, which thank goodness for all 

concerned we actually won the day and we still have a Hallmarking Act intact. 

 

HL: Talk about retiring from the Assay Office? 

 

TB: Well, after working for forty-seven years at the Assay Office and the wife working 

thirty-nine years at the Assay Office that, what is it? Eighty-five/eighty-six years between the 

two of us. [01:15] And Gill and I both retired on the same day on June 2006. We’ve now 

been married for forty-seven years, for which I hold the Assay Office responsible. I still 

remain a member of the trade union which is now Unite. Over the period of time that I was 

here we actually went from National Union of Gold, Silver and Allied Trades to MSF, then to 

TASS and then finally Unite, so I’ve actually been a member of all the unions at some point 

in time. I now spend my time working on the allotment, I’m a keen sports fan so I can get up 

now at two o’clock in a morning and watch the cricket in Australia. I’m a Birmingham City 

fan for my sins and I love films, I’ve got a collection of films now something like about 1500 

films which I collect and, as I say, I’m loving every moment of my retirement, but I still love 

the Assay Office. 

 

[End of Interview 01:16:16]     


