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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording an interview with Stella Layton, Assay Master, at the 

Birmingham Assay Office on Tuesday 17th February 2015. Tell me about your background. 

 

SL: I was born Stella Maskell in 1961. Pretty traditional working class background of those 

times. We didn’t own a house, we were in rented accommodation in Dudley. Went to a 

school called Kates Hill, which is no longer in existence, unfortunately it’s been knocked 

down. My teachers were the same teachers that taught my mother. My mother was a part-

time factory worker at something called The BSR, which was very well-known in the West 

Midlands then, British Sound Recording, maintained turntables. And my father, and they met 

when they used to work together, was a bus inspector, he used to travel round the buses 

checking they were running to time, and at the time him and my mother met she was a bus 

conductor. And that’s when there was two people on the bus, one to take the tickets and one 

to drive. 

 

I left Kates Hill School when the Twelve Plus was around, so I sat the Twelve Plus and ended 

up going to Dudley Girls’ High School in Dudley. And at about that time we decided, well 

mum and dad decided they were going to move out from living with my grand, where I’d 

grown up, and they were going to go for a council house in a place called Darby End which 

was just down the road from where my uncle lived with his family, and of course, that meant 

I’d got a long bus ride to school on my own so at the age of twelve I embarked on the long 

bus journey into Dudley. We hadn't got a car, we hadn't got a phone, there were no mobiles 

and started at Kates Hill School in earnest. It was an interesting first couple of years because I 

suffered from bullying so I used to cry about going to school, mum wanted to come and have 

words with the teachers, it was another girl who was older than me until one day I turned 

round and stood my ground never to see her again, unfortunate that I hadn’t learnt that lesson 

a lot earlier. So from about thirteen, fourteen life at school was a lot easier but I was a good 

time girl and didn’t study as I should have done so I left school at sixteen.  

 

Dad made it clear I was not going on for further education and I left with five GCSEs and 

two CSEs and jumped on the bandwagon at working at the Midlands Electricity Board in 

Stallings Lane in Kingswinford, two buses to get to work now rather than one to school, and 

at the same time seven other girls from Dudley Girls’ High School started there so their 

intake stream was Dudley Girls’ High School. And I started as a punch operator, this was key 
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to punch cards, so punch cards used to be the data that was fed in to large computer systems 

when the computers filled a room rather than sat on your desk. And in that office there were 

eighty other girls and one fellah who started at the same time as I did, a guy called John. And 

the competition there was to be the fastest key to punch operator that you could, that’s where 

I learnt to be a touch typist, thank God it’s stood me in good stead my entire life, and then 

when you were the best punch operator you could be you got promoted to be a Verifier, 

which meant you verified what everybody else had entered and only then could it be allowed 

into the computer. So I became a Punch Verifier, the competition was to be as fast as 

possible, it was a scream and I worked there for about eighteen months.  

 

It was then I realised I didn’t want to do that my entire life and how could I get myself on a 

development ladder? And I saw a job advertised for Round Oak Steelworks, which 

unfortunately is another factory that no longer exists and it is where the Merry Hill Shopping 

Centre is now and it virtually filled that site and it was a company of 3,000 employees. And 

the reason I applied for the job there is they were looking for a punch operator to be 

developed to a trainee programmer, so I thought “Okay, I’ve done okay at Computer Studies 

at school”, and I must have been one of the first in the West Midlands to actually study 

Computer Studies at school and learn how to programme at school and I went for that job. I 

took a pay drop to go there. And I was now in an office of about twelve girls and one more 

guy called John. How’s that for a coincidence? And stopped in the Punch Room for about six 

months and then their commitment started to come to fruition and they trained me to be a 

programmer in a language called PL1 on an IBM Mainframe of a 4300 [00:05] which 

seriously filled an entire floor. And they taught me to programme and developed me from 

there. Take a breath. 

 

HL: Can you talk about why you were willing to take a drop in pay? 

 

SL: I think I’d begun to appreciate that I wanted a longer term future. I’ve referenced back to 

the fact I came from a traditional working class family where mum earned, they used to call it 

the ‘pin money’ and dad earned the major salary and mum never knew how much dad earned 

and dad spent money like water and I didn’t want to be in that place, I wanted to be 

independent and to have a career and an income that enabled me to make some choices that 

I’d seen that my mum hadn’t been able to make. So it just seemed a good decision to take a 
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step back to then go forwards. I probably exacerbated that again because after I’d been 

trained at Round Oak to be a PL1 programmer I saw an advertisement in the press for new 

technology, and the new technology was called an IBM Mid-range Machine, and it was a 

System 36 and a System 38. Now these machines were only as big as very large dining tables 

so they didn’t fill the room and it seemed an opportunity to get in at the start of something, it 

felt like the next step. And when I told Round Oak I was leaving, so the salary was equivalent 

but this technology was unknown and untested I can remember my manager at the time 

thought I was completely bonkers to take that sort of risk to leave for that new technology, he 

really thought I’d lost it, particularly after the frustration of his investment in me in becoming 

a programmer. What I’ve missed mentioning throughout of all of this, I got married at 

eighteen, so I left home at the age of eighteen and at this time my name became Stella 

Davies. I think my reasoning for getting married was the wrong one, I was desperate to leave 

home, so that marriage only lasted about eighteen months to two years, and this was why I 

was making transition between jobs as well, so I was very driven. I wouldn’t say I was 

ambitious I was very driven to find something better. And this independent theme sort of has 

lasted my entire life really. At Round Oak I met my next partner and quite soon after, I was in 

my mid twenties, got married again and became Stella Dorsett and we were together for 

twenty years.  

 

So I moved from Round Oak Steel and I went to another well-known name, which was 

Salter’s Industrial Scales, so most people have got these in their bathrooms, and learnt this 

new technology and all of the training was provided by Salter’s and they moved me from 

being a pure programmer, because it was easier to programme on those machines, to become 

a programmer analyst, and that really pressed my buttons because I love analysing 

businesses. And from then on I was a real fidget, every time I met friends of mine who lived 

away I changed jobs. So I went from Salter’s Industrial Measurement in West Bromwich, I’d 

got a car now so I could drive to and from work, and then I went to Swan Housewares. And 

then I started working for the group that my mother had worked for, British Sound 

Recording, and Swan Housewares was part of that group. Judge Housewares in Lye that did 

the kettles and Rubber Mouldings was part of that group so I was able to travel within the 

same group using this analyst development. And I think I then made a mistake, and this was 

driven by money, I saw an advertisement for a business consultant in mid-range computers 

based in Birmingham with a company car, so it really ticked a lot of boxes. And that was for 
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a company called JBA and that was in Wheeleys Road in Birmingham. I got the job and then 

found myself very quickly away from home working away in London all week. And I worked 

in the Trebor plant, so I remember all I could smell all day was wine gums and American 

gums being made. I didn’t stay with them long at all, I didn’t like being away from home, I’m 

quite a family and social animal, it was very lonely and the company car just wasn’t enough 

to keep me there. So I used to come back into Brum, Birmingham and work from the office 

every Friday, and a friend of mine said she’s applied for a job at a company called Johnson 

Matthey in the Jewellery Quarter and she’d been for the interview and when she was listening 

to them she thought of me. I hadn’t seen the advertisement, so she gave me [00:10] the 

contact details, I rang and said I was interested in the position and then in 1986, September of 

that year, I was lucky enough to get the job as an Analyst/Programmer and I joined Johnson 

Matthey with the clear intention of staying there for two years, because my track record had 

been moving around. 

 

HL: You said you were interested in business systems, but at the time you got your first job in 

this field you can’t have had any opportunity analyse business systems. 

 

SL: No, I think that’s fair comment. I think what I noticed was the big difference between the 

big computer system I’d been working in, which was pretty much an afterthought, so that big 

computer system in Round Oak Steels was a massive calculator so it took the output from 

everything, analysed it and produced reports, but it wasn’t involved in the business. When I 

started at Salter’s the mid-range machine was definitely more the heart of the business, and 

the systems that were coming off that drove the business rather than being at the tail end of 

the business, and I think that’s when I started to have a joined up thought about if computer 

systems for the future are going to be central to the business you would have exposure to the 

whole business from then. Being a programmer anyway you’re quite analytical and those two 

competencies became quite attractive to me. 

 

HL: You’d changed jobs several times in the 1980s, how was that regarded at the time? 

 

SL: I was a bit of a risk taker I think, people more then than now had a job for life. And it 

was easier in the field I was in, in IT, it was all so new and exciting and a lot of the people 

around me were moving about, but I was still the minority being a woman in that field, there 
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was less than ten percent women in that field but it was a little bit more acceptable. It would 

be interesting I think looking back if I’d continued to move that much but then as I went to 

Johnson Matthey and, as it will become apparent, it all came to a grinding halt, I never lived 

with any real consequences from that, you know, those two to four years of moving around 

such a lot, apart from learning a lot. 

 

HL: You said you intended to stay at Johnson Matthey for about two years, so how did you 

view your future at that point? 

 

SL: I think I just viewed my future as computers. You know, I’d found something I was good 

at, I’d got my feet in to business systems. The work I’d done at JBA was about 

manufacturing systems and I found factories and manufacturing really exciting and I thought 

I’d found my niche. When I walked into Johnson Matthey, and the reason why they were 

looking for new IT people is Johnson Matthey’s bank went into liquidation really and got 

picked up by the Bank of England in 1984 so I was part of the influx of completely upgrading 

across the UK and the world their IT systems. And I felt like I’d gone back in time and I, all I 

could see was so many opportunities to improve and make a difference. As well as Johnson 

Matthey’s precious metals not just jewellery, so even though Johnson Matthey Jewellery was 

the name of the business it was a precious metals business. And precious metals, when you’re 

familiar with the trade, is a form of currency. So you can have gold accounts and silver 

accounts like you can have dollar accounts, and that whole side of the business just put a 

whole level of intellectual challenge and interest in systems development, and I think before I 

really knew where I was, you know, the years had started to roll on. And they were very kind 

to me, Johnson Matthey had a very good management development programme that I was put 

on to. I’ve got a very strong work ethic, that’s the way I was brought up so I do work had for 

a living, born on a Saturday you see. And they were training me and promoting me as I was 

learning, you know, so it was absolutely a win win. They were very supportive of women to a 

point, so the management influx probably had three women on it out of probably twenty, that 

was something they were very proud of, but, as you can see, the ratio is still very much the 

wrong way in terms of a female. So they continued to develop me, I moved to become IT 

Manager. We had developed systems that the operation had never seen before, I was earning 

myself a reputation in Johnson Matthey and became [00:15] European IT Manager for them.  
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And then I was thrown a real curved ball, I was asked by my then boss at the time if I would 

be interested in running a small manufacturing operation they were looking to buy, a 

company called Josiah Cox in the Jewellery Quarter round the corner from where Johnson 

Matthey was. There were sixteen people in that operation and it was a stamping operation 

that was not dissimilar to the stamping operation in the Assay Office, interestingly enough, 

and it was clearly… And this isn’t something I considered at the time but it was clearly a test 

for me to see if my skill was transferable. I don’t think I’ve ever said “No” to any challenge 

and sometimes I’ve lived to regret that. I took the challenge on, I continued to run the 

European IT job and I’d already started distance learning for a degree and an MBA as well as 

running Josiah Cox - see what I mean about the work ethic?  There wasn’t much time for a 

social life. I loved work and I clearly made a success of the Josiah Cox operation because I 

was offered the Operations Manager’s job for the Johnson Matthey Jewellery operation 

shortly after, at which point I had to leave IT and change field completely. 

 

HL: You said you were a home loving girl, in fact it sounds as though you were doing quite a 

bit of travelling by now? 

 

SL: Yes, I was, isn’t it funny how things change? I think when I started travelling with JBA I 

wasn’t confident enough in myself to spend that amount of time away from home. There’d 

been some family changes as well, unfortunately I’d lost my mum by now. My dad had got a 

new family and a new relationship. My husband was very supportive but knew it was all 

about work so perhaps I felt braver and personal circumstances were different. So yes, I was 

travelling off to Denmark and Stockholm and France and Belgium and up and down to 

Royston all the time and thinking less and less about it, it was just part of the job. And then as 

I moved back in to, as I started this role in Operations, and I remember the day I started. I 

mean nobody knew me for anything other than IT, and there was a workforce of 360 people 

with Johnson Matthey, and a lot of those were in the factory and they must have wondered 

what the hell the management team were thinking of putting a woman in charge of 

production who wasn’t an engineer and had had very little exposure to them apart from 

implementing systems there. I came in very early, I remember that first morning, before 

anybody else was at work, and there was a mezzanine floor that enabled you to look all over 

the factory and I just stood on the mezzanine floor and thought “Oh my God!” One of those 

days you think “Maybe I should have said ‘No’ to this.”  
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So the management team were quite shocked by the decision, the factory was quite shocked 

by the decision, it was all about me setting a different culture and a different scene. I have to 

say it was one of the best jobs of my career, absolutely loved it. The fact that the decisions 

you were making resulted in a product, something tangible. The guys on the shop floor, there 

was no side to them, they said it as they saw it. There was a union difficult to negotiate with, 

I absolutely was the only woman I’d come across in that field. And I had one of those 

personality analyses straight after, soon after that role and I was told I was in the red zone, the 

aggressive zone. And I did say to the guy who did it “I really don’t know what you expect, I 

work absolutely in a man’s world and to be a shy, retiring flower would, I would have never 

got where I am now”, and that reputation continues to follow me today. I’ve been brought up 

in a man’s world and I’ve loved it. Johnson Matthey I definitely hit a glass ceiling, there was 

an edict that came from Group that we should all use the same manufacturing systems. I’d 

been taught a new method of planning capacity called ‘Bottleneck Management’, something 

called OPT, Optimised Production Technology, and it was all the new buzzwords then, and 

we’re in the ‘90s now. And I did a presentation at Board level at Johnson Matthey down in 

London about the fact that Birmingham wanted to go a different way and I wanted to 

implement OPT. Oh God I was so nervous! And it was all men, [00:20] there were no other 

women there at all, the whole Board was all men. And my Managing Director at the time was 

very supportive and was in the audience smiling nicely at me and I won, this is my desire, we 

got our way, I could run with OPT. But I remember one of the directors at the time said 

“Stella, I need a quiet word.” And he took me off for a quiet word and he said “You’re not 

going to get anywhere with that accent, I think you need to have elocution lessons.” And I 

was mortified, I went straight back home to my husband and said “I think I need to have 

elocution lessons.” He told me I was a nutter and it was the man that was wrong not me and 

my drive and my work ethic would get past all of that. Interestingly enough, and I don’t think 

it’s anything to do with me, Johnson Matthey had been trying to sell my division for a very 

long time, and in 1993 they sold Johnson Matthey Jewellery to Cookson’s Group, and I left 

behind an organisation that was very old school tie to join a division that was driven by 

America with a very different culture and approach. 

 

HL: Before we move on you talked about introducing a new culture to Cookson Precious 

Metals, can you explain what you meant by that?  



                                                                                                      24. STELLA LAYTON 

8	  

	  

 

SL: Well, when I joined, or took over the shop floor, if I say there were five wire drawers in a 

Wire Department, and bear in mind the sexy metal they were drawing was gold or platinum 

or palladium so that always had a nice edge to it. Every one of those wire drawers had a little 

black book that they kept in their pocket where they wrote down the way they would draw 

the wire. So one of the issues we had when orders hit the shop floor was depending whether it 

was, and a fictitious names John, Peter or Gary, the wire could be different. It might be the 

same size and the same shape but its metallurgy had been impacted by the way they’d 

processed the material, because they’d each got their own little black book. So I was very 

keen to work smarter and to have a repeatable process with a repeatable time with a 

repeatable product that stopped me having issues from customers who said “Why on a 

Tuesday is it like this but on a Friday it’s like this?” Like Leyland had the Friday car if you 

remember. So it was about systematising that process, it was about breaking down the 

barriers with the guys to share their knowledge. It was about picking what was best practice 

from that shared knowledge, it was about making them work as a team, and it was about 

pushing jobs through a process rather than let guys pick the jobs they wanted to work on, so it 

was a massive shift of behaviour on the shop floor. And it meant I had to get down there with 

the guys, which I loved, talk about the benefits of what we were doing and it was about what 

was right for the business and how that would be beneficial to them rather than what works 

best for the individual.  

 

HL: How did they react? 

 

SL: Some people didn’t want to change, and that’s always the case and you always have a 

choice then, you can leave or you have to change. And the only people who can change you 

is yourself, you know, so I could only make an environment where it was easier for people to 

make the shift. I didn’t lose many people, some left but not many. Others were very quick to 

get on board and the ones that were slower saw the success of the ones that had got on board 

so we had little highlights of success in the factory. And over time and lots of 

communication, lots of answering questions, lots of presentations we changed the behaviour 

and the culture. And I know a lot of those guys today and we still talk about, you know, when 

we had those interesting conversations. You’re at work a long time so it should be a laugh as 

well, and we did, we had some laughs as well, so it was a really good time. 
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HL: And you mentioned learning about OPT, where did you learn from? 

 

SL: The systems I’d been introduced to that were written software that you ran on these new 

mid-range machines used a process called Material Requirements Planning. And what 

Material Requirements Planning does is it tries to plan raw materials in plenty of time for 

when you’re going to consume them in the manufacturing process. And I’d moved into an 

industry where that raw material couldn’t be more expensive because it was gold, and it was 

silver and it was platinum. And MRP didn’t really take account of the fact [00:25] that it 

might be hanging around for a while because it can’t be processed quick enough. And I just 

read about production systems, manufacturing systems, and I came across a book called The 

Goal by a writer called Eli Goldratt, very simply written book with a fantastic message about 

bottleneck management and after reading that book - completely hooked. So that’s where 

OPT came from, and when I researched then I found out that there was software written that 

absolutely applied that technology and it made sense to me.  I’m a very practical sort of 

person so it has to make sense and I like it to be, and I’ve used this and I’m not trying to be 

derogatory, sonspeak, simple to explain to people. And that book was and the process was 

and I was able to get the shop floor guys to understand it, and we played games to show it 

and that’s why we went down that route. 

 

HL: Now take me on from 1993 at Cooksons Precious Metals? 

 

SL: Okay. Well by now I had finished all of my distance learning, I’d worn my board and got 

my Degree. Cooksons came in and took us over and I thought “Oh, okay, this could be the 

end of a beautiful career, because I’m a female in what’s perceived as a man’s job.” They 

brought their own Production Manager with them because they’d merged a small business 

with us locally and, much to my amazement, they made me Operations Director, so it wasn’t 

the end of a chapter it was the start of a new chapter. So I’d probably got more free time than 

I’d had, all that distance learning had stopped. I felt a little bit more secure in my role. We’d 

got a lot of new challenges with new owners, and I started to spread my wings in the industry 

a little bit more. I got out there with customers because I was supplying them. I worked the 

UK market very hard in terms of my customer base, because that’s the only way you can 

understand what your customer needs, and I got more involved in the British Jewellery 
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Association, which is based in the Jewellery Quarter. And at that time my customers were 

consuming	  vast quantities of alloyed gold. So Gallery and Abbeycrest were one of the biggest 

employers in the Jewellery Quarter. They were just by the clock in the Jewellery Quarter 

which is now a small Tesco’s, shows how things change, and I was selling ten ton of nine 

Carat sheet to them a year and they were turning all of that in to Creole earrings and lockets 

and selling it across the UK high street. There was another customer called C W Jewellery, 

their own manufacturing operation, I was selling tons of product to them. There was tons of 

silver sheet going to silver manufacturers, it was a big consumer in terms of the throb and the 

size of the industry. It was a challenge for The British Jewellery Association because all of 

those guys on each other’s doorstep were competitors, so trying to get people to work 

together when the threat was abroad in terms of offshore manufacture was a real challenge. 

The British Jewellery Association at that time was a bit of a closed shop in terms of decisions 

were made behind closed doors on who was going to be on the Board and who should be the 

Vice-chair and who should be the Chair.  

 

So we changed all of that in terms of the process of which you could be part of that 

Association. We started to try and work closer with the industry, but all of the membership 

was manufacturing. And then you started to see the shift where more and more of that 

manufacturing went offshore and one of the biggest indicators of that was Abbeycrest closed 

its UK manufacturing operation completely, opened a factory in Thailand and moved all of 

its manufacturing offshore. And they had to do that to compete with the low cost labour 

goods coming in from people who were already in China and India. And it was an interesting 

time for The British Jewellery Association because the membership started to diminish in 

terms of manufacturers started to disappear, C W Jewellery closed. One of my biggest 

manufacturers out in Bridgnorth, a company called Enterprise, got in to difficulty and went in 

to receivership. So these companies were either having to become wholesalers or they were 

having to move their operations offshore. And The BJA had always been frowned on 

historically for taking in wholesalers because it was a manufacturers’ association and we’d 

got big members, you know, not small guys, so that whole profile of the customer base 

changed. And simultaneously [00:30] it started to change in my company because I’d had a 

top ten customer that was like sixty per cent of my income stream that were disappearing 

beneath my feet. And Enterprise when they went into receivership they owed the company I 

worked for an awful lot of money and the only way my company could recover that was 
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virtually to take over their stock and their customer base. So overnight Johnson Matthey 

became a finished jewellery manufacturer from a supplier of raw material to the jewellery 

industry.  

 

Now you can only imagine the impact that had on some of my other customers who now saw 

me as a competitor. And The British Jewellery Association approached us about our shift in 

position, was it appropriate that we were becoming a competitor to our customer base? And 

unfortunately the hard truth with all of that strategy was if we hadn’t of changed we would 

have died, we would have no longer been there, and clearly we were Cookson Precious 

Metals making all of those changes. And now I was making finished wedding rings. I was 

making finished jewellery, I was selling to the high street as well as selling raw material to 

manufacturers and the whole dynamic in the Jewellery Quarter started to change as the whole 

dynamic in the business I worked for started to change.  

 

HL: As other businesses started to get in to trouble what kind of pressures were you under?  

 

SL: The pressure being part of a PLC, which Cookson’s was and Johnson Matthey was so 

you’ve got shareholders looking at you all the time, is operator profit, which has made me the 

commercial beast I am today. So as we were losing major accounts you can’t just sit there 

and watch your operating profit disappear. So there are recordings of me being interviewed 

by The BBC and local newspapers about redundancies that we had to make. We had to 

downsize our manufacturing operation. Some of our customers got themselves in to 

difficulties and they made, it made good sense for us to buy them. So we forward integrated 

and over a period of ten years we probably made ten acquisitions in the UK and Europe and 

we completely changed the shape of our business. So whereas before we were supplying 

bullion, fine gold grain and silver, gold sheet and strip, gold wire, all the raw material, at the 

end of that ten years we were providing something the trade calls ‘findings’, it’s got a 

language all of its own. So findings are the components that you find in an earring for 

example. The pin that goes through your ear, the scroll on the back. A finding is the setting 

that will hold a diamond on to a ring. 

 

So we found ourselves manufacturers of findings, manufacturers of finished jewellery and we 

were one of the few businesses across Europe that was all the way down the supply chain, 
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and we took it straight to a wholesaler or a retailer from the raw material. We took it from a 

bank when they got it from a mine all the way through to retail, nobody else was going that 

far down the supply chain. And that business had to change to react to what was happening in 

the jewellery industry in the UK.  

 

What we also did was the Internet clearly started to develop and about fifteen years ago, and 

it absolutely was not a strategy. My IT guy of the time who still works at Cookson Precious 

Metals now had a bee in his bonnet about doing something on the Internet and came up with 

a development that I grudgingly supported, which today is the biggest income stream for 

Cookson Precious Metals, and we grudgingly went with this development. It hadn’t really got 

a brand but it tied in with one of the acquisitions we’d made. We made an acquisition of a 

catalogue company called Exchange Findings that were based in Hatton Garden in London. 

We kept that operation open as our London offering in Hatton Garden, that was our trade 

counter. We’d already been down there, we consolidated all of our operation there and we 

took that catalogue and we put it on the Internet. Today that Internet site is called 

‘Cooksongold’ and it sells fifteen thousand products online with a ninety-five per cent 

delivery on time for next day delivery all out of stock with leading edge Internet technology 

and all the logistics behind it, with a call centre that answers calls like eighteen hours a day, 

and completely transformed the business. The manufacturing operation today still exists but 

is massively downsized, and this is all about logistics and distribution. 

 

And that, what happened [00:35] in Cookson Precious Metals in terms of the change of the 

shape of the business just mirrored what was happening in the UK jewellery industry. And 

the final straw of course, was some of the finished product we’re making, we couldn’t 

compete with the prices against China and India and, funnily enough, Abbeycrest that had 

moved out to Thailand had space in their facility and guess who joined them in Thailand? So 

from them being a customer they were a partner in the fact that I rented space of f them in 

Thailand and we moved one of our acquisitions, two of our acquisitions out there as well as 

our own finished jewellery manufacture so we followed the trend. And today that means that 

at least ninety-five per cent of the product that is sold in the high street in terms of precious 

metal jewellery is imported product.  

 

HL: How closely were you involved in the Thailand operation?  
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SL: I saw it as my responsibility for all of our major projects to be involved. So I spent about 

three months out in Thailand coming back home for the odd week or the weekends as we set 

up our new factory and implemented the systems and then was able to put a team in to run the 

operation. I had a couple of guys that were great in the UK, they relocated to Thailand and 

ran that operation for me and then I used to go out two or three times a year. And the travel 

increased and increased. One of the reasons that I left the business when I did was I seemed 

to spend all my life on a plane or in an airport because the jewellery industry is a global 

industry.  

 

HL: Moving so much work to Thailand, what responsibility did you feel to the local 

workforce here?  

 

SL: A great deal actually because I’d grown up with these guys. You know, I haven’t been, 

had that business for five minutes and I was moving jobs out of the UK. And the 

conversations we had, and it was interesting because we made eighty redundancies, and the 

only way I could explain it and look these guys in the eye, and we did this through team 

briefs, was that if I didn’t cut off the rotten arm the whole body would die, and if I had the 

opportunity to save any jobs I was going to do what was right for the business and that’s 

always been the driver. What turn round they’ve seen over the years is there isn’t as many 

people employed in the UK as they were, as there was, but a lot of the jobs that people are 

doing have changed because the business model has changed. And they’ve seen what was 

once a cynicism of this is going to disappear, this has just gone on from strength to strength, 

and we were the, one of the strongest operating businesses in our division after we’d made all 

those changes. And they were all part of employee bonus schemes and they saw the benefit of 

that in their pockets. So there’s a little bit of trust at the beginning of all of this and a belief in 

the individual but it did come to fruition.  

 

HL: Can you talk more about your career development during the 1990s?  

 

SL: Oh when I joined with Cookson’s so they made me Operations Director so I was the part, 

the only female of a male board. My boss was American, a guy called, and I love his name 

because it says it all, Rich Powers was my boss. And he came over from Rhode Island and 
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relocated to the UK and it was clear he was there to set the business up. And this was like my 

Josiah Cox stamping operation was my testing ground for being Production Manager, this 

was his testing ground to go on for greater things in the global division. And two and a half 

years after they’d taken us over Rich announced that he was going back to the States, and it 

was with surprise and delight that he asked me to be the Managing Director to replace him. 

So the job wasn’t advertised, I was Operations Director at the time and that was a big step. I 

know some of our customer base weren’t supportive of it, I think it’s as much for the fact that 

I was wearing a skirt, and for the fact that they’d seen a very fresh approach to business from 

an American culture and I think they were worried that that very commercial approach would 

revert back to Johnson Matthey. And Johnson Matthey had an arrogance attached to it in the 

jewellery trade because it’s been around for ever. It didn’t always listen to its customers and 

sometimes felt it was a bit holier than thou, whereas the American side of the business was 

very down and dirty understanding what the customers were. Not always having the right 

lingo, the right tie, the right suit, you know, and it was really appreciated [00:40] in the trade. 

But I’d spent two and a half to three years watching and learning and was very keen to carry 

on the success so I took over as MD of the Cookson’s UK operation reporting in to Rich as 

he moved back to the States. 

 

And then we made our biggest acquisition. At the end of those ten years of acquisitions the 

largest opportunity that came our way was a big competitor of ours in Europe called 

Engelhard-CLAL. And Engelhard wanted to sell their jewellery operation which had 

operations in France, Holland, Spain and overlapped us in London. We made the acquisition 

and clearly this was now a European operation, not a UK operation. What Rich did, which I 

thought was quite astute, is he brought external consultants in, McKinsey actually who are 

known for not being the cheapest consultants going. And McKinsey came in and did an 

exercise with all of the management that was available, myself included, to try and decide if 

there was somebody in the company who was capable of running the European operation or 

whether they had to go outside. I loved working with McKinsey, they were extremely fast 

paced, very capable, great fun, very driven and at the end of that process I was very 

privileged they put me forward to be the European President. And I took the role and then 

started my years on the plane of travelling round all the operations. So at this point I was 

running the UK operation as MD and European President for the other operations and we 

were going through a big rationalisation change. We had to lose a lot of people in France, 
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which is very expensive and very difficult to do. I had a great team in France that were very 

supportive. And it was an entire new challenge in my life still reporting in to America.  

 

HL: Can you talk about the differences between European cultures and American culture?  

 

SL: I think that was probably one of my biggest growths. I don’t think I’d realised until I’d 

started doing so much travel myself to how it opens your eyes to how different each country 

is. So I’d picked up the American culture where they work and live work. You know, my 

boss’s friends were his customers and his suppliers, that didn’t happen in the UK, there was a 

work/ life shift. But you would go out after work with customers in the UK in France you 

wouldn’t. You might have a nice long liquid lunch but you only mixed with your customers 

during the hours of work, when you go home you shut the door on work and social life 

begins. Whole approaches in workplace in terms of work ethic, wine being allowed of a 

lunch time, legally being allowed of a lunch time would be completely frowned on now in the 

UK. The Spanish culture of starting work at seven o’clock in the morning and finishing at 

two, but my MD out there doing seven till seven, having dinner with me at ten o’clock at 

night, going to bed at one and being back in the office at seven. Every country had a very 

different culture and approach and that stretched and grew me because you were guilty of 

going in behaving like you would at home and expecting it to work, and it doesn’t work, you 

have to change the way you approach. I never learnt the lingo, I’m, I don’t think that’s 

anything to brag about, I’m not good at languages, I tried, that held me back. but the exposure 

in Thailand, the exposure in France, all of these different cultures and the fact that this 

industry is a global industry I think are very important to being successful in that market 

place.  

 

HL: Talk me through now the first decade or so of the twenty-first century?  

 

SL: Well, that’s when we made the large acquisition I’ve referred to and when we started to 

become a European operation, that drove IT systems to a whole different level. So now 

you’ve got video calls. We’ve got Apple coming on the scene. We’re all carrying mobile 

phones now and clearly weren’t before. You can be contacted any time of the day or night so 

work never stops. You take your office with you and it is portable unlike the original first 

pieces I used to carry which were like carrying a brick. That’s, but the whole jewellery 
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industry globally is starting to consolidate because in the Western World very few can 

compete with the price and the cost of [00:45] manufacture and therefore the price of goods 

that’s coming in from the Far East, and clearly I saw that in America. And as we go through 

the 2000s the gold price with what was happening economically the gold price started to 

increase because gold has always been seen as a safe haven in times of war and in bad 

economic times so the gold price went through the roof. And that was bad news for jewellery 

manufacturers because that means the consumer is seeing the same piece of jewellery get 

more and more expensive and doesn’t feel they’re getting value for money. The consumer in 

all of these countries was also under economic pressure and didn’t have the money in their 

pocket. So that’s when the jewellery industry stops being a selling industry and it starts being 

a buying industry, because that’s when the consumer empties out their precious metal 

jewellery box and they take it to pawnbrokers and they take it to jewellers and they sell it as 

scrap.  

 

The interesting dynamic for the European operation I was responsible for for Cookson’s was 

we were a refinery. So although the refinery was quite low and in the background when we 

were jewellery manufacturers, when we started being scrap collectors and we were physically 

present in so many countries we made money hand over fist. And we were able to refine it 

all, or a large proportion of it ourselves with some JVs with others. But the whole business 

changed shape, it wasn’t about making any more it was about buying and converting it as 

quickly back to bullion and giving it back to a bank.  

 

What happened in the American operation that my boss was still in control of they did not 

have a refinery. There was no spare capacity in Europe, in the European operation refinery 

and America started to get in to difficulty and started to under-perform. But the whole global 

jewellery industry changed, and when you looked round the Quarter then instead of seeing 

any manufacturers all you saw were retailers looking to buy your scrap from you and then to 

bring the scrap round to us and others like us to get cash in their hand or in their bank account 

and go back and buy some more, and it was by the ton. As we’ve come out of the other side 

of the economic area the gold price has started to drop and in the last twelve months, last two 

years the scrap bubble has clearly burst. But as I got towards the end of my life with 

Cookson’s we were in scrap cycling.  
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As America got in to trouble I got approached by the CEO of the Cookson Group and asked 

if I would get involved in America and I was given two clear objectives, the American 

operation either had to be turned round or it had to be sold, and we were talking about four 

hundred and fifty people. So I was scared by the challenge but I took the challenge on. By 

this point I’m no longer a Dorset, we’ve got divorced, one wonders why, I was never home 

and I have a new partner which is where my current surname comes from, Layton, Michael 

Layton. And Mick and I met at work. So after much conversations at home in terms of not 

wanting to lose another marriage I went off to America and came home every other weekend 

or once a month and started to work with the team in America who were just crying for a 

different, crying out for a different approach. Again the only woman, all male team. I was the 

highest female in The Cookson Group in terms of being now a global divisional director 

reporting directly in to the board. They weren’t willing to wait the two years I told them it 

would take to turn the business around but we found a buyer, and we sold a much stronger 

business to the buyer, and the buyer was The Richline Group, which is the biggest jewellery 

manufacturer in the world now and part of Warren Buffett’s collection of companies.  

 

And that was weird for me because they asked me if I wanted to stay. My partner has got a 

daughter in the UK so that wasn’t, you know, we had to be based in the UK, I wasn’t willing 

to continue to work away. So I’d come from a global divisional position back to a European 

operation. And because we were now such a smaller piece of the pie, Cookson’s itself was 

starting to split and wanted to split based on shareholder feedback in to becoming two 

operations. One called Vesuvius and one called Alent. And that was driven by the two major 

divisions which didn’t really leave a place [00:50] for precious metals so we were up for sale. 

So my last two years were spent selling America and then selling Europe. My biggest benefit 

out of all of that is ninety-eight per cent of the people who were employed in both of those 

operations held their jobs with those dispositions and moved on to businesses that were much 

more focused in that market. We sold the European operation to a German operation called 

Purcell. The division name of the company that bought us was Heimerle and Meule, which 

was a sister operation based in Germany. I was a joint MD of that operation, I was sold as 

part of the deal and I think I decided then, and this was October 2013, that I’d naturally 

reached the end of a really exciting chapter of my life and it was time to look for something 

different. 
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HL: Can you talk about your contacts with the Assay Office and the Jewellery Quarter during 

this period?  

 

SL: They were, the Birmingham Assay Office were suppliers to my operation, so once 

Cookson’s had moved in to finished jewellery clearly it needed to be hallmarked when it was 

over the legal weight so we started to use the Assay Office as a supplier. And because the 

volume we were doing was so considerable the Assay Office were at that point putting sub-

offices on manufacturers premises and Cookson’s had a sub-office put on its premises from 

the Birmingham Assay Office. Given that I’m quite such a commercial animal I got 

approached by one of the other Assay Offices with a suggestion that they would do me a 

better deal than Birmingham, and the other Assay Office was Sheffield, if I replaced my sub-

office with one from them. That generated all sorts of noise, you can only imagine. So the 

current Assay Master from Birmingham was Michael Allchin who got very indignant by the 

fact that I would suggest and even consider changing Assay Offices, he got the Wardens and 

the Guardians on my case as well. And around that time I got asked if I wanted to be a 

Guardian of the Birmingham Assay Office [Laughter] so I think it was “God don’t leave her 

on the outside of the tent, get her inside.” And of course, it was also a great privilege to be 

part of such a tradition, such history. So I put the commercial side to one point, I got a good 

deal out of Michael in terms of standing us in good stead going forward, I got permission 

from Cookson’s to become a Guardian and in 2004 I became a Guardian of the Birmingham 

Assay Office.  

 

HL: What was the relation between being at Cookson’s and being an Assay Office Guardian?  

 

SL: Well, I’ll correct the date because it was 2007 I became a Guardian, not 2004. 

Hallmarking as a manufacturer is something you have to do. It’s a nuisance in the supply 

chain because it slows down your manufacturing process. If you haven’t got an on-site sub 

office you have to send it off to get it back again and you’re paying somebody else to tell you 

what you’ve done is correct when of course, you’d believe it was all along. So you get on to 

the other side of the fence of being a Guardian of the Assay Office and it’s about that 

consumer protection. And then there’s a dawning reality, you know, I might have considered 

myself as a manufacturer to be holier than thou but that’s not everybody’s approach is it, and 

that there should be an independent verifying that very expensive product that is going to be 
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bought by saying it is what it says on the tin was an interesting curve for me. It was also 

around that time before I became a Guardian when the assay offices were fighting to survive 

and EU legislation was putting the existence of a mandatory hallmark at risk, and Michael 

and the team at Birmingham did a great job in terms of getting everybody in the UK industry 

involved to fight their corner and really getting some people involved who were on the fence 

about it. So there was a great drive from here, they absolutely were behind that. So there was 

recognition of that as well. I don’t think I became fully aware though of the tradition, the 

heritage, the prestige that exists in this organisation until I joined it as a full-time employee, 

you only get a very small taste of that as a Guardian. So I turned up to my two meetings a 

year. I wasn’t particularly used in between, which I think is a shame because the Birmingham 

Assay Office tried to diversify in to America, [00:55] and of all of their Guardians, given I 

knew the American market very well, I think I could have been very useful to them but I 

wasn’t used and unfortunately the American operation wasn’t a success. But what we were 

seeing of course, was the diversification that I’ve talked about in the company I worked for, 

and the change that we saw in the jewellery industry was also happening at the Assay Office 

because they couldn’t afford to stand still. And when the Birmingham Assay Office Act 

changed legislation to enable the assay offices to diversify that was the only way they were 

going to survive.  

 

HL: Tell me more about the role of the Guardian?  

 

SL: The Guardians are the pool of people that the Wardens are promoted from, for want of a 

better word, and the Wardens are the non-execs that run this institution. And when I was first 

made a Guardian there were Warden... There were, I’ll start again. When I was first made a 

Guardian there were nine Wardens, and that means in terms of ratio terms that means that 

three of those Wardens would be trade Wardens and I was a trade Guardian, so that’s the 

link. Now the operation is smaller in terms of non-execs so we’ve got six Wardens, two of 

which are trade Wardens. There’s a lot more focus now I think in terms of making sure we’ve 

got the right competencies in the Guardians that the business might need going forward, and 

the current Chair and I have spent a lot of time brain-storming what those competencies 

should be, and I have every plan to use the Guardians, not as a free resource but an available 

resource to help the business going forward because why waste that? And I think probably 

one of the nearest examples for me is I’ve been a non-exec in the NHS for some considerable 
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time now and I’ve seen the set up of non-execs, execs and governors in terms of the NHS and 

how those can be used to support the organisation, and that’s clearly what we’ll try and do 

here.  

 

HL: Tell me more about your experience in the NHS?  

 

SL: The reason I got involved with the NHS is before the American operation got itself in to 

difficulties when I was at Cookson’s we’d sort of settled in to a very successful routine in 

Europe, and I think, as you’ll see from the career path, I’m hungry in terms of learning 

things, and I also felt I’d got something it was time to give back. So I thought I’d give the 

NHS a try, and if I’m honest I always fancied running a hospital. So, and it’s a fair few years 

ago now, it’s probably about ten years ago now I started applying after seeking Cookson’s 

permission to be a non-executive director in the NHS. And I was looking at the underdog 

purposely so I spent my time trying to get in to mental health. So I landed a role as non-exec 

at The Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health Trust before they were a trust. So I was part 

of the board that helped move them into trust status, which as quite new for the NHS at those 

times, and clearly they were looking for people with commercial acumen to help them move 

into that trust status. And it’s interesting because Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health 

Trust was two separate organisations that had come together and had still got two quite very 

different cultures and approaches and were spread all over the Birmingham area, and level of 

facilities varied from place to place and had some interesting commercial and financial 

pressures. So I saw the NHS change to try and be a more commercial organisation, to try and 

be more competitive.  

 

With what was going on at work I couldn’t balance the books so I had to leave The 

Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health Trust, parked that for a while with an increase of 

workload in the day job, which then levelled off again so I then went looking off for an acute 

role. So and I landed a position at The Birmingham Women’s Hospital, which was already a 

foundation trust, but is definitely still an underdog in the local NHS economy because they 

are a very small specialist hospital. And I was fascinated to learn that they used to be 

Loveday Street, which was where I was born, and I had no idea that what was on my birth 

certificate of Loveday Street Hospital [01:00] was what is Birmingham Women’s Hospital 

today, it’s amazing what goes around comes around. And I know it was quite a tough birth so 
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mum had got shipped off from the local hospital in to Birmingham because of the difficulties 

we were having when I was born. So that’s a small specialist hospital. I think it’s made me 

much more aware of the Birmingham politics, the Birmingham economy, with what’s going 

on in the NHS and how that can be unfortunately become a political football and how the 

rules change almost with every government. It also gave me good exposure to a much less 

commercial organisation than I’d been used to. And I think in some ways, although I’m not 

sure the NHS guys would completely agree with me, I think it knocked off some, some of my 

sharp corners, perhaps not all of them, because the culture is so different. It’s vocational, it’s 

about putting the patient first, it’s not about profit. And it helped me have a more rounded 

approach which I think has benefited me moving in to the Assay office.  

 

HL: What was the value of getting to know Birmingham politics and culture?  

 

SL: I think that the value is the network and understanding the network. I have found since 

I’ve become Assay Master here I’m acknowledged by people whose radar I would never have 

been on historically. But I started to see what those networks were and where the benefits of 

them were as I joined the NHS. Because Cookson’s was a global operation and was always 

too big to benefit from grants or anything else they were pretty invisible to me and I was 

pretty much invisible to them even though it was such a big operation that I was running. So I 

had some familiarity of the Birmingham politics before I joined here because of what I’ve 

done in the NHS. I’ve had a lot more exposure since but at least some grounding in that 

helped me.  

 

HL: Talk about becoming Assay Master in 2014?  

 

SL: Well, I left Cookson’s in October 2013 and took three months off to decide what did I 

want to do. There had been rumours probably for two years prior to that that a certain Mr 

Allchin might be retiring as Assay Master but he didn’t seem to want to retire and nothing 

was happening. But fate has a way of playing tricks doesn’t it? My leaving Cookson’s and 

him finally making a decision tied up so the job was advertised and I applied. I applied for 

other roles, I didn’t just settle for staying in the jewellery trade what I knew, I applied for 

running a hospital which I’ve referred to earlier, The Royal Orthopaedic in Birmingham, and 

I also was approached about a start up business in London in technology. I went through 
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quite a rigorous interview process for all of those jobs and ended up with two of them on the 

table, and the one I decided I had the best competencies for was this one being the Assay 

Master.  

 

HL: Why?  

 

SL: I know the customer base in terms of hallmarking. I know precious metals and 

metallurgy, I understood the legalisation so all of that side was comfort blanket. The 

interesting side was I’d been in precious metals my entire working life, most of it, but the 

other side of jewellery, precious stones and diamonds, the girl’s best friend I didn’t know at 

all so there was a learning curve. I think I’ve shown I like to learn, that was interesting. And 

the laboratory in terms of being a testing house with the diversification that had taken place 

was a learning curve for me. I think where the joined up writing really came across though 

was when I was talking to the Wardens, and they all interviewed me so I had panel interviews 

with them. The fact that they wanted to continue to diversify. They were looking for growth, 

they’d got major projects on the go. It’s a global business and this one’s just focused very 

much on the UK. I had a lot of competencies that they were looking to have implemented for 

the future, so it was about the change, the forward view of the Assay Office that was why I, 

why they thought I fitted their bill and why they, the job sounded very interesting to me.  

 

HL: Can you give us a summary of the Assay Office as you found it in 2014?  

 

SL: They’re a really lovely group of people. They’ve worked together a very long time, it 

feels more like a family than a workplace that I’m used to. There’s a care and a passion for 

what they do [01:05] but there’s also a, it sounds harsh, lack of professionalism because of 

that. There’s a much softer side to the business than I’m used to seeing. It is commercial but 

it’s not as commercial as I’m used to working in. I think the biggest issue for the business is 

the, and it’s my background isn’t it, the systems that the business uses are scary, inefficient, 

requiring a lot of manual support and they’re holding the business back, and clearly one of 

the things the Wardens saw was my ability to make that change. The interesting balance for 

me is this isn’t a chief executive’s job like I’m used to. What we’re doing here today in terms 

of this oral history, the heritage side of the business is nothing like I’ve been exposed to 

before. That museum, that research, that support of our history is very new to me and none of 
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that for profit, you know, which is what’s always driven me. The diversification and the 

opportunities for the future, the speed I’m used to moving at in terms of change is very 

different to the speed this business is used to moving at. The whole bureaucracy around the 

Assay Office of The British Hallmarking Council, The National Measurement Office, the 

global market of assay offices, most of which are run by governments, is very different. So I 

know I have to adjust my style so I am more effective in this new environment as well as the 

people who are working with me having to go some way to meet me to a different approach. 

So we’re going, we’re undergoing quite a period of change as we both get used to each other.  

 

HL: Can you talk about the relationship between the not for profit history of the Assay Office 

and the need to make a profit?  

 

SL: And clearly not for profit means you don’t share what you make with shareholders, you 

keep it, but if the business isn’t making any excess money it hasn’t got a future because it 

can’t invest in new people, it can’t invest in new systems, it can’t invest in new equipment. 

So the business has to make a surplus, a profit, call it what you will. Where the Assay Office 

is privileged is historically it has made profits which is what’s been used for the new building 

and the move that we undertake July of this year to our new premises in Icknield Street, but 

we need to continue to make a profit and that means you can’t stand still because if you stand 

still your competitors will leave you behind.  

 

HL: Can you talk about the move to the new building?  

 

SL: I will never have worked in such a nice building ever before in my working life, so it is 

an iconic building. I would have been in a warehouse but that’s my background, you know, 

I’m used to not spending, to spending as little money as possible on the infrastructure. This is 

a landmark, this is a commitment to the Jewellery Quarter. We’ve been very well supported 

by granting from ERDF. It is a purpose designed building so in terms of our manufacturing 

processes and our labs our processes are much leaner. For the pure fact that hallmarking is 

over two floors and three offices we’ll all be on the same floor. So it should be a lot more 

efficient, it’ll be light and airy, it’ll be a lot better working conditions for the staff. Then 

we’ve got to make the systems and the infrastructure match the new architecture.  
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HL: Can you talk about the reactions of the staff to these changes?  

 

There’s some discomfort in the relocation. Car parking spaces aren’t guaranteed in the new 

building. St Paul’s Square in terms of it’s very aesthetically pleasing isn’t Icknield Street and 

the new building with a Tesco’s opposite. Walking up to the town of a lunch time is very 

accessible from the old building, it isn’t very accessible from the new building. So as 

individuals, people are finding a lot of reasons to dish the relocation. And change is always 

difficult isn’t it, it’s always better to stay with what you know? So I think it’s important that 

people have to make the decision of “Am I not going to move?”, “Am I going to leave the 

business now or am I going to move?” And that’s an undertaking we’re going to process 

through the building over the next month. People need to make that firm decision “Is it time 

to leave [01:10] or is it time to move?” I think if you’ve then decided “I’m moving”, it’s a 

nonsense looking at all the negatives, you’ve got to focus on the positives, and clearly that’s a 

responsibility from me, from all the management team to make it clear what those benefits 

are. And the eating environment, the kitchen area, the working conditions knock spots off this 

building. And I’ll just remind people of two weeks ago. They were sitting at their desks with 

their hat, gloves and coat on because the boilers wouldn’t work here and couldn’t cope with 

the cold. So I’m very good at reminding people of the benefits, where perhaps some people 

are very good at reminding me of the negatives. It’s about balance isn’t it?  

 

HL: How do you see the future?  

 

SL: I think people on the floor would say there’s been quite a lot of change already. And I 

think one of the sad things here, and it’s always an issue in a company when people have 

worked there a long time, is you don’t know what you don’t know. So if you look at some of 

our customer base our habits in this operation of eating at the desk, not wearing an uniform, 

playing radios is probably quite acceptable in a one man business and he goes in and works 

on his own. He takes his dog from home, his son comes in in the afternoon, there’s no high 

profile of health and safety, you know, it’s all very relaxed. But when you look at the wide 

range of customers that the Assay Office has today after diversification, I have some very 

professional PLC businesses come in who are astounded at the health and safety, or the lack 

of it that there was. Are astounded at the lack of professionalism, can’t believe some of the 

security protocols and procedures in place. And they audit us when they visit, and these are 
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big contracts that are available and the fact that we might fail to bring that income in purely 

because of those aesthetics I don’t find acceptable. And I have to explain that to the team and 

it isn’t the customer base that they are used to but it is our future. And our future is to be the 

best, to show best practice and not just to do what we thought was good enough. So all of our 

missions and our value statements have changed about that commitment to the future. And it 

is a really exciting future, there are so many opportunities for us, for all of the areas of the 

business. For both of our heritage, our training, our diamond laboratory, our testing 

laboratory and our hallmarking but we’ve got to be best practice. And that change is making 

some people uncomfortable. But one of the great things for me is it’s endless opportunities 

but it does mean we’ve got to be better than we are today. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the relationship between the old established skills here that have 

been described in other oral histories and the need to learn new skills?  

 

SL: It’s a challenge, in the jewellery industry it seems to be a challenge, it’s not just here 

though, in terms of the age profile of staff and the years and years of experience. And if I 

reference back an example I gave you from Johnson Matthey of people having black books 

with their experience in there definitely was an element, there is an element of that here. The 

quality system that we have in place, our business management system should enable us to 

document our entire working practices and operating procedures, and we’re working hard 

now and have been over the last six months to download that experience into documented 

evidence that then can be used as training for new people, and almost in every area in the 

business we’ve got new blood now. So we’ve got three apprentices in the business, we’ve got 

a fourth one about to join us. We‘ve got new staff in every area. We’re bringing people in 

now to cover the gap that might be created by people who choose not to move as well as 

documenting those processes and putting training plans in to every area. So we’re all working 

very hard to try and cover what might be a skills gap.  

 

HL: Many of the oral history interviewees have described with great respect the people who 

taught them the skills face to face, how will you set about that?  

 

SL: You don’t learn from a book. Maybe some people do, I never have, you need to be 

shown, but you need to have an infrastructure that you can go back to and check to which we 
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haven’t got at the moment. So clearly our more experienced members of staff aren’t all going 

to leave. We might have some people who decide to leave, it’s not going to be a massive 

percentage of the business, and so therefore our more experienced people will train on, as 

they always have, our less [01:15] experienced people and develop them up through the 

infrastructure as we always have in the past. 

 

[End of Interview 01:15:07]  

 

                                       


