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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Roy Smith on the 26th February 2015. 

Tell me about your background. 

 

RS: I was born in Balsall Heath, Birmingham in 1931. I lived with my mother and my dad. 

Unfortunately my father died in 1934 and as a result I didn’t know him at all, only from 

pictures that I’ve seen. My sister is 18 months older than myself, unfortunately I’ve lost her 

now but she remembered my dad and after he died we continued to live in the family home 

with my nan, who again died in 1935. We lived with me Uncle Tom, who was me dad’s 

brother. He always promised my dad, he said “When you’ve gone, I’ll always make sure that 

your two children will not starve.” to use the term. Uncle Tom worked at the Assay Office 

from 1905 and continued to live in the house and so worked at the office. He was a chain 

marker, I believe. He unfortunately passed away in 1946, although he did go off during the 

war to work at Lucas’s in Shaftmoor Lane, felt he was doing his duty. He came back in ’45, 

unfortunately he died in 1946. As a result of him going out of the house we needed more 

money, although I’d started work at a radio, television and cycle shop in Ladypool Road, 

Balsall Heath, V. J. Richards, we needed extra money and I asked the boss, Vince Richards, 

if he could raise my wages, I was earning 17s 6d a week, and he said, “I’m afraid I cannot 

increase it, if you’re not satisfied, then you’ll have to leave.” We met up with a friend of my 

Uncle Tom, again he worked at the Assay Office, Thomas Pass and he said “Oh, we’re 

looking for people at the Office,” he said “Why don’t you, I’ll recommend you, why don’t 

you come down?” Well in those days, you didn’t have time off to go and get another job, 

because you’d lose the one you’d got, so my mother came down, saw Hamil Westwood, who 

was the joint, junior Assay Master then, Arthur Westwood being the Assay Master and she 

told him who I was and he said, “He’s got the job, the name’s Smith, he’s good enough,” 

after the recommendation of Uncle Tom. I came to start on the 1st April, they tell me, 1946. 

 

HL: You say your Uncle Tom with whom you lived worked here from 1905 to 1946, did you 

have any contact with the Assay Office during that period? 

 

RS: Yes, in as much as we lived with Uncle Tom, he was looking after us, he worked at the 

Office and they had outings, which in those days were to very local areas. One I can 
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remember very well was Trentham Gardens, which, I believe, is near Stoke and I would be 

approximately six or seven years old and me sister would be a fraction older, eighteen months 

older and we went with the Office outings. And I can remember very well, one in Trentham 

Gardens, there was a bridge over some water, which was a swing bridge and Harry Butler, 

who later became my foreman, when I joined the Office and I can remember him, we were in 

the middle of the bridge and he decided to push it, so there was no way off, til it was pulled 

back to the starting point. So I can only remember the one outing and that was to Trentham 

Gardens, but that was my time pre-joining the Office. 

 

HL: What are your memories of the Assay Office when you first joined in 1946? 

 

RS: Well, I joined on the 1st April, they tell me, in 1946 as a young fifteen year old and I 

came with the intention of being on delivery. I walked into the building which was a very old, 

Victorian style building at the time, they say it was built as an Assay Office, but on the 

ground floor, [00.05] you stood and looked up and immediately, way above you was a glass 

roof and around the ground floor was a balcony with a double staircase going off the ground 

floor. You could go to the right or to the left, there was a room at each end but the carpark 

wall, which at that time was a Johnson Matthey, Sheffield Smelting building and you could 

go round there to the room at one end and the other and on the ground floor all the partitions 

were in beautiful mahogany, with patterned glass windows, all that disappeared and I’m 

thinking now, I can imagine the table that we used to have to place the work on was at least 

twenty foot long and at least four foot wide and it was mahogany and it was all one piece of 

timber. We were all fascinated by it and we also had another table, which is where the work 

used to come in from the Trap on to the table to be processed and that must have been at least 

… twelve foot square, a massive table. Where it’s gone today, I don’t know, into a skip, 

unfortunately. 

 

HL: What did you do when you first arrived? 
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RS: Well, I arrived to start work at the Assay Office with the intentions of being a delivery 

boy, but that included other jobs. First thing in the morning, the work would come in from the 

customers through the Trap, it would be unpacked so I was on unpacking, it would be then 

pass across the large table I’ve mentioned before, to be numbered. In those days every parcel 

was numbered for that day, number one and obviously continuing on, the next day we would 

start at number one again and every parcel that came in was completed that day, unless it 

failed the test. So as a delivery boy I was unpacking in the morning and then in the afternoon, 

or if there was a special parcel been taken out, I would go out on a bike delivering a parcel. 

After lunch the parcels were then processed and ready for delivery, we would go out on the 

van at about two-thirty after we’d loaded and made sure we’d got all the parcels that were 

ready to be delivered, we would go out about two-thirty and I can remember the first van that 

I used to go on and the registration number was F08208. We’d load it up with all the boxes, 

parcels and because of the smallness of the van and the people that were on it, I can 

remember myself and another young man, Don Stokes, we lay on the top of the boxes, flat on 

there til we got round the corner to the first point of delivery, which was C.S. Green, that 

gave us a bit more space in the van. We would go on from there, go up to perhaps, C. J. 

Holston in Caroline Street and then up into other areas and we would make our way to the 

clock at Vyse Street, they would then drop me off at Vyse Street with no more than a leather 

satchel, full of 9 carat and 22 carat gold. I’m not very tall now and I wasn’t then, not at 

fifteen and I could walk the full length of Vyse Street carrying the gold, delivering to S. 

Hope, Kinsey Brothers and Patrick, W.C. Toghill, H. Aston and I would walk the complete 

length til I got to Hilton Street, by that time the van had been down Warstone Lane, Spencer 

Street, Branston Street and they would pick me up at Hilton Street, which in those days, for 

some unknown reason, and I don’t know why, nobody seems to know, not even the jewellery 

museum, Hilton Street was called ‘the back of the map’. Who gave it the title, I do not know. 

We would carry on from there, down Hockley Hill, up Soho Hill and then we’d drop the two, 

two of the chappies on delivery with us and they would go across the road, and I mean across 

the road, not like today’s world with the traffic, carrying two big boxes with tea-pots, coffee-

pots, salts, you name it, it was in there, all hollowware. [00.10] They’d go across to Adie 

Brothers, we’d carry on up in to, to go to A.O. Dennison, the watch-makers in Terrace Road, 

Handsworth. I remember very well the winter of ’46/’47 when there was plenty of snow and 

our driver, Wal Teal said that they piled the snow up on the side of the road, he said, “I can 

get through there.” He did, it took us 2 hours to dig the van out and the ones that we’d left at 

Adie Brothers were sitting in their warehouse, drinking tea, in the warm and we were digging 
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the van out. Again the same area, he said, there was a lorry parked, with, we found later, a 

bolt sticking out of the side of the waggon, and he said “I can get through there,” and it was a 

brand new van, we’d not been on the road many weeks with it and this bolt went along the 

side of the van like a tin opener. 

 

HL: Can you remember any concerns about security when you were walking as a little fifteen 

year old with gold in your satchel? 

 

RS: As a fifteen year old, I don’t think I thought about that, but I think we were safe in those 

days, I’m pleased to say and they were pleased to see us. “Come on in,” occasionally they’d 

give us a warm drink, because we delivered to them every day, we were all friends, we were 

in the family of the jewellery trade and we were all friends together. 

 

HL: What did you do after you were promoted from delivery boy? 

 

RS: I was then, in the morning we would unpack the parcels, the Trap opened at nine o’clock, 

parcels would be coming in and they’d be queueing, in those days, to bring the parcels in. 

They would be unpacked on this large table that I’ve mentioned before. They were passed 

across that table and be numbered. When the chappie that was doing the numbering was on 

holiday or away ill, I took over his job of numbering and he used to use a stamp, which 

repeated itself, the same number, six numbers and then changed over to a new number. That 

would finish at approximately ten o’clockish and then I would go up to the marking floor for 

training on silver items, because, as you will appreciate, if you mark something, it’s got to be 

on first time and you cannot afford to make a mistake. The finishing time, depending on the 

amount that came in, say by nine-thirty we were moving upstairs to start our training on 

hallmarking, on small items, medals in a die, which again had to make sure the medal went 

into the die. Other items that we marked in those days, which has disappeared in today’s 

world, I’m glad to say, because smoking is a bad thing, I think for us, we had a terrific 

amount of the cigarette cases and the thumb piece you press to open the cigarette case had a 

lion on, because it was part of the item. We carried on with other items, which I was doing, 
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small items ready for training to move on to the larger items, which is the next items I will be 

talking about. 

 

HL: So what was your next job? 

 

RS: I carried on with hallmarking, and this is from ’48 and ’49 due to my going into National 

Service, but I was trained as a handmarker, I think the best job I did. I’d still like to be doing 

it today. 

 

HL: Why? 

 

RS: It was such a challenge, to be doing things that was handcrafted by the silver craftsmen 

in the trade. It was a pleasure to do things, I trained on the big press, in those days it was 

worthwhile to set up a press which took five or ten minutes to set it up for teapots, coffeepots, 

jugs, sugars, milks, and it was a challenge, and even trays and waiters, trays which was 

twenty inches by fourteen inches in size or more, large cups, goblets, silver trophies [00.15] 

that stood eighteen inches high, it was a pleasure to mark them and to be involved. 

 

HL: How hard was it? 

 

RS: It was difficult, but again like I’ve said before, it was a pleasure to be marking such 

things. Things that I can remember doing, one as a handmarker at the time was a large trophy 

for a choir, I believe, in Wales. It was the shape of a teacup, it must have been near enough 

three foot in diameter, in fact the photograph in the paper was with a young lady sitting in the 

trophy itself and it was one of the easiest things I’ve marked. How we marked it, they 

couldn’t even bring it upstairs to us, they laid a piece of steel, quite a large piece across the 

large table that I’ve mentioned before, hanging it over the end of the table, they placed the 

cup onto a jig that they’d made specially, they had to wedge it underneath, because of the 

weight and it was one of the easiest things I’ve marked. Also one of the things that pleases 

me and I mentioned it to my taxi driver coming in this morning, he was asking what I did and 



25. ROY SMITH          6 
	  

a lot of you will remember Sir Stanley Matthews, the footballer, the wonder boy, I was 

fortunate to handle the medal before he did, in 1953. We used to mark them in January or 

February, when we didn’t know who was going to be in the cup final, it was his year to be in 

and it was the Coronation year and he managed to win, the only time he won a medal, so one 

consolation, I handled it before he did. 

 

HL: What did you do when you stopped hallmarking in 1949? 

 

RS: In June ’49, after being at the Office since ’46, I had to do my National Service, we had 

no choice, I was fit enough, so they said I’d got to go. I joined the Royal Signals at Catterick 

Camp and in those days, we’d not been very far from home and to travel to Catterick it was 

an experience in itself. After basic training I was transferred to number two training squadron 

as an office clerk in the driver training unit. In winter of ‘49/’50, I moved to Barnard Castle 

and what a winter for snow. I can remember it now, our barrack room was on the top of a hill, 

I’d got army boots on, we were going down the hill to the dining room, which was at least 

four hundred yards away, they gave us, you cannot believe it, but they gave us crock plates 

and cups, there was more broken, cos we fell over, in the end they decided it was best just to 

keep them in the dining room. We moved to Ripon in summer 1950 in Yorkshire and I was 

due to come out in the end of 1950, but because of the chance of the Korean war, I’d got nine 

weeks to do and they put an extra six months on. I can remember our butcher, they’ve got to 

put a line somewhere and he’d got one day to do, I think he cried for a week and he was a 

big, six foot broad chappie. But I did the extra six months and enjoyed all me army life, it 

was a good experience and well worth doing. 

 

HL: What did you do after your National Service finished in 1951? 

 

RS: I was demobbed on the Thursday June the 7th, I returned to work on the following 

Monday, no holiday. I returned on the Monday and when I arrived they said they were fully 

staffed on marking, would I go onto sampling. I said, “Yes I don’t mind, I’ll give it a try but 

my main interest is marking,” and Stan Beechey was the boss at the time, he said would I go 
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on sampling? I was not happy, but I did it and I enjoyed what was doing, but wanted to get 

back to hallmarking. Stan Beechey finally agreed approximately December time ‘51, I could 

go back to marking, which was my main interest. 

 

HL: But before we go back to marking, can you say what sampling was like? 

 

RS: Sampling was [00.20] interesting, we used a tool for scraping the metal off which was 

called a pinkie, I don’t know why, but all it was was a three cornered file which had been 

ground down and then you sharpened on a oilstone. The few of the people who were here 

prior to the war, just a small amount, I was one of the first people to join the Office post-war, 

but the people who were here pre-war were obviously experts. One chappie was Les 

Yeomans and I remember him very well and he would show us how to sharpen the pinkie but 

ours never seemed to sharpen on the same stone as he could sharpen it. Another little point 

about Les Yeomans, he used to talk to the young fellas then like myself, he’d say “Now don’t 

forget, when you get married, you must have a shed. Not too big,” he said, “Because if you 

have one too big, she’ll be in with you.” I went to visit him once because he unfortunately 

suffered, he’d got a plate on his back and walked with a limp. I went to visit him, he lived in 

Selly Oak, Birmingham, he said, “Come and see me shed,” and I started to laugh and he said 

“What are you laughing at?” I said, “I’m laughing at the size of it.” I couldn’t even get in 

with him, never mind his wife. But they were wonderful people, there was Les Yeomans, 

George Derby, Tommy Pass and Fred Jones, they were wonderful people, they were giving 

us their experiences of their life prior to us joining the Office as young men. 

 

HL: Did you get any impressions from those who had stayed during the war of what it was 

like at the Assay Office during the Second World War? 

 

RS: I understand that they were making parts for Bren guns. The press that I later used and 

was very fond of because as I was talking before you do teapots and coffee pots, it was the 

large press, they used that, I understand during the war, for making the springs for the Brent 

guns. I can understand now why it was a bit wonky at times, because of the use it had had. 
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But they told us that they carried on during the war, my Uncle Tom, who I mentioned earlier, 

he left to go into other work with Joseph Lucas and then he came back after the war, but they 

didn’t tell us a lot about it, but the Office was used because of the trade diminishing because 

of the war, the silver trade and gold trade, the first floor of the Office was then used by a 

company called C.I.A, which was, I understand, the Chief Inspector of Armaments. 

 

HL: Tell me about your return to hallmarking after your short time in sampling. 

 

RS: After agreeing to return to hallmarking with Stan Beechey, I returned in approximately 

1951/52 and obviously then continued on til a moment, which I’ll come to later. I carried on 

marking, 1953 was Coronation year, a very interesting year to me because of my joy in 

marking large items. We used to replenish the hallmarks to add the Coronation mark. We did 

the large hollowware, which again had the Coronation mark on, that was a joy to us because 

of the different items that we got, a lot to do with the Coronation coach, medals for the 

Coronation, all sorts of jewellery items, which hopefully will be displayed at a later time, 

which is owned by myself, which I bought for my wife and we hope to see them later. We 

carried on in the ‘50s and the ‘60s and then into the ‘70s, we were fighting to save the 

hallmark, with Europe wanting to change things. We were able to mark a small, hollow 

charm, which was a pig with a small curly tail, which was solid. I hallmarked it on the tail 

with a 9 carat hallmark, which in those days was a far longer hallmark than it is in today’s 

world [00.25] but the Assay Master, Hamil Westwood, he took it to the court and I’m pleased 

to say he was able to convince the court that we could hallmark anything, if it was wanted to 

be done. We saved the hallmark and as a result was winning the court case. 

 

HL: What changes took place during your years as a hallmarker? 

 

RS: The changes we had were various and quite a number. We moved from the ground floor 

up to the first floor, which at those times, like I mentioned earlier, was like a balcony in a 

church. They then decided because of the increasing work that we needed to fill that floor in, 

so that we got a first floor and they built a second floor above it, losing the aforementioned 
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glass roof, which was a menace to us because it was a glass panel and as you can imagine, 

that if there was a leak anywhere, it’d come in there, it’d run down the panel and almost 

certain would find your head below. So we went through the refurbishment, which was quite 

extensive. They used to build us tunnels with plywood panels so that we could cross from one 

end of the room to the other. This was again during the times of power strikes and power 

cuts. We would have torches at the end, yes we had torches at each end of the tunnels, which 

was difficult, manoeuvring a basket of work, which, the baskets we were carrying at the time 

with the hollowware and cups, pots and teapots, coffee pots in, where about two foot square 

and weighed, where a very strong fibre board, with a wooden surround at the top with 

handles either side, those would have to be carried from one end of the room to the other. We 

carried on, the workmen were excellent with us, they would help us, we would say, “Well we 

need that there and this there” and they would, we had a chappie who was a carpenter but he 

was good with a hammer. He would build us a wall, a wooden wall, a cupboard, various 

things and he was excellent, was Charlie, in the way he would do what we wanted and being 

the deputy foreman, later to be the foreman, it was me to say what we needed to get to there, 

he would do what we needed him to do. So we carried on during that time. Later on in the 

‘70s, we were then going to get imported wares from Italy, Spain, Germany, Scandinavian 

Countries and they asked me, would I go on to the imported wares, which I was very 

interested to do, because again it was handmarking which was my joy as I’ve mentioned 

before. One of the items we were getting, finished items from Italy, ladies brooches, 

pendants, you name it, earrings, which again were ready to go in to the shop. And I had to 

find ways to hallmark, we had to put the hallmark somewhere it could be seen but we 

couldn’t put it on the back of the parts of the item which we could damage the front. So I had 

to find tools that could go round corners, to use a term, if it was possible, so that you didn’t 

damage the front. I remember, and I was talking about this the other day, the boss, one of the 

bosses we had was Mr Poyntz, a wonderful man, he came as a deputy to the Assay Master 

and he came to sit with me and he’d never done hallmarking before, he came to sit with me, 

to show me what he thought what we ought to do because we’d not had these items before 

and I think after about twenty-four hours, he said, “Roy I’m going to leave it to you, you 

know better than me.” And I think it was a case of, because we’d handled so many items over 

the years, we were able to do the things that was necessary. Other things that I did, we 

[00.30] were getting medals in, and the medals were proof medals, they were a polished 

blank, then they struck the medal, which obviously then the parts of the medal were highly 

polished. We had to use surgical gloves to handle them because if you handled them with 
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your fingers, they were ruined. We had hundreds of them and we had to find a way to do 

them. We were able to do them and I enjoyed doing those. We also had blocks of silver 

which again was struck as a block with a pattern on the front and we hallmarked those on the 

side, those were a pleasure to do. And during the time that the men landed on the moon, there 

was a limited edition of medals made by the Birmingham Mint and the idea was they were 

going to be struck by the Birmingham Mint, they were going to come into the Office to be 

tested, hallmarked and back to the manufacturer while the men had got their feet on the 

moon. Whether that actually happened, we did our part as soon as they arrived, there will be a 

photograph hopefully shown with me hallmarking the medal, while the men were actually, I 

believe that our Assay Master, Stan Beechey was going to be presented with one. I never saw 

it, it was presented. I would hope if it was presented, his family would have handed it back to 

the Office to keep it in the silver collection.  Continuing on with other parts of my 

hallmarking career, again with all these pendants and brooches etc, that I was talking about, 

including thousands and thousands of gold chains, an interesting point, someone else that 

worked with me, who I took to the Office, he was a member of our Boys Brigade Company 

and a very good drummer, although he thanks me for teaching him the drumming, he was far 

better than I was. He came to the Office and we worked together and he was left handed 

compared to me being right handed, I used to set the press up for him to mark the end rings of 

a small trace chain, the smallest chain you could hand a pendant on, the ladies to hang a 

pendant on and I’d set it up, correct for me, Alan would try one and it wasn’t correct. Set it 

all up again and it wasn’t correct, and we suddenly realised because he was left handed, he 

was holding slightly different in the little bed that we used which was the shape of the ring, 

with the hallmark then to go on the top of the ring, he was holding slightly different from me 

so if he set it up, I couldn’t use it and we realised then what the problem was. We carried on, 

I used to mark in those days Swiss watches, which included Rolex, where they used to come 

in from Switzerland, we had a watch maker take all the parts out, put them into a little box 

which clearly marked which case it came from. It would pass through the Office, through the 

sampling, onto us for hallmarking and I can remember just about to hallmark one with what 

we called in those days a cutting in punch, which later now they use and they laser them on, 

so I understand, since I’ve retired, but I was just about to hallmark it with the cutting in punch 

and if you didn’t get it on first time with the cutting in punch there no way you could fill it 

back in to deepen the mark and somebody said, “Do you realise that watch is worth 

£10,000?” I sighed with relief when the hallmark went on. But it was one of those things, it 

was a pleasure to conclude with hallmarking. It was a pleasure to mark things that somebody 
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had perfected whether it be handmade or any other ways it was made, it was items that 

someone had spent time designing and prepared to make and pass to us to put our part on, 

which enhanced the items that we were marking. 

 

HL: Talk about being foreman in hallmarking. 

 

RS: I became foreman when Tom Bedford retired in 1973 after being his deputy for a good 

number of years. Being foreman we were responsible obviously for all the staff that we’d got 

on the marking department, but again it was a joy because we were able to help [00.35] 

people, we were able to train people, young people who came in, students used to come to 

help us during the busy period, the run up to the mad time of Christmas. We were all, I felt 

part of a family, we could help each other and it was a pleasure to be the foreman, we would 

look after them, we’d train them. At that time, the Jubilee time of ’77 we had the dog tag era. 

We started off with the first week, we started with thirty items in a parcel, within two to three 

weeks we were getting three thousand in a parcel. Well when you consider that there was the 

sponsor mark, the anchor, the lion, the letter and the Jubilee mark, that was five marks on 

every item, so you were increasing the thirty to three thousand by five. Our tool maker, made 

us a tool, a block which was like the printers used to do, in as much as you could position 

these block with the mark on the top of the block, with partitions in between to give the 

spacing that we required. Hopefully one of those will be shown, a dog tag, later on. We then 

purchased, Mr Cartland, who was then the General Manager at the time, Pat Cartland, a 

lovely man, I got on very well with him, I still talk to his wife today, unfortunately he passed 

on. But we went down to one of our customers who had got a press, a hydraulic press, 

because of the amount of pressure you needed to get the large hallmark on we were putting 

on the A sized mark which was six millimetres, north to south, and that was multiplied by 

five on every item. We bought the press, we called it Big Bertha, and it was a wonderful 

press, we could set it up as long as you made sure that you got the first one right, it would 

only be a two sided container because of the spread of the hallmark. But a lot of them were 

made by a company called Levy and Norton and Ray Levy, Ray Norton, should I say, was an 

engineer in his own right and to get the dog tag to be as straight edges he rejigged them 

afterwards, when he got them back after we, obviously we spread the metal because of the 

pressure that we were putting on hallmark. We did thousands of them and I would like to 
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think that they’ll return sometime, because the Office could do with the extra business. So 

carrying with my position as foreman, my deputy was Alan Morris. Alan came to the Office 

on my recommendation, we were in the Boys Brigade together, which I’ve mentioned before 

and he was a drummer and he followed his father into the designing trade, but he was not 

happy and he said to me one Tuesday night at band practice, he said “I’m not happy where I 

am” and I said, “Well we’re looking for someone” and so he came to the Office and 

everywhere I was working, he worked with me and then when I moved on to somewhere else, 

he took the position and we still meet up in today’s world, occasionally in the shopping areas. 

So I carried on as foreman, up til 1981, when I moved to Customer Service. Continuing on 

about the hallmarking of proof medals, it was very interesting to do. I was fortunate to have 

obtained two of the medals. One was during the time of all the boundaries of the counties 

changing. I thought that might be interesting for people to know there was, they made medals 

for that. The other one is in the election time and I can’t recollect the date completely at the 

moment, although the medal will tell me when I look at it at home, was when there was a 

dead heat in the general election and they made a medal of that and I was able to obtain one 

of those and hopefully photographs will be shown later on of that. [00.40] 

 

HL: You were in hallmarking from 1951 to 1981 so 30 years, what did you do after that? 

 

RS: In ’81 I was asked to move downstairs to the Customer Service, working with the general 

manager, Pat Cartland. My job as Customer Service was made a lot more difficult because 

unfortunately in ’81 we had a strike of ten weeks when the staff were outside. We had a strike 

in 1973 which, we continued working then, which was a very hard thing to do, but in ’81 they 

decided there was no way we could carry on working, and as a result our customers were 

moving away to either London or to Sheffield. So to start me career as Customer Service, it 

was my job to try and convince people that I’d been talking to over the years as foreman of 

the marking room to come back to Birmingham cos we were good enough to trust. I was 

successful in a lot of ways, various methods, and I can remember one was, our van driver 

took me to one of the customers, Excalibur Jewellery and he would go in, get the gentleman 

that I needed to talk to and as soon as he’d got him here at the customer counter, I would 

suddenly appear and he knew why I was there, because unfortunately we’d lost their work, 

but I was pleased to say that in the end, continuing on and keep talking to him, I was able to 
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get them back. And alright, I think we got a lot of the work back, not due to me but due to the 

workforce that were on the departments at the time, we were able to win back a lot of the 

customers because we were the largest assay office in the country and, I think, in the world. 

We were able to get the people back and continue to give them the service that they required. 

I enjoyed Customer Service, it was very interesting. I was known as ‘Leave It With Me’ by 

all the staff because that was the words I would use, “Leave it with me, I’ll find out and come 

back to you.” And I made sure that I did get back to them with answer they wanted. I can 

remember getting one customer, he rang me up, he said, “I’ve been given your name by 

somebody in Manchester,” he said, “I’m so-n-so, I’m with Sheffield Office, they’ve told me 

my work will be six weeks,” and there was less than six weeks til Christmas. He said, “What 

can you do for me?” I gave him the answer, what was it? “Leave it with me.” I went in to see 

Bernard Ward, our Assay Master, wonderful man, a family man. He’d been in the trade, he 

came to us, when he came, although he’d worked in the jewellery, in the gold trade, he’d not 

been at that point in his career as an Assay Master, he used to come to me and say, “I want to 

speak to so-n-so, now I don’t want that man, I want the man who’ll give me the right 

answer.” And fortunately with the experience over the years, I was able to give him the name 

of the man that he wanted. “Right ok, Roy, I’ll talk to him.” I had this phone call, as I was 

saying earlier, from this man who given my name by this man in Manchester and I said, 

“Alright, I’ll talk to the Assay Master,” he said, “I’ll get the foreman here, the works 

manager” and within two hours of taking the phone call, the punches were being made. He 

said “You set it rolling, you finish it.” I went back to Peter Webster and I spoke to him and I 

said, “We’re ready, get the work here in the morning” and as a result of that, I believe the 

Office gained a good contract, not due to me, but by my name being known by people in the 

trade and also again, like I said before, the staff behind me that were on the departments that 

was necessary to deal with the items, we were able to gain a good contract for the Office, 

which pleased me because after fifty years and I was coming towards the end of my career, 

doing Customer Service, it was pleasing to me that I was able to [00.45] help and that the 

office could continue on after I’d retired and hopefully will continue on and they’re moving 

from one premised to another and hopefully it will survive. The hallmarking itself will 

survive, because the pressure unfortunately from Europe, on a lot of things and hallmarking 

being one of them. 

HL: And just to finish the story of the contract, did you manage to get it all done by 

Christmas? 
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RS: The contract that I was talking about with Peter Webster, we were able to help him then. 

He got other parcels in as well, we were able to then, because fortunately, the jewellery trade 

is very volatile, in as much that we always said we did six months work in three months in 

August. We used to go on the holiday at the end of August for just one day, it used to come 

back in on the Tuesday and I always refer to it, just like switching a light on. We’d switch the 

light on and it was the same with the work that was coming in, we’d go on holiday on the 

Friday, come back on the Tuesday and from the Friday to the Tuesday, I don’t know what 

happened in the trade, everything went berserk. Which we were pleased, obviously, everyone 

wanted work, because it gave us money into the Office, which filtered down to the staff that 

was providing the service and we were able to, and as a result of this contract that I was 

talking earlier came in, we were, our work was diminishing by the end of November and 

certainly the middle of December, if it wasn’t done by then, it wasn’t going to be in the shops 

to be bought by the gentlemen who were buying it for the ladies or the ladies buying it for the 

gentlemen, whichever way round it was. And we were able to get it, so we were able to 

supply and give the need to this customer, which I believe helped us in future years. 

HL: What else did you do as Customer Service Manager? 

RS: I carried on doing the job as before, but also I was responsible for the Birmingham Assay 

Office stand at the Spring Fair at the NEC. That was a challenge in itself, with Ken Gould 

and myself. Ken was a sampler and worked in the laboratory, we used to go to the Fair and be 

responsible then, like I was saying earlier, we were looking for customers, trying to get 

customers back after the problems, but we were always looking for new customers, talking to 

people. We always had a little kitchen, it was our chappie who was responsible, Clive 

Broadfield, always made sure we’d got a kitchen with a kettle and some teabags and some 

coffee. We’d sit there, talk to the customer, made them feel at home and hopefully would 

gain their work for the Assay Office. I enjoyed the NEC, did it for a good many years and 

since I’ve retired, I think I’ve missed one Spring Fair. That has altered a great amount now, in 

as much, that it used to be manufacturers, with virtually, a little trestle table in front of them, 

selling their quality wares. I can think of one manufacturer, Len Jinks, who made handmade 

gold chain, beautiful handmade, he made me one, a necklet chain and earrings for my wife’s, 

well, for our Ruby Wedding and, beautiful equipment and we were able to, but that was the 

way the Fair was in those days, it’s now, I’ve been in this year, in 19, should I say 2015, it’s 

all now large stands, very little stands were manufacturers were selling their wares, they’re 

now selling, possibly more over the internet, very likely. Also, I had the fortune to be able to 
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attend the Basel Fair in Switzerland, now that is an experience in itself. The first time I went, 

I went on my own. I arrived in a foreign country on a Sunday afternoon, didn’t know where I 

was going, I asked someone and they said if you get a bus outside, it’ll take you to so-n-so, 

well I thought, do I do that or not. I didn’t see a bus in sight [00.50] I saw a taxi, I thought, 

that’s the answer, I’ll get a taxi, they’ll know where they’re going, they’ll know where 

they’ve got to take me to, to the hotel. It was a lady driving, we set off down one of the fast 

roads in Germany and I was hanging on to the seat, the speed she was going, but I got there 

safely. I went other years, my wife came with me, she unfortunately had a problem with her 

sight and Bernard said, “For a treat for her, take her with you” and we spent time out there 

with Malcolm Walton from the London office, Dave Evans from the London Office, Clive 

Broadfield was there with us, we had a real good time. I can remember Clive and Dave Evans 

doing the crossword in the Daily Telegraph and it was a challenge to both of them as to who 

could finish it first. And the one day, Clive went to get the papers and they hadn’t arrived, he 

was most distraught because he hadn’t got his Daily Telegraph to do the crossword. And I 

think I can say that over the few days we were there at the Fair, they very likely, it was equal 

as to who completed the crossword first, but they completed it within twenty minutes and it 

was wonderful.  

HL: What were you actually doing at the Basel Fair? 

RS: At the Basel Fair, the idea was again to talk to customers, tell them what the Office was 

doing, how we were doing it, again if possible for them to send the work to the Office. 

HL: Does that mean you were in competition with the London Assay Office? 

RS: We were in completion with both London and Sheffield, and Edinburgh of course, and at 

the Spring Fair and at Basel, it was a challenge, if you managed to get someone to register 

with the Birmingham Assay Office, you felt you’d won the day. It was a competition, 

whether that’s still the same now that I’m not in position at the Office, I don’t know but it 

certainly was at various times, and it was a case of offering the best service and hopefully 

Birmingham are continuing to do that. 

HL: It sounds like friendly completion if you were watching them do the crossword. 

RS: Being at the Basel Fair with Clive and Dave and Malcolm, whilst we were there to talk to 

the trade, again although we were from different offices, while we were there, we were again, 
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like I’ve said before, we were like a little family and we enjoyed a bit of banter between us 

and we enjoyed our time there and the German sausages were beautiful. 

HL: Before we get to your retirement, what are your memories of the different Assay 

Masters? 

RS: As I joined the office in 1946, the Assay Master at the time was Arthur Westwood, a 

very tall man. He was old at the time or he looked old because I was fifteen but he was very 

much a Victorian type of person … As I say he was very Victorian, but he was a nice man to 

talk to, but he, we used to walk up the road, up Newhall Street and we’d get to Great Charles 

Street, which in those days was not a duel carriage way, he would put his umbrella out in 

front of him and prepare to walk across the road. And alright he was getting towards the end 

of his career at the Assay Office, so he wasn’t a young man, we were far younger than him, 

many’s a time we’ve pulled his arm to pull him back, because not a lot of traffic, like there is 

in today’s world, but it was still enough for him to have been in danger. He retired and his 

son, Hamil Westwood, which was, he was a tall man, six foot seven. He used to sit at the 

desk that I'm sitting by the side of at the moment and because of the size he was his feet were 

coming out of the front of the desk. But he [00.55] was a good man to work for but if you got 

into a problem with an item, or something you did wrong, you used to have to go into see him 

in those days and explain why, what had happened and his famous saying to me, as a young 

man, was “Why did you do it?” and I used to think, “Well if I knew why I’d done it, I 

wouldn’t have done it.” I think that’s a fair answer. But again saying that, he was quite fair, 

those were difficult times, we were setting off, as a young man, then obviously going in to 

marriage where you needed extra money, and don’t we all, but he would listen to you and he 

would help you if he could. Hamil Westwood retired, unfortunately under a cloud, a cloud we 

don’t know, as a workforce, what it was. Various things went on at boardroom level that we 

were not told about, it was a case of carry on the job and I think in some ways, was it our 

business to know what happened? We would have liked to have known, obviously, but we 

were not told, he left and he retired and then we had other Assay Masters. But later in years 

Hamil married one of our staff, and I was on holiday in South Wales and we were coming 

back through Dunster, driving back and I knew that Edna and Hamil owned a shop in 

Dunster, and I was able to visit them. He did recognise me after a while and, as I say, I’m 

about five foot five and he was six foot seven, so there was quite a difference. After Hamil 

Westwood, we had Francis Maughan, who was the head, was the director. Stan Beechey was 

obviously doing all the, the sampling and the testing side, because Stan had grown up from 
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the shop floor and taken over as Assay Master. Stan, was I believe, was in the submarines 

during the war, in the Navy, so he was a sub-mariner. But although he was the boss, he was 

one of us, we played table tennis together, we played darts together, we were in the shooting 

team, all that side of it, he joined in with us, although he was still Assay Master, because he’d 

grown with us from the shop floor, which I appreciated and I’m sure he felt it was the right 

thing to do, because as boss you’ve got to be standalone, but you’ve got to be one of the 

team, if that makes sense. From then, Stan Beechey took over as Assay Master himself, for a 

number of years, til he retired. His brother worked with us as well, Ron and Stan retired and 

then we had Bernard Ward, so that was the fifth Assay Master I’d worked for. Bernard was a 

wonderful man, he came from Yorkshire, he was a Sheffield man, he made it, like I’ve said 

before, he made the place a family. He shared our problems and we shared his, because he 

did have a problem, he lost his daughter when she was 32 and that was a tragedy for him and 

it was for us, because we used to say to him, if you want to come and sit with us the in the 

lunch hour, Bernard, you are very welcome to come. He was a football man, he was semi-

professional, I believe, with Peterborough, I think it was Sheffield Wednesday, during his 

early years, so we could talk football and that was some way we could help him to adjust to 

life without the 32 year old daughter. He was a wonderful man and as I mentioned earlier, he 

was very good to me when my wife lost the sight of an eye, in helping me and I worked with 

Bernard, like I‘ve said earlier, [01.00] he’d, I’d get a phone call, like I mentioned with Peter 

Webster, you could go to him and say, “This is what I’ve got”, “Roy, you’ve started it , you 

finish it” and that was the type of man he was. But he was a wonderful man, I am still in 

touch with his wife Margaret, we talk on the phone, she’s very pleased, she’s moved back to 

Sheffield now, to be with her other daughter and she's able to adjust to life in her own 

familiar area that they were living when she'd got Bernard with her. It was a tragedy that 

Bernard went, I thought a great amount of him. 

HL: You say that by this stage you’d worked under five Assay Masters, so that’s Arthur 

Westwood, Hamil Westwood, Stanley Beechey, Bernard Ward, are you also including 

Francis Maughan as an Assay Master? 

RS: Our opinion, of the staff, was that Francis Maughan was the Assay Master, although he 

came, I believe from the cotton trade in the Manchester area, but he came in as the boss and 

we presumed, although I think he relied on Stan Beechey, because of Stan’s experience in the 

sampling and the laboratory side of the business, but as far as I was aware, Francis Maughan 

was classed as an Assay Master. Stan Beechey was, as I said, doing the work for him in the 
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laboratories because he hadn’t got the experience, but I considered him as one of the five 

Assay Masters that I’d worked for. 

HL: Looking back over your whole time, when you first arrived at the Assay Office in 1946 to 

when you retired in 1996, what changes did you observe in the Jewellery Quarter? 

RS: What I think of the Jewellery Quarter itself, it was originally, it was presumably a 

residential area. A lot of the places that I was delivering to, way back in 1946 were houses 

which had been converted, either to little units, shop units or manufacturing units. One 

instance I can remember, following that it was very close to the end of the war and 

unfortunately places were bombed, although not as late as ’45 at the end of the war, they 

were bombed in ‘40/’41, but they were still derelict buildings because nobody had got them 

on, spending it on other things, other than rebuilding at the time. We used to deliver to 

Dingley Brothers in Augusta Street, after Bonfire Night on November the 5th, the day before 

then, you would walk across the derelict building, across the floor, after Bonfire Night the 

boards had disappeared and we’d then have to walk across the beams carrying the parcels, 

across the beams that held the floor boards before, out into the yard up the fire escape, to 

deliver the parcel and back the same way out. I wonder what Health and Safety would think 

in today’s world. But the trade altered over the years, as I mentioned very early on, Vyse 

Street, coming from the clock, where again all beautiful houses, just turned into 

manufacturers units, those have disappeared. We’ve got a building now which we call The 

Big Peg which I like a flatted factory. I understand the reason it’s called The Big Peg is 

because men that worked in the jewellery trade used to hire a bench to do their work inside 

another manufacturer and they would have a peg on the wall to hang their coat and I think, 

they tell me that was where the word, Big Peg came from. Carrying on down now, the 

jewellery trade has altered considerably, in as much that a lot of it now has been, certainly on 

the main Vyse Street which is the main street of the Jewellery Quarter, they’ve turned them 

into shops, which I use myself. Very often go in there and alright, some of them know me 

and some don’t, after 19 years retired, they’ve moved on as well. They’ve turned into shops, 

there’s also, [01.05] again changes in as much as they changed into restaurants, coffee bars, 

fish and chips shops, cafes, again there’s the Jewellery Museum, which is well worth seeing. 

I went in within the last year and the man taking us round was talking to the group and he 

was saying this, that and the other and he looked at me and he said, “You seem to know 

something about it” and I said, “I was delivering here in 1946.”  He says to the group, “You 

seem to know more than me, you tell them what you think.” Which is how the trade has 
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changed, but a lot of it is for the better. Change is going to be made, I understand now they 

are going to make it an urban village, which will be very interesting if I live long enough, I 

hope to see it. Also the Assay Office will be moving into the Jewellery Quarter, which again 

is another area that’s going to be redeveloped. That’s progress, they call it and we have to 

accept it. With regard to the Office itself, a good number of changes, we were refurbished I 

don’t know how many times. Going back to what I said, it was like a church, we filled in the 

first floor, we filled in the second, we’ve had staircases moved round and all sorts of changes, 

polished floors, which again, far better than when I started in 1946, but like I said before, 

that’s progress and you have to accept it and move on. 

HL: What are your memories like of the social life of the Assay Office? 

RS: We had a social life because it was, like I said, it was part of a family, which is the way 

we looked at it, so we did things together, we had outings. Way back in 1948, I would think it 

was, just after the war, things were not back to normal, obviously, rationing was still about 

and I would think it was 1948 or ’47, we went to Windsor, which included a boat trip down 

the River Thames, with a meal at the end of it. So we set off, because roads were vastly 

different in those days, to what they are in 2015. We arrived at the park to get onto the boat, 

we got on the boat, of course as a result of being late getting there, the boat was late arriving 

at the stop that we were going to have the meal, which a meal out in those days was 

something different, not like in 2015. We arrive at the restaurant, only to find the party on the 

boat before us had eaten our meal, so they said, if you come back at four o’clock, go and do 

the other part of the tour, come back at four o’clock and we will rearrange and we’ll have a 

meal for us. We arrived back and I think it was, if I remember right one of my favourites, it 

was going to be roast beef, which after going through the war time, were we didn’t get very 

much in the way of food, we managed with what we could get, a roast beef dinner was 

something to look forward to. We carried on with other outings to various places, over the 

other years. We used to have a dinner and dance and that reminds me of when we were going 

to have the dinner and dance at the Imperial Hotel in Birmingham, which is no longer there, 

unfortunately, the building is, it’s now a solicitors. And the young people then, said “Well we 

don’t know how to dance, we want to come but,” so, what did we do, in the lunch hours, in 

the Office itself, what we knew how to dance, which was a waltz and a quick step and a slow 

foxtrot, that was enough, not the things that they do today, the salsa and this type of thing, we 

taught them how to waltz, quick step and slow foxtrot. They were able to go, and we had our 

own Christmas parties, we used to come down on the Saturday afternoon, go up into the 
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kitchen, cook the turkeys, cut them up [01.10] and all the bread rolls, you name it, mince 

pies, the lot and we had our own party.  A chap here, you’ll see on one of the photographs, 

Les Purcell, an excellent pianist, he used to come and he’d play the piano, on his own, 

nobody with him but he was able to play good enough for us to dance to and we used to have 

a good party, as many as seventy or eighty people in the Office. We had other clubs as well, I 

was the, sports associate club, we played table tennis in the Birmingham League and we’d 

leave the office at ten o’clock at night, and no cars in those days, it was a case of, you’d walk 

up into town, get a bus, I’d get home anything after eleven o’clock, quarter past eleven, but it 

was well worth it, again we had great fun. One man we had, Jack Hall, he had got a van, 

which, he was very interested in the younger people and he used to take us round in the van 

to the different places to play table tennis. We had a rifle club, but we did away with that 

because of those two people who come along, health and safety, they said it was better to not 

have it. But we’ve done all sorts of things, we had a chappie called Martin Taylor who used 

to be clever enough to write a script and have pantomimes and for my sin, I’ve got a 

photograph as me dressed up as a fairy. 

HL: You’ve talked about the numbers who’ve turned up for social events, can you talk about 

the numbers of people working here over the years you’ve worked here? 

RS: As I say, I joined the Office in ’46, I was one of the first post-war members to join the 

staff, one other, one or two others joined from the company I mentioned, which was Chief 

Inspector of Armaments, which was on the first floor during the war time. Being April ’46 I 

was one of the first, as I say. Most of the staff then were older than myself, because they’d 

been here during the war, that didn’t make them old, I appreciate that but they were a pre-war 

staff, like my Uncle Tom, who was here and he joined in 1905. So a lot of them unfortunately 

we moving on and retiring and then passing away unfortunately, but that’s life. The staff in 

numbers during the ‘40s, I suppose was somewhere around the fifties mark. As work 

increased, certainly during the ‘70s and as I mentioned earlier during the dog tag era as we 

called it, I can remember being the foreman and during the busy period again, as I said we did 

a lot of work in the three months up to Christmas. I can remember we could have as many as 

a hundred staff on the marking floor and we used other people from other departments 

because they’d come along, we could give them work that they could do, even people from 

packing and other parts, they would come and help us because the bigger part of the work 

doing, for the Office on the items was the hallmarking. No disrespect to the other 

departments, but hallmarking was very labour intensive, if you go back to the 40s and the 



25. ROY SMITH          21 
	  

50s, when you consider that if we’d got a gold charm with a jump ring on it, we even marked 

the jump ring and I can now see Les Haines, he was a sampler, he come to help us on 

marking, he’d say “What have you got for me today Roy?” and I’d say “2000 jump rings.” 

But he was good at it and he didn’t grumble, he’d do it for us. Like I mentioned very early 

on, the thumb bits on cigarette cases, but as years went on things changed, we were able to 

cut down on the amount of items and how many marks we [01.15] put on items, in various 

ways, so that, we had as many, as I say, as a hundred people, but that then, a lot of those 

would be recruited staff purely for the three months. A lot were students and I can remember 

sitting by the side of one of the students on the hydraulic presses one day and I said, “You’ll 

be pleased to be here today, earning some extra money” and she said, “Oh yes, it will help 

with my overdraft” and I thought “Oh dear!” But that’s how they were living and but again, 

they were glad and we were glad to see them. There were a lot of young students, I was at 

that time getting towards, I was in my 50s, so they were young people. It was a challenge and 

we were able to help them, hopefully help get them on the way to a career, working and 

working for their money. 

HL: You’ve talked about people working here being like a family, can you talk about the 

actual members of your family who’ve worked here? 

RS: After research, I found that my granddad, although my Uncle Tom I knew worked here, 

because I knew him as a person, but I understand my granddad worked from 1891 to 1901. 

His name was Cornelius Elijah Smith. My daughter who is very interested in the family tree 

and she’s got census records which shows Cornelius as a hallmarker gold, hallmarker silver, 

so that’s my granddad. My Uncle Tom who we lived with after my father died, he was here 

from 1905 to 1946, but again he had a spell out during the first war doing his duty in the 

wartime. He retired, he died should I say in 1946. I came myself in April ’46, myself, Roy 

Smith. My sister joined the Office, she was here from 1947 to 1981. She was in the Office, 

she worked with the cashiers, that’s an interesting little point, I may come back to that one, 

the cashiers, from 1947 to 1981. My son, Ivan Smith worked in the laboratory from 1978 to 

1980. He moved on to other things, he’s now a transport manager with a food company. My 

cousin Raymond Hill who I lost about five years ago, he was here from 1948 to ’96. His 

brother Keith was a hallmarker. Now Keith has got a record, he was here from 1960 to 2004, 

which is 44 years and he tells me even today, he’s unfortunately now, he’s in a home, but I 

got to visit him and look after him, because he’s got problems that he can’t do it himself after 

losing his brother Raymond. He’s very proud of the record from 44 years, to not being ill one 
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day. Not one day’s work off through sickness and he was only late once and that was because 

the snow was that deep the buses couldn’t get through. A cousin of mine who unfortunately 

we lost last year, he was Barry Patterson, he was on delivery, I don’t know what years, I can’t 

remember those and then a second cousin of mine, she arrived for the job, she spoke to the 

boss at the time below Hamil Westwood, was Doris James, she said she was with her mother 

and her mother said, “I had an uncle who worked here” and she said “Who was that?” and 

she said “Thomas Smith”, she said “Well there’s two of his family here now.” So of course 

they called us down, I’d not seen Rosemary or Josephine, it was one of the two cousins of 

mine of my Uncle Joe and Aunt Rose, I’d not seen them since the day my Uncle Tom died in 

1946, when we went with his other brother, Jack to report to Joe that Tom had died. But 

Geraldine was here as a company secretary, so she’s a Geraldine nee Smith, because I don’t 

know whether she’s married, she moved to Manchester. But the silly part about it [01.20] is, 

why didn’t I ask here when she was here, for a good three or four years, very likely, why 

didn’t I ask her who her mother was? We could of filled in the family tree, but I didn’t do it 

unfortunately. So that’s my family. So out of, including myself, we’ve got one, two, three, 

four, five, six, seven, eight, nine people who’ve worked for the Assay Office, so I think 

we’ve played our part in keeping Birmingham Assay Office going from 1891 til I retired in 

’96. 

HL: You mentioned you wanted to say something about the cashiers. 

RS: Yes, my sister Audrey, worked with the cashiers, way, way back in the very early time, 

as I say she came in, in ’47 and she worked with Edna Ainsley and Norma Leeker. Now, 

Miss Leeker was one of the old-school and your wages were brought round on a Friday 

morning and it was in a little tin and I can see today, it was about inch and a quarter diameter 

and about inch and a half, two inches high. Black metal tin and inside there was your wages. 

You’d take them out, including the little slip to say what you were earning and the one day I 

was six pence short, now that’s six d not six p. So I went to say, in the amount according to 

the paper, so she said, “Can’t be.” I said, “Well, there it is, I'm six pence short.” “Come and 

see me later on.” So I went back, I never got my six d, she convinced me that it was income 

tax. She got the ledgers out, which didn’t mean a thing to me, big books showing this, that 

and the other, but I never got me six d. But it was strange also, when you had a rise, she’d put 

the tin into your hand and very quietly, whispering, “You’ve got a six pence rise this week.” 

six d in those days, but again we were glad of it. So it’s just things that I remember and I 
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thought you, anybody that’s going to listen to this later on will try and judge what it was like, 

way back in 1946. Changes have come. 

HL: Can you talk about the role of the union? 

RS: We had the strike unfortunately, again that was like it is in most strikes, it’s to do with 

terms and conditions. At the time work was diminishing and as a result people had got to 

leave, which is always sad. My sister and my son were involved in it, I was a foreman at the 

time and in Customer Service, so I was on part management. My thoughts on unions, they’re 

very, they are very, very useful because they help people, they do get things sorted out but I 

always say to my wife, she was personnel manager at one of the large Rover company, motor 

manufacturers and she laughs at me, I say, to me, if you’ve got a strike, you send the right 

people in, you lock them in a room, because at some time, someone has got to move slightly 

sideways of centre line. Whether it be to the left or to the right, somebody has got to move 

that little bit that otherwise you never get an answer and my personal opinion is, if you 

understand what I’m trying to say, you lock them in a room and you don’t come out til 

you’ve made a decision. The second strike we had went on for ten weeks, it was not pleasant 

because unfortunately we they’re on strike, you see the bad side of somebody, which 

shouldn’t be there, whether it be on the people that were, we were inside, the others were 

outside, to come in of a morning, we used to meet in the carpark across the way and meet as a 

group, get out of our cars and come in as a group, rather than an individual because of the 

trouble you could have, which is sad. I remember one gentleman, and I did attend his funeral, 

he was, I was a Blues supporter, he was a Villa supporter, so we used to have banter between 

us [01.25] over the results, after the strike, he wouldn’t speak to me. I’d try and speak to him, 

he wouldn’t say a word, which was very sad, but in the end he relented and we went back to 

the banter between us and I attended his funeral and his son was very pleased to see me. 

HL: Why did you not join the union yourself? 

RS: Because I was under management, we were not under any pressure to join a union. Like 

I’ve said before I didn’t feel I needed to. I didn’t want to, I’ve nothing against the unions, as I 

say they did good work for us, in fact the people that were in, keeping the office ticking over, 

although we didn’t, all we did was pass work back out for other offices to be able to finish 

because the customers needed their work, because of the timing they needed to get it back to 

be finished, they wanted, it’s money to them. So all we did was pass work back out, when the 

strike was over, they got part of the issues that was, a lot of it is to do with money, wages and 
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the results of them getting something, we got something. So we gained from it, but I can’t see 

my way clear, like I’ve said before, unions are very good, but because they get in a big group, 

they get silly, to use a term, and I feel it’s better to sit around a table and hammer things out 

and get it sorted out, because at the end of the day, nobody gains. 

HL: And now can you talk about your retirement in 1996? 

RS: I was due to retire on my birthday in March 3rd 1996. One of the customers said to me, 

“What are you going to have as a present, Roy?” I said, “I don’t want anything, I’ve enjoyed 

my time here.” But to go on from that, cos he said, Peter Mooney, he said, “You’ve got to 

have something.” I said, “Well I don’t want anything.” But the social club at the time, which 

was very well led by Josie Cusack, very good person, very keen to do things, in all ways in 

the social club and one of the things they were doing at the time was raising money for the 

Acorns Children’s Hospice. So it suddenly was decided, let’s build the, they were doing a 

raffle, they said, “Let’s do it round your fifty years.” So I said, “Excellent idea.” Although I 

was due to retire on March 3rd, I said “Well I’ll do til the end of the month” because I've then 

done the fifty years, I did an extra three weeks, which was no problem. So gradually, it built 

up, to get prizes, a letter was sent out by Bernard Ward to the customers, we finished up with 

sixty prizes, of all sorts, bangles, brooches, pendants, even a dressing table set from 

Broadway and Co which was beautifully engine turned and enamelled in a box, well a case, 

beautiful case. All sorts of prizes. Some decided to send different ones, one was a music 

centre, he said you’ll have enough jewellery or silver or that sort of item, so something 

different. So we finished up with sixty prizes. 

HL: These are all from your customers? 

RS: All from the customers. As I say different, one was a cut glass bowl, which I was 

fortunate enough to win, but that’s another matter. So it was built around that, we sold tickets 

and we raised £5000. Alright I think to be fair, we were a few pounds under the £5000 and 

Bernard, being the man he was, said the Office will make it up, to round it up to a reasonable 

figure. Two of the people that were on the Acorns Hospice [01.30] fundraising committee, or 

whatever they were at the time, was Kay Alexander who later became the Chairperson of the 

Assay Office. Kay was a newsreader with the television. Don Maclean, he’s a comedian 

which a lot of you people, he was Solihull born, a Solihull man, and he was on the committee 

as well and they were here for the draw and the presentation. We raised the £5000 and all the 

prizes, as I say we had all sorts of different things, were given out and we were able to raise 
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that money. Hopefully you’ll see a photograph of me with all the prizes, it is available and we 

were thrilled to think, again we’d helped, I harp on this word, we were a family team and we 

were helping families that had got children that were a lot worse off that ourselves and we 

thought it was something, I believe they continue it on today in various ways, although they 

haven’t got Josie, who was the pusher. You do this, you do that, but she was keen, a lovely 

person and she’s retired now and I was talking to her not long ago and she misses it greatly. 

We had all the pantomimes, the parties and all the things you could do, plus the final one 

which was the raffle for the Acorns Hospice. 

HL: And that was your retirement party? 

RS: Well Bernard Ward used to say, “How long is your retirement going on?” Because we 

had, we were saying the raffle for the Acorns Hospice, there was all the work involved in 

that, everybody coming and joining in. We had a party for the staff, down in the basement, in 

the sports room and we had a good time there. It was well worth doing, again harping on the 

same word, we were a family so we all enjoyed it together and I went off on my retirement 

and I can remember all the staff had gone, I can remember having the phone in my hand, with 

an hour to go and I said to Alan Morris, who was taking over from me, “Have the phone, I’m 

finished” because it was a strange thing to do, going back to the words of “Leave it with me,” 

I wasn’t able to leave it, because I wasn’t going to be here and to suddenly say, well in two 

weeks’ time we’ll be doing so-n-so for you and I suddenly realised, you’re not going to be 

here and it was strange. But I can remember all the staff had gone home, Alan stayed with 

me, we collected all the presents and bits and pieces together that I was taking home. I got 

into the cloakroom, got my coat, got to the door, going out into the carpark and Alan said 

“You’ll be alright there then Roy” and that’s when it hit me and I went into tears as I am 

now. But I got to the car, sat in the car for ten minutes, drove home, pulled on to the drive, 

there was balloons on the door, banners inside the, my daughter-in-law had been there with 

my wife and we sat there together and fortunately we’ve enjoyed 19 years since I retired and 

hopefully that will continue. 

 

[End of Interview 01.34.02] 


