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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Stephen Alabaster at the Assay Office on 

the 26th of February 2015. Tell me first about your family firm. 

 

SA: The business was founded in around about 1887, according to our letter headings. We 

have some paperwork that suggests there was an earlier date and some suggests there was a 

later date. Arthur Alabaster was my great-great grandfather, (in fact great-grandfather) his 

father had been a commercial traveller, I’m not sure in what line of business. His first wife 

had died and he moved from London with his son Arthur, and Arthur was at that stage about 

ten years old, I think. He went to King Edwards school in Birmingham, and I understand that 

he joined a firm called W & G Myers, who were silversmiths, after he left school. And he 

was there for some time, probably about ten years, until he went into partnership, first of all 

with Joshua Edward Cartwright, and that was, actually signed papers saying 1888 for that 

date. He then later in the, went into partnership, again, the two of them with Thomas Wilson, 

who was a commercial traveller and considerably older than the other two, I think, and so that 

was 1887/1888. They were originally manufacturing jewellers and jewellery factors and the 

business obviously went fairly well, and in about 1890 they were able to build their own 

factory, the first offices had been in Vyse Street, with Cartwright’s business actually in 

Warstone Parade, on Warstone Lane. But they built their factory in 1890ish in Legge Lane, 

and it was pretty well the first building in the street, on the site, I believe, of the, the owner of 

the land, who’s Henage Legge, who was son of the Earl of Dartmouth and I think the 

factories round about the same spot as Mr Legge’s house had been originally built. And ten 

years later they add an extension, so the factory became really quite a large premises, was 

employing, I don’t know how many people, but probably twenty to thirty craftsmen, plus 

other staff and grew very rapidly and gained a very good reputation very rapidly as well. It 

was always producing high quality jewellery using top-quality stones, and also started very 

early making animal jewellery and it’s always had that reputation as a manufacturer of animal 

jewellery, equestrian jewellery, fox-hunting jewellery, fishing jewellery. And that remains a 

small side of our business really. We still make a lot of race horse brooches, for example, we 

enamel the jockeys in the owner’s colours, and that’s really a hundred and twenty years of 

history of doing that sort of work. My grandfather then joined his father, and that would have 

been round about 1900, maybe just after that. He also went to King Edwards School, he was 

born in 1884, I think. And also his younger brother, Clifford, who was born in1886, joined 

the factory. At about the same time, Wilson had died, he actually died in 1903, 1905, I think 

it was, Cartwright dissolved his partnership with Arthur, and so that left three Alabaster’s 
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running the business. And that went on then until 1914, when of course, the two sons were 

called up, and in fact there were five sons, but only two came into the business, all five went 

off to the First World War at some stage or another. Four of them were injured or invalided 

home at some stage or another, Clifford the second brother, died in the Somme, as a result of 

wounds in 1916. My grandfather, by contrast, had what you’d call a very good war. He 

finished with the rank of major and won the Military Cross, won the Croce di Guerra in the 

Asiago Plateau in Italy and he came back then to the factory to [00.05] work with his father. 

And things went on quite well, I suppose, until the 1930s when of course, business for 

everybody became very difficult. I think the business had survived really quite well during 

the First World War, looking at sales figures you can see that there was actually really quite a 

steady growth in business at the start of the war, and then quite a slump, and then picked up 

again very rapidly after 1918. 1918 was the year that my uncle was born, Derek and then my 

father was born four years later in 1922. Again both boys went to King Edwards School and 

they eventually came into the business. My uncle in 1936 and my father just very briefly in 

1939, before both of them, going off to fight, my father joined the RAF and my uncle went 

into the Army. And then they, my father actually saw no active service at all, he was 

unfortunately taken off flying training just shortly before he got his wings, but I think that 

was a good thing, because he was due to be a bomber pilot, and the chances are I wouldn’t be 

here now if he had’ve actually got his wings. Instead he went from Canada to India, from 

India to Japan, and was part of the occupation forces in Hiroshima, and came back via Hong 

Kong and got home, I think, about 1946. So he and Derek then both joined the company, or 

re-joined the company, at about that time. I should have said that my great-grandfather Arthur 

died in 1934, so that was before the two younger brothers, my father and uncle, joined the 

business. We had another gentleman, who joined the firm in 1925, Bernard Howell.  He was 

purely a clerk when he joined the business, but my grandfather spotted that he was rather 

artistic, and he encouraged this artistry. And eventually Bernard How became a prize winning 

designer for the company and was made a director, when in fact my father and uncle were 

also made directors in 1947 when the company was incorporated as a limited company. In 

1965, my brother Paul joined the business. He was just eighteen at the time, and he worked 

until this year, in fact, 2015, retiring just before he’d reached fifty years of work in the 

business. He was rather encouraged by his wife to retire and I think it’s probably a good thing 

that he has done so. My sister, Wendy joined in 1968 and I joined in 1975, after I’d finished 

my education. 
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HL: Tell me about your education. 

 

SA: Well the first school I went to was a little private junior school called Moseley College, 

not surprisingly in the middle of Moseley. That has been long since demolished and is now a 

block of flats, and I was there for a couple of years before going on to Edgbaston Preparatory 

School, also known as Hallfield, and I was there from 1958 to 1964, so at the age of thirteen 

the school tended to take people up to Common Entrance, but I instead took the exams for 

King Edwards School in Birmingham. And I won a place there, so following in my fathers 

and grandfathers and great-grandfather's footsteps. I started at KES in 1964. Had a good time 

there, enjoyed it very much, I loved sport and played just about any sport that was available. I 

represented the school at probably about half a dozen sports, I should think, maybe eight. 

And my house at any other sport I hadn’t represented the school in and I found a bit of time 

for learning as well. I did alright in O Levels, at A Levels I did rather better, having decided 

to go into the Modern Language six, where I studied French and German and English as my 

three main subjects. It was a very clever Modern Language six, there were about fifteen boys 

in the class, and a lot of those went on to Oxford or Cambridge, and I was rather surprised 

[00.10] when I was asked if I was going to apply. When I said definitely not and chose 

instead to go to Manchester University, where I read French, that was four year course and 

again I really loved that. I found having come from King Edwards, that out of an intake of 

probably about a hundred in that first year, I felt that I was very comfortable with academic 

work. And so I had two years first of all at university, studying every variety of areas of 

literature and language, then a year living in France, with was again, fantastic, I made some 

very good friends there. I was living in a town called Le Puy-en-Velay in the Massif Central. 

And then came back to do my finals and I’d always been interested in art and I chose as my 

dissertation subject, Delacroix’s illustrations of Shakespeare, with particular reference to 

Hamlet and that I really enjoyed the research in. I decided then that I’d stay on in 

Manchester, for another year at the University, in this case to do a PGCE and then applied for 

a job in Sale, just outside Manchester, as a teacher of French and there I also coached a 

couple of rugby teams and a couple of cricket teams. So I really had a very good time, and I 

enjoyed playing both football and cricket, as it happens with the school’s staff. But it was 

always really designed that I would come into the jewellery trade and so in 1975, I handed in 

my notice and came instead to work for Alabaster and Wilson.  

 

HL: What was your attitude to joining the family firm? 
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SA: Well I was really quite keen to do it, I’d known the factory as a child, I used to quite 

often, with my father, go in to visit the factory on a Saturday morning, because of course we 

used to work Saturdays in those days, and I’d always go and have a chat with each of the men 

at the bench, and got to know Bernard Howell, the designer very well and it was always fun 

to go and do it. When I actually did go and join, I suppose I had some doubts about whether it 

really was a good idea. I was well encouraged to join, my father was keen, and my brother 

and sister were both very keen that I should come and join them. And first, as I said, I had 

slight doubts, but then as I got more used to the job I realised I did enjoy it very much. I spent 

a couple of years working part-time at the bench, and the other half of the time I was working 

in the office, so learning the administration of the business. And then quite soon I was being 

sent out on initial trips to visit customers, I suppose the first trip I did was with my father, we 

had a week in London, and that was very important because London was our biggest area of 

business. We had a lot of customers in Bond Street and Regents Street and Burlington Arcade 

and so on, so it was very important to get to know those customers early on. I’d also studied 

gemmology and done the diamond grading courses of the Gemmological Association, as an 

evening student at the Birmingham School of Jewellery. And that was quite an interesting 

time, it was useful and I’ve kept up a long association with the Gemmological Association 

since those days, I’ve been on the committee for very many years, I've been treasurer for 

probably twenty-five years, I should think, of the Birmingham branch. And I go regularly to 

meetings that we have on Friday evenings, throughout the winter months and I try and keep a 

little bit up-to-date, although I wouldn’t claim to be a great gemmologist. 

 

HL: When you were working, as you say, half-time on the bench in mid-1970s, what were you 

doing? 

 

SA: Well, I should think probably the first thing I made would have been a charm and that 

would have been purely filing bits off castings, and then soldering rings on, just cleaning it, 

ready for finishing and sale. Then we moved on to brooches and learning how to make those 

up in, either single piece castings, with brooches fittings added or multiple castings, or 

eventually hand making pieces entirely. I sat next to a chap called Charlie Allen for about 

eighteen months of this learning period, and Charlie had joined us at the age of sixteen in 

1922 and he worked until, [00.15] I think 1979, he decided it was time to retire. In the only 

years he’d missed from the business were during the Second World War, when he’d been 
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called up. He was a fantastic worker, worked incredibly hard, never stopped but was really 

such a nice man to work with. I remember, he wasn't a wealthy man, but he gave me a very 

generous wedding present when we got married. He also made me make my own wedding 

ring and my wife’s wedding ring, and I did consider making my wife’s engagement ring, but 

I decided that our ring maker at that stage, a chap called Sid Wright, was so incredibly good 

that he must make it. The ring has survived intact now for forty years, nearly.  

 

HL: How many people were working for the firm at that time? 

 

SA: Well I think in the workshop, there would have been about eight. One of those, Rod 

Mossop joined the firm in 1950 and, oh sorry, that was the year he was born, he joined the 

firm in 1966, and he’s still with us now, so he’s worked fifty years really, again, almost as 

long as my brother worked. I do remember a couple of other characters, a chap called Arthur 

Hanson, who had joined the company in 1947 and he’d done all sorts of brooch making jobs, 

and other jobs, but he’d finished up working as a full time lapper. Lapping is where you 

applied a very flat surface to a piece of jewellery, cufflinks or signet rings, holding that piece 

of jewellery against a spinning wheel, called a lap which is impregnated with either diamond 

powder or rouge or whatever you need to get down to a very, very fine polished surface and 

he was a master craftsman in that area. We’ve never been able to produce anybody as good. 

Arthur retired in1991 so he worked, fifty-four years, I think, in the business, if I’ve got my 

sums right. I haven’t quite, no forty-four years, [laughs] never mind. I mentioned Sid Wright, 

by this stage Bernard Howell had retired and so my brother Paul was running the workshop in 

the position of Works Manager and he was very good actually, he had learnt rapidly from 

Bernard, he was also a gemmologist, as my sister was and so he was buying stones, buying 

materials and also a designer. He wasn't originally taken on a designer, Paul, but he had really 

quite an artistic eye, in fact we all have, in our own way in the family. There’s a portrait of 

my great-grandfather, that my grandfather himself painted after my great-grandfather’s death, 

taken from an old black and white photograph, but he used his own colouring to bring it up to 

life and it is a beautiful portrait. Paul, bossed me around, in a very gentle way while I was in 

the workshop. It was a very hot time of the century, in fact, 1975/1976, we had incredibly hot 

summers and our workshop is on the upper floor of the factory, it faces the afternoon sun, not 

only did we have windows all the way across the front, we also have skylights, so the 

temperatures got very high and it was a credit to the craftsman in the factory that they kept 

working without too many complaints. I think I probably could just about say the same for 
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myself, although I’m sure I complained more than I should have done.  After I’d been 

working alongside Charlie Allen for about eighteen months, it was decided that I should sit 

next to the ring maker, Sid Wright. And he was somebody who didn’t like passing on 

knowledge, because he always reckoned that anybody he’d told how to do something, that 

person would then go off and join another factory and take all his skills with him. But since I 

was a son of the business, he was quite happy for me to work alongside him and teach me 

how to make various things. And I do remember the first ring that I actually made and sold, 

and it was a zircon and diamond cluster ring and it was all hand-made and it went into the 

bag, and I was off on business to London. And I visited Ogdens, who as well as having a 

shop in Harrogate, which is a very famous business, they had a shop in St James’ and Guy 

Ogden ran the business, and I remember him looking into the ring case and just saying, “I 

think I’m going to have that ring” and he’d picked out this blue zircon cluster ring and I 

thought, “Should I tell him I made it?” And I thought, [00.20] “No I won’t,” [laughs] and I 

just felt a little surge of excitement as he put it down, without even asking the price and I was 

able to invoice him, which was a fantastic moment for me. 

 

HL: Meanwhile you were doing training at the School of Jewellery, tell me more about that. 

 

SA: Well I decided, rather smugly maybe, that I could do the two years Gemmological 

Association course in one year, and so I did both the preliminary and the diploma exams all 

in one year. It meant I didn’t get a distinction, but I did okay. I was trained in the theory of 

gemmology by a chap called Sid Tisdale and he was a pillar of the Gemmological 

Association in Birmingham, he had a fantastic knowledge, huge enthusiasm, and I think he 

rather hoped I would be his first Tully Medallist, and I wasn't. Nonetheless we did okay and 

we got on well, he also trained Paul and Wendy before and had a good friendship with the 

Alabaster family. For practical purposes I was trained by Doug Morgan and Doug Morgan is 

a metallurgist by original skill, but is probably one of Birmingham’s, and the countries, best 

amateur lapidaries. He was an expert witness in cast iron, so along way from the jewellery 

trade. He also does microphotography and all sorts of fantastic things, he’s ninety-seven 

nearly, and still a very active gemmologist. And the other person who trained my in the 

practicalities of gemmology was a chap called Dennis Price, and Dennis Price was a full-time 

lapidary and one of the great characters of the jewellery trade in Birmingham. He only died a 

few years ago and he kept working, really til shortly before he died. Everybody loved him, he 

was a great wag and, and a very good gemmologist too, so the two went well in hand. The 
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following year I did the diamond grading course, the Gemmological Association and the 

person who taught that course was again, not a jeweller, but he was an engineer by training. 

So Peter Ballen taught diamonds, I think just because he loved it, he’d been a gemmologist 

before, and a lot of people come into gemmology through other means, through the jewellery 

trade. We had a barrister who had been rock-climbing and seen something sparkling and 

thought, “I wonder what that is” and then he decided to study gemmology. We had another 

fellow who was a geologist and had worked out in Norway, in fact he probably was 

Norwegian, he had a very strange accent, but again he had rather stumbled across gemmology 

in picking up other rocks. It’s a very interesting subject and one can spend an awful lot of 

time studying little stones, and assessing them for regions they’ve come from and, but really 

what interests me in gemstones is colour, I like a stone that is a fine colour and a good 

example of its type. And while I do take a gemmological interest in it, my real interest is in 

the stone for itself and being able to sell it, although sometimes, I rather wish I hadn’t done, if 

I've really fallen in love with it. 

 

HL: What did you do when you completed your training? 

 

SA: It was always decided that I would work alongside my uncle and father, as one of our 

salesmen. My uncle was getting rather lame in his later years and was due to retire fairly 

soon. My father was still quite fit but I was really understudying him, in a lot of the travelling 

I did, and so as well as going to get to know the London customers, which was in itself, rather 

and daunting prospect, I think, but I got on okay. The next most important area for us to do 

business in was Ireland, particularly the Republic of Ireland and was always rather a long 

trip, a lot of customers to visit all around the country. And in the early days, following my 

father’s footsteps, we used to get a train from Birmingham and the boat across to Dún 

Laoghaire, and travel all around the country by train, and get back in the country at five 

o’clock in the morning on a very cold day normally. And I really didn’t enjoy that bit of it 

very much, so I decided that it would be much more sensible to use a car. The first [00.25] 

time I did that, rather against my father’s wishes, I flew to Dublin and then hired and car and 

travelled around the country and had much more fun. And then later on I decided it would be 

easier still to take my own car and that’s what I've continued to do. Since then, we had a lot 

of customers there dating really from an awful long way back. Most of the businesses were 

family businesses and many of them we could say we’d been dealing with them since the 

1890s and were carrying on in various generations of the business. Sadly the last few years 
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has seen a lot of those businesses disappearing, really for financial reasons, in one or two 

cases, the last generation has decided it’s a good time to just stop. So the number of 

customers has diminished quite seriously over there, as it has through much of Britain really. 

A lot of those old relationships with family businesses have died not because the businesses 

have entirely died, but because the families have gone out of them, they’ve become parts of 

buying groups, or they’ve become [coughs] ‘scuse me. Gradually I got to travel all over the 

British Isles really and these days, I’m the only traveller we have for the business. So my area 

covers from Aberdeen in the north to Penzance in the south and Canterbury, the Channel Isles 

and occasionally to Europe and I still go to Ireland, when I can. Not quite as often as we used 

to do, I think in my father’s days, we used to go about three times a year and probably spend 

a fortnight each time. I’ve reduced it to about a week to ten days, maybe once or twice a year. 

And again, around the country we’ve, we have lost customers, we have gained others and we 

find that London is still a very important part of our business. We deal mainly with retailers, 

we do have a few private customers and in a way, that’s been rather a godsend in recent 

years. Partly to do with my age and my children’s ages, that a lot of my children’s friends and 

friend’s children, have been getting engaged recently and so we seem to have been making a 

lot of engagement and wedding rings and that’s quite fun. It’s always a very personal affair 

when that happens and I enjoy doing that. We have also found in recent years that a shift has 

been very much away from sale of stock to specially commissioned pieces. And we’ve 

always had a full-time designer, so it’s not been a problem to do that, but we’ve been 

designing more for one off-pieces than for stock items, in many ways. I feel that’s a bit of a 

shame but that’s where the trade is gone and we’ve also found and the same time that the 

demands made of us are different. We would never have touched silver jewellery, forty, fifty 

years ago, now we find we have to make, certainly a lot of silver cufflinks, we avoid any 

other types of silver jewellery, most of the time. Although if somebody asks us very nicely 

we might just make it in silver, if we have to. That wouldn’t apply to anything gem set, we 

insist on gem set jewellery being gold or platinum. The business has shrunk, I think, now we 

employ ten people and that would be about half the size of the business that I joined. There 

are more processes that are done mechanically, casting off, which has been, always been part 

of the trade in the very early days, pieces would have been cast in wet sand, then lost wax 

came, casting came into being and my grandfather was horrified, apparently. He said we 

shouldn’t use it, it’s going to be the death of craftsmanship, and to some extent, he was 

maybe right. I think, we employ just a small number of craftsmen, they’re all really quite old 

and the future is a difficult vision. We’re not quite sure where we’ll find the right sort of 
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quality of craftsmen. We’ve always had a policy, well certainly in recent years, of taking on 

people who are already well qualified and we’ve had to then extend and bring them up to the 

standards that we work to. That sounds very arrogant, but we know we’re at the top end of 

the trade in Birmingham and because we have demanding West End customers, but not just 

[00.30] West End, its demanding all round the country and you’d expect that, we don’t 

charge low prices, and therefore we expect that the quality of the pieces that we send out 

should be high quality. 

 

HL: You’ve talked with some admiration of former colleagues who were highly skilled, how 

do you achieve these skills? 

 

SA: For a lot of people the School of Jewellery is the first point of contact with the jewellery 

trade and the School has itself got some very good craftsmen amongst its teaching staff. And 

so basic skills are learnt quite early on. I think there’s a strong feeling around the jewellery 

trade in general, that students don’t always get enough practical skills, there’s a lot of 

emphasis on design. And so the finished article in the, from the School, the graduate, is not 

necessarily the craftsman that we are looking for. We prefer people to have had really a 

number of years training in other companies before they come to us. And there’s a varying 

amount of skilled training I think, within the trade, a lot of companies these days are using 

only castings or stamping or whatever the means they have of producing the jewellery. And 

so the finishing jobs, if you like, the adding on of fittings or whatever, are really quite basic 

skilled jobs. So we need to employ people who have sometimes even worked for themselves 

and have had that background, so they’ve had to hone their skills. Again early days, the best 

craftsmen worked on piecework and if you worked on piece work you had to work fast and 

you had to work accurately, because you didn’t get paid if you didn’t produce the job to the 

right quality. Very few people work on piece work these days. And we have a basic 

agreement with our craftsmen that a job is going to take, say ten hours to do, if they 

overshoot those ten hours, there’s no great repercussion, but it does mean we can’t charge for 

more than ten hours work, if we’ve quoted for ten hours work, and so we try to keep people 

within the times, that we give them. But more important, than the time they take, is that the 

finished article should be correctly done, and we do pride ourselves on that.  

 

HL: What are the changes in product that you’re selling since the 1970s? 

 



26. STEPHEN ALABASTER           
	  

10	  
	  

SA: At that time, we were selling a very wide range of products, from nine carat gold charms, 

through to expensive diamond and other gemstone rings and broaches and pendants and so 

on. There has been a shift, we have always been very well known for brooch production and 

we do continue to sell more brooches probably than most other manufacturers of any quality 

in the country. One area where we do find we’ve lost business has been in genuine 

manufacture, and that’s really because of the growth of castings available, and the breakdown 

of the old relationships between manufacturer and retailer. It was considered that, in fact in 

very early days, the manufacturer would sell to the wholesaler and the wholesaler would sell 

to the retailer. Then it became that the manufacturer would sell to the retailer, and that’s 

really the way we’ve always been involved, and then the retailer then discovered they could 

actually buy ready-made mounts from all sorts of places, they could buy their stones from the 

stone dealers, who again would not normally have dealt with most retailers, but are very 

happy to sell a sapphire to anybody who asks now. And then it’s just a job of a little jobbing 

jeweller to get the piece finished. The effect of internet trading of course, as well has been 

enormous and many of those retailers, who we have felt slightly, possibly have cut us out of 

the business, found themselves cut out of the business by internet business and so the 

traditional retailer who might have expected to sell ten, fifteen, twenty engagement rings on a 

Saturday, suddenly finds they might sell one on a Tuesday and that’s it for the week, because 

the rest of the business is going to the internet. We try to adapt to those changes, obviously 

we’ve always tried to adapt. [00.35] We’ve found that the reduction in the number of 

customers we actually have to deal with has been very marked. But we’ve also tried to give 

those customers a fuller service and, for example, we have one particular customer in London 

who deals only in cufflinks and we make a very large amount of cufflinks just for that 

customer. He does very well with them, he pays promptly and he’s become our biggest 

customer. If I went back to when I was first in the business, our largest customer would 

probably have been somebody like Garrard, the crown jeweller at the time. Garrard and then 

Asprey as well, who were also very important customers, had rather tricky times and I won’t 

go into that, but we found that now we really have no dealings with those businesses at all. 

Mapin and Webb, another business that was really a large business, and an archetypal British 

retailer, has been struggling to maintain that title and I think they’ve seen their reputation 

slip, although they do still work quite hard at it and are trying to bring it back, and we do deal 

with them and it’s a pleasure to have that sort of business when we get it. We find more and 

more of the businesses we deal with, instead of being these very large businesses are small 

individual retailers, whether it be in London, in Burlington Arcade or Edinburgh or 
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Aberdeen, they’re people who like to keep a very personal relationship with their suppliers, 

they have a very personal relationship with their customers, of course. And for many of those 

customers, Alabaster and Wilson might not have been a name, and it still might not be a 

name for them, because it’s the retailer selling the product. But I find increasingly that my 

retail customers are pleased to introduce me to their customers, because of the age of our 

business and the traditions that we have for the quality of the work, and to be Mr Alabaster of 

Alabaster and Wilson gives them a little bit of kudos, as well as being nice for me to chat to 

the end user. 

 

HL: What are the other causes of the decline in the jewellery trade? 

 

SA: I think foreign competition has played a major part. In the 1970s, ‘80s, really up to the 

late ‘90s, I suppose, the amount of jewellery produced in Italy had a massive effect on British 

trade. The Italian government really subsidised the jewellery trade very heavily and so it was 

often possible for an Italian producer to produce gold jewellery that looked very good, at 

almost the cost that we were paying for bullion ourselves, so it was really not competitive at 

all. And the of course, the growth of the far eastern industries has had a massive effect on the 

trade in general. We’ve noticed in some ways, not least, I suppose, because retailers tend to 

spend large amounts of money with products that sell rapidly, and at the moment, a lot of 

those products are low price, Chinese made, it takes up a lot of their disposable income and 

so we tend to rather get the tail end of anything, any business that is going, unless it’s a 

special commission, when they’ll happily say, “Well of course you can’t get that done in 

China, so we’ll come to Alabaster and Wilson and they can design and make it.” We also 

found we’ve had to re-make rings particularly that have been bought from Chinese 

manufacturers. Somebody wants a ring that doesn’t fall apart in a hurry, or they just want one 

that looks the same, but they’ve been quoted several months to get the piece from China and 

so they come to Alabaster and Wilson again to make it. Maybe at a higher price, in fact, 

without any doubt at a higher price, because our labour charge is so much higher, but they get 

a product that they are going to be pleased with and it’s going to last a life time. I think, the 

other areas that have affected the jewellery trade in general, have really been the growth, 

particularly of electronic goods, and it’s been a such a huge industry for Britain, or in retail 

terms, I think the growth of sales in electronic goods, and other products that people suddenly 

want, travel, they don’t want furs anymore, they don’t want jewellery any more they want 

more, they want something that give them immediate pleasure [00.40] rather than long lasting 



26. STEPHEN ALABASTER           
	  

12	  
	  

pleasure and I think that’s been a big change and probably something that’s, in a way with us 

forever now. 

 

HL: Tell me about becoming a director of the company. 

 

SA: Well that was in 1985. My uncle, Derek, had died in 1983, and so left my father as sole 

director, effectively and so he decided that the three of us should become co-directors with 

him. It was no great shakes really, it meant that we were nominally on the letter headings, and 

I suppose when you are out visiting a customer as a director of the company rather than just a 

member of the family, it maybe adds a little something, obviously we had shareholdings, 

which made a difference. The decision making was really already going on, between the four 

of us, and my father was somebody who actually, somebody who preferred to hand 

responsibility to others rather than take it all on himself, so it wasn't a problem at all for him 

to delegate work. My sister and brother and I all took on slightly different roles, I was 

obviously the one who had become the salesman, and increasingly the salesman. My sister 

was very much involved in administration, and my brother was running the workshop, and 

my father was again, doing administration, and helping me in some of the travelling until as 

he got older, he retired more and more from that. I have younger brother as well, David, who 

did come into the business from the retail trade, he’d been working at Boodle and Dunthorne. 

And we thought in about 1999 odd, that he should come and join us and we enticed him 

away. But unfortunately, although we all got on very well together, it was quite a difficult 

time in the trade generally. We had a recession looming just at that same time, and his wife 

didn’t really want to move away from the north of England to Birmingham and so that 

became a bit of a sticking point. And we said eventually, you really should get back into 

retail and he stayed in retail and we still have a very good relationship with him and his wife, 

I’m glad to say, so there was no trouble with that. But it was a shame because as time went 

on, he and I would have shared all the travelling, instead of it all falling onto my shoulders 

which means at peak times, I've been travelling thirty or forty, well not so many as forty, 

thirty, thirty-five weeks of the year, on a Monday to Friday basis, away from home. And 

obviously when you have young children, that has an impact when your children are a bit 

older and your wife is left alone as well, although my wife does work, but it does still mean 

you miss quite a lot of home life and spend a lot of time in hotels. 

 

HL: And how does the younger generation feel about the family firm? 
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SA: Well I have a son and a daughter. My son is thirty-two and he works for Deutsche Bank 

here in Birmingham. My daughter is thirty, she’s a solicitor. Simon had read Geography at 

university and Elizabeth had read French and Italian, another linguist, as is my wife, in fact, 

at Leeds University and she went and worked in France for a couple of years as then decided 

she’s like to be a lawyer, so she came back to Birmingham, read Law at Birmingham college 

of Law and joined Wragges who are major solicitors here in Birmingham. I can’t say it’ll 

never happen but it seems rather likely that the next generation won’t come into the business, 

my elder brother Paul doesn’t have children, nor has my sister, Wendy, so the only next 

generation is my offspring and as I say, unless things alter dramatically, they would stay I 

think where they are. 

 

HL: Can you tell me the history of your relationship with the Assay Office? 

 

SA: My early association with it would have been just a very occasional trip to the trade 

counter to hand over or collect goods for assaying. But, my brother Paul, was more involved, 

I suppose, with the Assay office staff, so the name was well known, well obviously the name 

was well-known. It was a really, I was invited to be a Guardian, in 1992, more particularly by 

one or two of the other Guardians who knew me. Tony Riddell, who was a long standing 

Guardian, retailer from Wolverhampton and later Harbourne as well, had known me and got 

to know the business, and so I remember being invited for a very gentle lunch. The chairman 

of the Guardians at the time was John Bettinson, who was very charming man. Bernard 

Ward, of course was Assay Master and Tony Riddell was at the lunch. I’m not sure if I can 

remember anyone else who was actually there, there might have been, might have only been 

the four of us. And we just gently discussed who I was and what my background was and 

what my education was, and then they just seemed to say, “Well, ok you’ll be fine” and that 

was that, I became an elected Guardian and I’ve served as a Guardian from 1992 until now 

really, but I think I've just retired. [laughs] There’s a new regulation that Guardians serving 

for more than fifteen years should stand down and since I’ve done considerably more than 

fifteen years, I think I’ve stood down. 

 

HL: What has been involved in being a Guardian? 
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SA: As a Guardian, you really don’t have very onerous duties. Obviously the Wardens are 

selected from the Guardians and I’ve been thankful, I think, not to be a Warden, not least 

because the time it involves is more than I think I could have coped with, particularly with 

the travelling that I do. And so to be a Guardian has really meant not a lot more than going to 

two meetings a year just to hear the state of the trade, the state of the Assay office itself. To 

learn how things have been progressing, there was obviously a lot of trouble with European 

Regulations at one stage. That fortunately blew over in the end, but not after a lot of hard 

work by Assay masters and various other members of the Wardens, who worked very hard at 

making sure that the assay mark didn’t vanish forever. And of course, MP and MEP, both 

were very active in supporting the British trade. And that applied obviously not only in 

Birmingham but in London, and Edinburgh, and Dublin too, where it, and Sheffield, of 

course, mustn’t forget Sheffield. So the lobbying bodies were really hard-working and 

fortunately, I think the presidency of the commission changed just at the right time, so 

hallmarking was saved. I’m very glad, I've always considered hallmarking a very important 

setting of standards for the citizens of Britain, and the citizens of the world too. And one of 

the sad things that has been lost through European regulation is the compulsory date letter 

mark. So we can add a date letter if we chose to, but it isn’t compulsory and it means that an 

awful lot of pieces that are being made today, won’t be dateable in the future, you’ll be able 

to recognise it by a style, but not be an actual date. And we find very regularly, because we 

hold very large archives in our own factory, that if somebody phones us up and says “I've got 

a ring with a date letter of 1893 and your hallmark in it, and there’s also a number engraved 

inside it, could you tell me anything about it?” And I can go back to the books and I can say 

“Yes, I can tell you exactly what the stone were in it, who we sold it to, and what date and 

how much we sold it for.” If that date letter doesn’t exist then it becomes very much harder to 

do that sort of research work. The Assay Office in Birmingham has obviously made a lot of 

changes in my time as well. I’ve known three Assay Masters, of course, Bernard Ward, and 

then … And Michael Allchin and then, of course, very recently, Stella Layton. All of them, 

Stella has obviously got to really make her mark, but I think she is doing that quite quickly. 

Michael was very different from Bernard and, but Bernard was a charming man, he hadn’t 

been Assay Master for very long, by the time I got to know him. He was a very good 

communicator, very gentle man and very interested in people. And Michael was a great 

communicator and as such, did very well throughout Europe, and really around the world I 

think, as a communicator. His presentations annually, on the state of hallmarking were a tour 

de force. Stella, as I say, has actually given one of those presentations herself, it had a [00.50] 
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different style, but it was very good. And I've great hopes that the Assay Office will continue 

well under her leadership. The other changes, of course that have come in away from simple 

statutory hallmarking to metal testing, gem testing, and so many other things that they have 

branched out into. And those showed great foresight, I think because without those additional 

jobs of work, the future for the Assay Office could have been quite difficult I think, here in 

Birmingham, as it is, it become the best, the strongest of the Assay Offices in the country, 

probably. 

 

HL: Do you have any comments on the gem testing here, from your gemmological 

background? 

 

SA: There have been one or two occasions, with my Guardians hat on, I've got up during a 

Guardians meeting and questioned, not so much the gem testing, because I've no doubt the 

gemmologists at the Assay Office are very high quality, I've known them along time and I 

know they’re very good. There is a question of diamond grading and, as a Guardian, I've been 

pleased to see how diamond grading has developed here. As a gemmologist I’ve received a 

few comments around the trade, and this is really around the retail trade, to the effect that 

diamonds can’t really be properly graded in their settings, they should be out of their settings 

before they are graded. Now I've got slightly mixed feeling about that but I felt, at times, it’s 

important as a Guardian that I represent both the Assay Office to the trade, but also the trade 

to the Assay Office, so if people are saying to me on a regular basis, there’s something wrong 

here, then I think it’s my duty to point that out. In saying that I’m not actually criticising 

anybody who actually works here, because as I say, all of the gemmologists are very good 

gemmologists, I know them well. And I think the valuation business that the Assay Office 

does is also very important. The valuers here are of high standard and I know that from all 

sorts of sources. They keep themselves regularly trained, as are the gemmologists, of course, 

and you do have to keep up-to-date in a lot of these areas.  

 

HL: How do you see the future of the Assay Office? 

 

SA: I think the future of the Birmingham Assay Office is very good. The way they’ve 

diversified has meant that they’ve got a lot of strings to their bow. Jewellery isn’t going to 

vanish, as long as the hallmark doesn’t vanish, then hallmarking will carry on and 

Birmingham will continue to do its fair share of it. The building that they’re building at the 



26. STEPHEN ALABASTER           
	  

16	  
	  

moment, they will be moving into later on this year, hopefully. It’s going to make 

hallmarking much more efficient, therefore much more cost effective, that’s going to be a big 

asset for the business as a whole. The training facilities they’ll have there will be also very 

good, and that’s another area where they’ll be able to make money. They’ll also have a very 

good library, which will mean that people will be able to pay to come and use those library 

facilities. And so the Assay Office in general, I think, along with its other testing capabilities, 

and I’m sure they’ll find other things they can test, they’ll become more and more of a 

standards body, I think and so long as they keep looking for new ways to meet public 

demand, then they’ll continue to do well. 

 

HL: Do you have any comments to make on the Assay Office’s official role and commercial 

activities? 

 

SA: I think its official role as a government body, in a way is slightly lost, it really is largely a 

commercial body, although it has an official function. And I think really, for its future, and 

given that the way government funding is disappearing from so many things, its future has to 

be in a commercial capacity really. And that again was something that I think Michael 

Allchin spotted early on, and he’s built up a very strong team of people who go out, into the 

trade and market the business, through all sorts of methods, through the internet, through 

going out visiting customers, and through things like creation of apps, that are very good, 

very helpful I find, I do use a couple of the Assay Office apps myself. So I think it is 

important that it has a commercial function, but it must never lose sight of the fact it was 

designed as a government body, in itself, really, as a trading standards body. 

 

HL: How are the Assay Office’s dual roles as an official body and a commercial company, 

how are they viewed by the jewellery trade? 

 

SA: It’s a very varied picture, in fact. I know a number of manufacturers, for example, who 

absolutely loath hallmarking, and if they had their way would get rid of it, particularly when 

you can argue that in many cases the least expensive, or least valuable part of a piece of 

jewellery that anybody is selling is the little bit of gold in it, because if it’s got a socking great 

diamonds in, and big sapphires and whatever, that really were you need to know about the, 

that the piece you’re buying is what it purports to be. The retail trade, I think has a more pro- 

attitude because they do see the hallmark as a guarantee of quality and I feel that’s the most 
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important argument ever you can put towards hallmarking, it is that guarantee of quality. It 

can be faked, there have been plenty of fakes, there have been plenty of instances where 

people have plated things so very, very heavily, that it looked like gold and when you dig 

inside you find it isn’t gold at all. But overall, it’s beneficial to the retail customer and 

therefore the retailers see it as an important selling point when they’re selling. I’m totally in 

favour of it. [laughs] 

 

HL: What about your own company’s attitudes to the Assay Office? 

 

SA: Overall, we feel it gives a good service, but it has been an increasingly large cost factor 

in anything that we make. We find an awful lot of retail customers leave ordering to very last 

minute, in fact, their own customers leave ordering to the very last minute. They think they 

need something for a twenty-first birthday in a few days’ time and then we’re expected to 

manufacture a piece, get it through the Assay Office and out to the customer in a very short 

time. The only way, very often, that we can do that work, is if the Assay Office does a next 

day assay mark, and that’s a very expensive mark, it adds a lot to the cost of anything we do 

and it’s hard, sometimes to pass that cost on to the customer, despite the fact they’re going to 

make a very large profit out of it themselves.   

 

HL: And what are your views on the future of the jewellery trade? 

 

SA: I do think the jewellery trade has a good future, it won’t be the same volume business as 

it has been in the past, but I think the demand for high quality pieces, individual pieces will 

increase. It’s something we’ve been very aware of just in our own small workshop. And 

that’s been an alteration over twenty-odd years, that’s probably been the most marked change 

in anything that we’ve done. More and more people will turn to, I’m sure to CAD, as a 

method of production. It’s something we don’t often use, we don’t have the facility ourselves 

to use it. But that does give people a possibility of having something that is totally unique to 

themselves. I’d always say have something hand-made for preference, but you have to make 

things to a price. I think the retail trade will continue well. People always like to wear 

something that’s nice, that’s new, that sparkles, that’s colourful, that has worth, worth that 

endures, in a way that nothing else does, apart from property. You might buy fur, but of 

course, nobody wants fur these days. Other than that, if you buy a new computer, it’s starting 
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to lose value by tomorrow and the same is true of cars and any other thing of high value, so 

jewellery is something that retains a value even if it doesn’t immediately give a return. 

[End of interview 00.59.58] 

 

 


