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HL: This is Helen Lloyd recording the memories of Phyllis Benedikz on the 3rd of March 

2015 at the Assay Office. Tell me about your background. 

 

PB: I was born during the war in Darlington at the house of my grandparents, or when my 

mother was living in the house of my grandparents, for a little while because my father was 

busy fire-fighting. But our house was actually in London, and that’s where I spent my first 

few year and I moved to Leeds, later to Eccles, near Manchester. Educated at Eccles 

Grammar School, and then moved to Bristol and went to Colston’s Girls School there, rather 

to my dissatisfaction, I preferred a mixed school. Got a scholarship to Oxford in 1958, and 

was very pleased to go to St Hilda’s College to read English. Enjoyed my time there very 

much, and after that spent a year in the Bodleian library as a trainee, something else that I 

enjoyed very much. I’d already done some library work during the holidays in the Bristol 

Public Library. After that went to a post-graduate course in London in UCL, for one year, and 

after that got a job at Durham University Library. In those days there was no question of not 

getting a job somewhere, but I was particularly pleased to go to Durham, because it was in 

the area that my family came from. My father was in education, started as a chemistry 

teacher, but by this time he was working in Manchester as the deputy director of education 

there. My mother had been a teacher before the war, but gave up as people did.  

In Durham, I was a cataloguer, cataloguing was always something that I found very agreeable 

to do. I worked there from 1963 until 1969. In 1964, I married Benedict Benedikz, who was 

also working the in the Durham University Library. The day I met him there, he invited me 

and another new member of staff to coffee, so we got off to a good start. My husband got a 

job in Northern Ireland, at the new University of Ulster, helping to start the library there. We 

had some trouble getting a house, but in 1969, in the spring I went over to join him, he’d 

already been there for a few months. I worked then at the Ballymena Public Library, the 

Central Library, the Antrim County system, but fairly soon had to give up because I found I 

was pregnant. My daughter was born in 1969, I’m sorry it was 1968, when I left for Northern 

Ireland, 1969 daughter born. So I tried to get a job then, when she was a few months old, but 

the rules of the university library didn’t allow me to work in the same place as my husband. 

Then I got pregnant again and my son was born in Northern Ireland, very shortly after that we 

moved back to England, first to Leeds and then later on to Birmingham, when my son was 

just three. And in Birmingham I didn’t work for quite some time, but when we’d been in 

Leeds, I was doing some work at the university there, one of the institutes there, the Institute 

of Historical Research, doing some re-cataloguing, particularly of the serials collections. The 
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Antrim County Library work was quite different from anything that I’d done before. I was in 

charge of something called circulation of books, which meant shifting them round from the 

centre in Ballymena, to the various branch libraries, in places like Rathlin Island, where they 

were rather apt to come back water stained. Not the best place to send good books. At York, I 

was re-cataloguing serials mainly, that I was doing by going over for a couple of days a 

week, staying with a friend, she minded my children while I went to the library. That was 

quite an interesting way of life, it broke up the week very nicely. In Birmingham I became a 

mother at home for a few years. But [00.05] was quite anxious eventually to get a job again 

and my children were very pleased when I did. The job I got was the one at the Assay Office. 

The Office had asked the Birmingham University Library, where my husband was working, 

he was in charge of the rare books there, to find them somebody who would be suitable to re-

catalogue a library that had contained a lot of rare books. And I had done quite a lot of that 

when I was in the Bodleian. I was in the cataloguing department, but had been rapidly 

promoted from doing new books, Mills and Boons by the dozen, on to the re-catalogue of 

rare, older books. So I think I was quite suitable for the job, although it was undoubtedly 

obtained by a system that would not be allowed now. So on May 3rd 1983, with considerable 

pleasure, I got onto a bus and set off for the Assay Office. 

 

HL: What state did you find things in here when you arrived? 

 

PB:  The library was perfectly well organised, everything was in place and so on, but the 

catalogue was ancient and recent editions had been very briefly catalogued onto one card, by 

somebody with no library experience. So it was obviously absolutely necessary that they 

should be re-done, and I spent my first day here sorting quantities of cards, which were in 

alphabetical order, into the order of the shelves that the books were on, so that I could then 

pick the books off the shelves and re-catalogue them, ready for the new alphabetical 

catalogue. 

 

HL: How had the library come into existence? 

 

PB: Like so many things at the Assay Office, it had been founded by Arthur Westwood, who 

had been the Assay Master, he’d been the Senior Assay Master from 1911 to 1951, he was 

the junior Assay Master before that, and in fact had a sixty-nine year career here. And was 

the first Assay Master to resign, in the end, retired rather than die in post. That was the way 
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you got off the Guardians or [laughs] anything else to do with the Office. He founded the 

collection, partly for the trade, to be able to use and partly just to provide a good scholarly 

background to the Office’s work. It had many of the features of a gentlemen’s library but 

obviously had very specialised stuff as well, all sort of antique books were bought, as well as 

modern ones. Some of the collection is mid-sixteenth century works. He also founded the 

silver collection. That had a very specific purpose to begin with, to have a specimen of each 

hallmark before 1840, each Birmingham hallmark, because there was no record of the marks 

that had been used. In fact it wasn't until my time that something was bought with the final 

number to complete the pre-1840 marks. But very soon more things were bought, the 

collection expanded, a really good collection of Boulton works, Boulton being the founder of 

the Office, a collection of Birmingham toys and other specimens of Birmingham work, fair 

number of specimens of hallmarks from other places. The expression ‘toys’ didn’t mean 

children’s toys, it was the term for small articles, particularly small metal articles, things like 

snuff boxes, vinaigrettes, small spoons and other domestic and personal articles and they 

were very widely made in Birmingham, and hugely buttons, that was one of the biggest 

trades in Birmingham. Eighteenth-century costume had a huge number of buttons on it, if you 

think of the man’s jacket, with a whole row down the front and then a few more on the 

sleeves and then a long waist coat under it with another collection of buttons. But of course 

they lessened very much in later years. Buckles was another thing made in Birmingham, shoe 

buckles, buckles for the stock round your neck, little knee buckles and so on and those really 

collapsed as a trade at the end of the eighteenth century. 

 

HL: Tell me more about the silver collection. 

 

PB: There had been rather a dramatic period in the life of the silver collection before I came 

because on account of financial troubles, it had been sold to the [00.10] London Assay Office 

for a while, pawned, I suppose you would call it, except there had been no interest required 

when it was re-bought. There was a big exhibition in 1982, and a fine catalogue produced, 

which was still available when I started working here. But it did come back and some of it 

was still unpacked when I arrived. It was a great pleasure when that was, sorry, it was still 

packed, I mean, a pleasure to get it out and have it all on display again. 

 

HL: And what were your responsibilities?  
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PB: To begin with, basically it was a simple re-cataloguing of the library and when I’d 

finished an alphabetical catalogue, I started off on a subject catalogue, re-doing that as well. 

Modern libraries mostly have a classification system, with numbers, but that wouldn’t have 

worked particularly well for this library because where books are is not something that can be 

arranged in exact subject order, so I decided to retain the alphabetical subject catalogue and 

got on and did that. And when I finished that, in 1987, I put forward proposals for the re-

cataloguing of the silver. That I wanted to do, not just with a single card for each item but 

have all sorts of sequences; a sequence for the order in which things had been acquired, for 

the makers, for the types of article, for the dates at which they’d been produced and where 

they’ve been produced. And then all sorts of little things like inscriptions on them, things that 

were fakes. Metals for things that weren’t necessarily sterling silver and these, I think, have 

turned out to be very useful, really. So you can approach that catalogue from all sorts of 

angles. 

 

HL:  How was the silver collection displayed? 

 

PB: A lot of it, the main Boulton items and quite a lot of the toys and things like some of the 

commemorative pieces, that we’d either commissioned or been presented, were displayed in 

the silver room, the Boulton room and one or two in other rooms, and these were regularly 

displayed to groups of visitors by Stanley Beechey, the Assay Master at the time and he 

carried on doing that for a bit after he retired as well. But there were also hundreds of items 

that were actually put away in cupboards, because there wasn't room for them, not all of them 

were really display quality anyway or interesting, or attractive enough. Really the place was 

full of silver and when I was cataloguing the collection, I had to look in every cupboard that I 

could, and still managed to miss one or two things in the end, that were behind table cloths 

and all sorts of the stuff that was in cupboards. 

 

HL: What was the attitude of the Assay Office to these collections? 

 

PB: The Assay Master, Stanley Beechey, who had been here since before the Second World 

War, started as a boy, and his General Manager, Arthur Cartland, were extremely 

knowledgeable and extremely enthusiastic and I think the staff felt proud of their collections 

as well. So I did feel that I was doing a job that people approved of. 
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HL: So they hadn’t been shoved into cupboards, behind table cloths ‘cause nobody cared 

about them? 

 

PB: No, because there wasn't room for them, they wanted to collect things regardless of 

whether they could all be displayed. Some of the Guardians were also extremely keen on the 

collections, Roger Burman, who’d appointed me in the first place. The relations of the 

Chamberlain’s, this was part of their history really, as well as the Office’s history. 

 

HL: What other work did you do? 

 

PB: One of the jobs that I did at the end of the eighties was preparing a report on the current 

state of hallmarking in Europe and what might happen in the future, because there was a very 

strong movement among some EU countries, or possibly it was still the EEC in those days, to 

get rid of hallmarking, as a barrier to trade between countries. Some of the EU had 

hallmarking systems, some a strong as ours, some rather less so. Some, like Germany had 

none at all and were not at all keen on introducing them. 

 

HL: And how did your work develop? [00.15] 

 

PB: In 1989 a lot of archives were removed from the top floor of the Office to the public 

library, rather to my relief because they had been in poor conditions, there wasn't enough 

room to catalogue or do anything much about them and obviously they were going to have a 

better home in the public library. The Assay Office Order, which enlarged the Office’s 

powers, was eventually passed as a statutory instrument, in 1989, so that gave the Office 

much more scope for doing things, as well as hallmarking. In the 1990s, I began to do the 

visits that had been run by Mr Beechey and also to give talks on hallmarking. The visiting 

groups included a great many local history societies and also more specialist ones. A great 

many in the mid-nineties from the Birmingham Museum and Art Galleries Friends, they were 

bringing several groups per year. In 1996 the groups were booked for over a year ahead, they 

were very popular. A lot of NADFAS groups and specialists like the Button Hook Society, 

there really is a Book Hook Society. When they came they very kindly presented us with a 

case full of button hooks, which was nice as it wasn’t something that we had examples of. 

There were also, of course, many individual visitors who came for the library and the silver 

collection. People like Philip Priestley who was working on watchmakers, spent a lot of time 
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helping him with his work on the Liverpool watchmakers, some of whom were registered in 

Birmingham. In those days there was time for that kind of research, I’m afraid it probably 

wouldn’t happen now. Harold Eldridge was another regular visitor, he was working on 

electro-plate and elector-plater’s marks, which there isn’t too much literature about, but 

people often want to know who mark they are electro-plating. Norma Spicer who was 

working on thimbles, June Firkin’s working on small articles. Trade users who came in to get 

old designs that they might be able to re-use, that kind of thing. The talks, I enjoyed giving 

those, gave those all over the place. The furthest north was in Gilling West in Yorkshire, near 

Richmond, which is where my parents had retired to. The furthest south was the Dorset 

Thimble Society’s weekend conference in Bournemouth. A lot of horological societies from 

Dudley to Bedfordshire, I recall, giving there. Less specialised societies, a lot of Probus 

Clubs, Rotary Clubs, Ladies Luncheon Clubs, there was one at Derby where it was given 

actually at the stadium, not on the field. And I had about two hundred in the audience there, 

that was the biggest audience I ever had. A talk on table silver at Leeds Food Symposium in 

’01 or ’02, I’m not sure when exactly that was. I enjoyed those, mostly based on the history 

of hallmarking, which I got really interested in, fascinating subject, which I could go on like 

that for quite a long time if I were to tell you the history of hallmarking. 

 

HL: And the Assay Office was happy to pay you to do all this? 

 

PB: The first few talks that I gave, yes but when the demand got rather hotter, I did them in 

my spare time, in aid of the Children’s Society, so that was, gave me that extra bit of 

satisfaction in doing them. But I've always felt I was very much doing them on behalf of the 

Office. Making the connection between our own customers, our trade customers and their 

customers, spreading information about hallmarking to raise general enthusiasm for it and 

indeed knowledge, because most of the groups that I talk to had very little knowledge about 

hallmarking apart from the specialist societies. And on one occasion in Shropshire, when the 

campaign to save [00.20] hallmarking was at its height, I managed to circulate the current 

petition and get quite a lot of people at the talk to sign it. 

 

HL: How did your career develop? 

 

PB: I gradually became the curator as well as the librarian. There was never any point where 

it was actually named as being such, my job. And in fact I was never an employee of the 
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Assay Office, it was self-employment, the Inland Revenue did argue about that at one stage, 

but the accountant argued back and in fact I don’t think he ever got a final acknowledgement 

that I was self-employed, but the whole thing just died. And it suited me because I had small 

children and to be able to have the school holidays, which is how I arranged my work was 

very convenient, it was only part-time work anyway. And when the children left school, my 

parents were elderly, they were up in North Yorkshire and they very much appreciated my 

being able to go up there and visit them during school holidays, so I never saw any reason to 

change the system and everybody else seemed happy. 

 

HL: What changes took place in the building while you were here? 

 

PB: In the early ‘nineties, what had been the small Boulton Room was converted to what 

became called the Orient Express Room, with sofas and a generally rather more comfortable 

aspect. It had had books from floor to ceiling on one wall and I got to these, the top ones, up a 

ladder, which had a sort of vertical flat end at the top. And this just leaned against the book 

shelves and I’m sure it was extremely hazardous and health and safety would never have 

dreamed of sending you up anything like that now. Later on, when there was another move of 

books, on the top floor, I managed to get a proper step ladder for going up to fetch them. The 

Orient Express Room was basically a reception room and a pleasant place to receive people 

rather than the old library, which was handsome but could be extremely cold. The old library 

was where I worked when I first came here, it was bitterly cold in the winter and far too hot 

in the summer, but I say, it was a very nice looking room. At the time when the Orient 

Express Room was created with just a few books in it then and more silver. There was also 

the re-ordering of the Entrance Hall, with a handsome showcase in the central stairwell, and 

major pieces of silver were put in there and changed from time to time to make a new 

exhibition. I remember the first day that this case arrived, I came in early particularly, and 

found the Assay Master, Bernard Ward, a bit agitated because he couldn’t open the doors, the 

door of this new showcase and eventually, I found out that you had to put three keys in all 

together and turn them all, and leave them in and then you could open it. A couple of years 

later, the top floor, which by now had a new library in, to take the books that had been taken 

out of the Boulton Room, small Boulton Room, was also tidied up. Part of it had been really 

fairly chaotic, it was divided off, into a section which belonged to the Labs and then another 

section which was just books and archives, so I took the opportunity there to really put those 

books into proper subject order. Some of the space was modern archives and belonged to the 
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Assay Master’s secretary and the accountant and so on. But I found the bits that could be kept 

for early archives, the few that we had and they’d been thrown out in a very haphazard way, 

over the years. But some, particularly, would hate to see removed. There a rather scruffy set 

of files and folders, but they have all sorts of things by subject, things like, what happened 

when Edward VIII died to the plans for a new hallmark and that period and so on, when a 

new coronation mark. And things about law cases, interesting law cases, they’re still there 

and I hope that when the Office moves they will be retained somehow. The Maker’s Marks 

Registers, which were not actually my department, but I did make a great deal of use of them, 

because one of the many [00.25] jobs that I’ve gathered up over the years, was answering 

queries about none current maker’s marks. They lived when I first remember them, in a safe 

in the reception area. I cannot remember, I’m afraid, at the moment, where they were before 

that. But eventually they were moved from there to rather more secure home up some stairs 

and I don’t know what’s happened to them now. The trouble with them always was that they 

were very large, very awkward, very heavy, some of them were partly metal bound and 

finding somewhere to put them down and actually look at them was always difficult. Some of 

them are very, very large in all directions, but they’re absolutely essential part of the Office’s 

archives, as I say, in constant use. 

 

HL: What contact did you have with people who worked at the Assay Office? 

 

PB: Particularly with Ruth Moore, who was the Register Clerk, but quite a lot of people I 

saw, I often had reason to go into the other departments for some sort of query. I saw quite a 

bit of my colleagues eventually, not at the beginning when I was only re-cataloguing the 

library, and it was a very friendly place to work, and people where very helpful, if you asked 

for some help, they would always give it to you. There was an old computer, which had some 

marks that were not, as far as I could discover, checkable anywhere else and that was on the 

Marking Floor, so I needed to go in there from time to time. Seemed to have quite a lot of 

queries for Alan Morris, who did liaison with customers. 

 

HL: And can we move on to the late ‘90s, what were you doing then? 

 

PB: One of the things that Bernard Ward did, while he was Assay Master was to start a 

system of annual awards for jewellery and silversmith students. To make practical articles, 

things that could actually be sold for a reasonable price, these were popular things to do. The 
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first one started off with a seminar to help people decide what to do. One of the Office 

Guardians, one of the trade Guardians, rather horrified these high-minded young designers by 

telling them that what people liked was things like, silver condiment sets in the shape of 

garden tools [laughs] and that kind of thing. Quite a bit of indignation, quite a lively session 

that. The things that came in, some of them were extremely attractive, not all of them, of 

course had done so well on the costing and the amount of time to make and that kind of thing. 

But these awards were continued for several years, really until the end of Bernard’s time 

here. I particularly liked a silver computer mouse, which had little ears [laughs] looked like a 

mouse, think that was my favourite of the things that were made. The winning ones were put 

into the collection and if you won, no all of them, I think, could get their item hallmarked at 

the Office. The silver was provided by one of the Guardians, it made an interesting session 

each year to have these things in and see what had been produced. 

 

HL: What was your role in the silver awards? 

 

PB: Helping get them organised, not actually to do anything. The judges were a group, I think 

entirely from the Guardians, led by Lord Guernsey, who was a descendent of one of our 

original Guardians and still going strong. 

 

HL: And what else do you remember from the late ‘90s? 

 

PB: There was another competition in 1997, not run by the Assay Office, but it was hosted 

here, and I had a fair amount to do with putting things out for that and generally a bit of 

organisation. That was for a millennium mark to be used during the year 2000. It was very 

interesting to see what came in, a lot of the designs were quite impractical for putting into 

tiny sizes. The one that was chosen in the end was a cross shape with the figures [00.30] two-

o-o-o in the arms. It was good, it was nice and clear and it was very popular, a great many 

makers had it put onto their silver. Also in 1997, at Bernard Ward’s suggestion, the Office 

started to produce its newsletter, a colourful, sort-of tabloid, four page sheet, with a lot of 

illustrations and this was for our customers and also, to some extent, interesting to the general 

public. But it certainly circulated to all customers. It had a lot of things in it, it was called The 

Anchor after the Birmingham hallmark, it included a great many subjects, some more of a 

commercial nature, and some just of general interest, the progress in technology at the Office, 

progress in legislation. The people who worked here, individual silversmiths and companies, 
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had articles on them. Regularly the statistics for British hallmarking, not the individual Assay 

Office statistics which were regarded as confidential. Any events that people took part in, 

competitions, charity runs and mountain climbs and so on that the tougher members of the 

staff went in for. And it was organised, edited, put together by Clive Broadfield, who had 

been working for the Office for many years, on the advertising and marketing side and even 

after he’d retired, went on coming in, particularly to do The Anchor, which he really enjoyed 

doing, which I was the sub-editor for. So I found this a very agreeable opportunity to put in 

articles about items in the collection, which probably was entirely unknown to most of the 

people who were our customers. Probably even the Guardians didn’t know a great deal about 

it. So it was pleasant to pick out each time, it was a quarterly publication, either a particular 

item or selection of items, say the vinaigrettes or the snuff boxes. Also bits of history, things 

like the curious mark that was put on wedding rings during and after the war, when they were 

limited in weight to one and a half penny weights, which was about thirty-one grams. You 

couldn’t charge more than ten and sixpence per penny weight. Ten and sixpence which is 

fifty-two and a half pence, yes, that sort of odd bit of information. An article on the things 

here which related to Nelson, when the anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar, the bicentenary 

came up. There were pictures, from time to time, of all the members of staff who had been 

here for more than twenty-five years, there were a great many of them, eventually just before 

I retired, I joined them. There was a lot about things like the highest point of the joint Assay 

Office’s statistics. In 1902, when over thirty-four million articles were marked altogether. 

There was a bit once about my niece, who had suffered very severely from nickel allergy, 

after having her ears pierced and been given a lot of nickel containing earrings, that was as 

part of the on-going series, as it were, about the Nickel Directive, which was brought in 

eventually to prevent that sort of thing from happening. There was a great deal about Europe 

and how we were progressing with retaining hallmarking. And The Anchor was actually 

published from 1996 until last year, 1914, 2014, sorry, show’s how old I am. I was sorry 

when it closed because it did keep me up to date with what was happening at the Office and I 

was still giving occasional talks to various societies that I’d done in the past. Once speakers 

secretary’s get hold of one’s name they don’t like to let go of it. 

 

HL: How did attitudes to both the library and the silver collection change under different 

Assay Masters? 
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PB: Nobody had quite the same degree of knowledge and enthusiasm as Stanley Beechey, he 

really [00.35] had studied the subject. He had a shelf, two or three shelves of books in his 

office, including some of the essential ones on hallmarking. So it was quite a pleasure, when 

eventually, after his retirement I was able to rescue these and put them back in the library 

where I could get at them more easily myself. But we did continue to buy books, with a bit 

more of an eye on the finances of it. We did have a binding program under Bernard Ward, but 

that did get rather expensive and eventually, I’m afraid, it did get slowed down. Some of our 

books are in a slightly dilapidated state, I’m afraid, including a lot of the catalogues of the 

Cairo Museum, which were obviously bought on subscription, at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, when they came out. We have about eighty volumes of them, there is no 

chance we would buy like that today, certainly the buying had to be much more focused on 

what was relevant to the trade, to the metal working. And also to local history, of which we 

have a pretty good collection, because so much of it incorporates some Birmingham Assay 

Office characters or people connected with the trade in some ways. Silver, our success with 

that varied rather, we didn’t always bid as much as we might have done and didn’t always get 

what we wanted. But we had a major success … In 2000 Michael Allchin rang me up at 

home one day to say, would we be interested in a sale at Christies, in Rome of two dozen 

plates, a dozen dinner plate and a dozen soup plates, made by Boulton in 1776, part of the 

service made for Elizabeth Montagu, who was known as a rather academic lady, who had 

held salons, at which serious subjects, philosophy and so on, were discussed rather than what 

were regarded as female subjects for chat, and she was one of the first Bluestockings. Of 

course I was very keen on this. We already had two sauce tureens from this particular service 

and the idea was that, with help from the National Art Collections Fund, we would buy it 

jointly with Soho House, museum there. So we bid for it, we got it and these plates were 

shared out after a general exhibition at Soho, between the two of us and are one of the most 

spectacular bits of the collection, still. In fact a few years later, a few more were offered to us 

by a sale room in London and I went and had a look at them and they were exactly the same 

as what we already had and there didn’t seem to be a lot of point in buying more of them. But 

I also saw while I was there two Boulton wine coolers and went back home and said, “You 

know, we ought to buy these,” because we had not wine coolers by Boulton, indeed no wine 

coolers at all and we did actually buy those. From time to time we bought other things, that 

would fill gaps in the collection. For example, we had no examples of thimbles, which were 

made a lot in Birmingham, as I said in a report about what we needed to buy during the 

1990s. So we got three from one sale. Very interestingly, not very long after that, somebody 
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sent in a thimble to be identified, to the Assay Office, this was a thimble made for Queen 

Victoria’s 1897 Jubilee. And it turned out that in fact, this was a cast fake of one of the one 

we’d bought earlier, so we actually bought it from the owner, apart from anything else, 

you’re not supposed to own fakes. And that made then a very interesting example to show to 

visitors, so you could see, there was quite a clear difference, the casting being much rougher 

in appearance and much less clear in the hallmark particularly. It was good to pick up the odd 

really interesting thing like that. 

 

HL: How much were you involved in the actual purchasing?[00.40] 

 

PB: My main job was to look at the catalogues and decide what we might want to purchase 

and usually to get a condition report from the auctioneers, if it was something in London. But 

I did occasionally go to a sale, a local sale at Fellows in the Jewellery Quarter. 

 

HL: Can you give me more memories of the millennium? 

 

PB: The Assay Master Michael Allchin, did a sketch for a vase that could be commissioned 

to celebrate the millennium, and this was actually designed and made by Andrew McGowan. 

Quite a tricky thing to do because the rim of the vase is in that cross shape and this produced 

some quite considerable technical problems, the bottom of it, then, is circular. A handsome 

vase, and one of the nicest commemorative pieces we’ve got, I think, really. And because 

laser marking had come in, the marks were made a major feature, with very large millennium 

mark as part of it, those went round the base of the vase. Laser marking was introduced in the 

‘nineties, and to begin with it was just a sort of etched effect and not very deep, no solid 

marks, just lines, but by this time they were proper relief marks and quite handsome, though 

always flatter than a proper punched mark, but a wonderful invention. And laser marking did 

have huge advantages, particularly the fact you could do things when they were finished, you 

didn’t have to take the works out of a watch, or anything like that. And of course it didn’t 

involve any scratching and knocking about that had to be hammered back into place.  The 

Office also commissioned for the millennium, a stained glass window for St Paul’s Church, 

in the Jewellery Quarter, just round the corner from the Office. This was designed through a 

competition held by the Glaziers Company. In fact the design that was used for the window 

was not the winner, I think it was the second prize. I went to the Glaziers Company for the 
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awards, which was, was an interesting look at their hall, following on a day at Chelsea, in 

fact, was rather a busy day.  

 

HL: How much did the Assay Office commission things? 

 

PB: Not one the same scale as the Goldsmiths Company, but it did. For instance, a rosewater 

dish for the Coronation. And when the Eurovision Song contest was in Birmingham, there 

was a competition for the trophy itself, and when the main one had been made for 

presentation, the Office commissioned copies from the, well commissioned the two runners 

up designs to be made, and put into the collection here, so that was something a bit different. 

In 2001, we commissioned a Noah’s Ark, not entirely silver, all sorts of materials, different 

woods and so on, which went to St Paul’s Church. The idea was to take it out fairly regularly 

and use it for services and keep it at the Assay Office the rest of the time. I’m afraid that after 

the beginning, it didn’t get taken out very often, that’s the trouble with these precious things, 

people are a bit reluctant to risk taking them away from their safe home. But it’s an attractive 

piece and it’s still there. Then in 2002 for the Golden Jubilee, the Office commissioned a pair 

of water jugs, I should think they must be the most expensive water jugs made for centuries, 

perhaps, in eighteen carat gold. There a very handsome pair, indeed, made by Martyn Pugh, 

his sort-of smooth elegant style, very plain, very attractive, I think, with a matt finish. And 

they were meant for practical use, for the Guardian’s to use. Again, they did go out onto the 

Guardians table for their meetings, sometimes, but not as often as they should have done. 

Very heavy, of course, although very carefully made to be as light weight as possible, with 

eighteen carat gold. 

 

HL: This commissioning suggests an organisation that’s still at the beginning of the twenty-

first century was still interested in history and [00.45] heritage. 

 

PB: Yes, I think would be fair, for instance I was able to use a good deal of my time, around 

the turn of the century, helping Philip Priestley, who was doing a book on the Chester makers 

marks, the Chester records are actually stored here. The Office there closed in 1962, and in 

fact his book proved extremely useful as soon as it was published in 2004, because we got a 

lot of queries about Chester and they were not easy to look up with what we had here already. 

So that was a good use of heritage time, as it were. But there were considerable financial 

problems caused by the fact that the price of precious metals went up so much, and therefore 
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hallmarking went down and the receipts from hallmarking went down. The Office did 

diversify considerably, into things like diamond certification and valuations, following on a 

new act which allowed that. But I think probably, couldn’t afford to do as much at the 

present, in the way of heritage. Whether there will be enough time to allow English Heritage 

to come and spend quite a while here for its survey of the Jewellery Quarter, as happened 

earlier. I think one rather sad economy is the end of the pensioner’s get-together before 

Christmas, which was really your one opportunity in the year to meet a lot of people that 

you’d worked with, but obviously you couldn’t keep up with the entire staff after you’d left 

and it was nice to see them on that occasion. But that’s the recession for you, I think. 

 

HL: Any other activities that are not based on the profit motive? 

 

PB: We felt it our duty, and pleasure, to lend out items, so that they could be more widely 

seen, particularly when there were new exhibitions and new collections that needed our help. 

For instance when Soho House was refurbished and opened up to the public, we lent things 

for that and those are on permanent loan. Likewise, the Thinktank Museum, which was the 

successor to the Science Museum, which had been in the old Elkington’s building, opposite 

the Assay Office, but quite a number of things were lent there, and remain there as far as I 

know. We lent one or two things to the Victoria and Albert Museum when it was putting up a 

new exhibition, including things like, well what we lent buckles, made by Matthew Boulton, 

technically slightly unlike the ordinary buckles. We’ve lent a caul case once to the Hygiene 

Museum in Dresden, a caul being the membrane that sometimes is found on a baby when its 

born, and it was considered lucky and these things were kept and put in silver cases 

sometimes. And this was a silver heart shaped case, with some of the bits of caul still in it, 

and it was lent to an exhibition called Heart, Herz, in Dresden but that was obviously a 

temporary loan. We’ve lent things to the School of Jewellery for an exhibition, to the 

Goldsmiths Company for its golden jubilee exhibition. Things have gone to antique fairs at 

the NEC, one of those included a talk about hallmarking history from me. We’ve lent out 

books, when people wanted or needed to borrow those. But on the whole, readers come and 

read here. 

 

HL: And now can you talk about the end of your time working for the Assay Office? 
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PB: That came very gradually really. In 2005, I had been announcing in was going to retire 

for some time, but nobody seemed to take much notice, but eventually they advertised the 

post and interviewed, and Sally Baggott, who been working, her last job had been at the 

Jewellery Quarter Museum, I think, she was appointed. And we had quite a long overlap, 

[00.50] my part of it became gradually less and less frequent and I finally retired in 2008, 

having just done my twenty-five years. The idea was, of course that I should teach her all 

about library cataloguing and that kind of thing, which she hadn’t done before. She had quite 

a bit of knowledge of silver, certainly, and enthusiasm. She was very enthusiastic about the 

library, but she was almost immediately put on to making a digital website, which would 

include our early maker’s marks and that occupied a great deal of time and I wouldn’t say we 

ever got down very thoroughly to the cataloguing training, but I enjoyed my time with her. 

Certainly, the library hasn’t been neglected, I think the things that were left behind for 

cataloguing have mostly disappeared by now. It’s now in the hands of Craig, the silver valuer 

who also looks after the silver collection. 

 

HL: How was your retirement marked? 

 

PB: There was a joint celebration, a joint meal with Clive Broadfield, because we’d worked 

so much together. But this was in the mid-2000s, before I actually started to wind my 

attendance at the Office down, he did retire. Then by 2008, I was only coming in once a 

month to keep things going a bit, and in June 2008 I did my last day. That was marked by the 

Assay Master sending me out to get lunch with a couple of colleagues, so pleasant last day. 

 

HL: When you look back on your time at the Assay Office are there any other memories we 

haven’t covered? 

 

PB: There were all sorts of odd incidents. The pleasure of discovering we actually had a ring 

that was made in about 1400, which I’ve tried on my finger [laughs]. It’s a very handsome 

ring really, with an uncut diamond, of a rather grubby colour, admittedly, but it’s also got an 

inscription inside it, it’s a love ring. The presentation, on long-loan of an Elizabethan chalice 

by a parish in Worcestershire, and that it our earliest piece of silver on display, not, as I say 

actually belonging to us. There was the day that a couple came in with some plates, some 

silver plates that they’d bought in America, they were actually pleased with the fact they’d 

beaten the dealer down from twenty-four dollars to twenty. And when I looked at the 
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hallmarks on these plates, well they didn’t realised, of course, they’d been hallmarked, they 

turned out to be sixteenth, no seventeenth century Portuguese, clearly worth a great deal more 

than twenty-four dollars, never mind twenty dollars. Rather more sadly, there was the day 

that a Mr Shrubsole sent us as donation, a snuff box, apparently hallmarked as Samuel 

Pemberton, 1794 and this was actually made thickly, but regrettably, of plated metal, plated 

silver. I can’t imagine that Samuel Pemberton would have sent it on purpose, a very much 

respected and busy Birmingham silversmith. But there was a certain slight air of gloating, I’m 

afraid about that presentation, ‘cause Mr Shrubsole was from London.  One of the things that 

was very much argued about when the Assay Office was founded, was that Birmingham, they 

thought, wouldn’t be a reliable institution to hallmark, couldn’t be trusted. It was interesting 

that when it came to the point, Birmingham was able to able to prove that London was not 

hallmarking, plated articles, but it was hallmarking things that were slightly below standard, 

as a regular practice. 

 

HL: How much did you have to do with the other Assay Offices, while you were here? 

 

PB: Particularly in regular communication with their librarians. Queries passed about 

between us and so on. I went to the Goldsmiths Company a few times, for instance to look at 

what they had on European legislation, when I was doing the report on hallmarking. 

Sheffield, for a couple [00.55] of exhibitions, I remember to going there.  I used to get to 

exhibitions quite a lot, in fact. I felt I need to keep up with things because again, of the 

visitors, you didn’t want to not know what was going on in the silver world. The big Paul de 

Lamerie exhibition in London was a memorable one. It was an interesting place to go around, 

that. It was noticeable that quite a few people were commenting on how they preferred the 

occasional plainer piece of de Lamerie, which I agreed with myself. As I say, all a bit of a 

luxury really, I did it in my own time, but I was given expenses to go to things like that.  

I did try to visit the Dublin Assay Office, when I was over there, I hadn’t been able to book it 

before hand, because I didn’t know what my friend and I were doing. A curious little office, I 

must say and I did get into it, and they did give me some literature, but I didn’t actually 

manage to look round the working departments. 

 

HL: What are your thoughts on the legacy of Matthew Boulton? 
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PB: Well we owe all to him really, he was the leader from the start, in the plan to get an 

Assay Office in Birmingham. But there’s a very interesting letter from him to one of his 

customers explaining that the candlesticks, that had presumably been ordered to arrive by 

Christmas, were still not ready at the beginning of January, because they’d been sent to 

Chester for hallmarking, that was the Assay Office that he used. And they’d come back so 

badly damaged that he actually had to replace parts of them, and he said he can’t become a 

great silversmith unless he can have a marking hall in Birmingham. And started the 

campaign, got the support of other silversmiths here. Also the support of silversmiths in 

Sheffield, they were also doing more and more business and they wanted their own mark. 

Their business particularly in cutlery, of course and so that’s how in 1773 the offices in both 

towns came to be founded. That always made a substantial part of my talks to visiting groups 

and to outside institutions.  He expanded his own work from toys, the business he’d inherited 

from his father, into making bigger silver items and greatly improving Birmingham’s 

reputation and Brummagen was definitely not a word that indicated favour, but under  

Boulton, people, aristocratic, wealthy customers did start to come to Birmingham, 

particularly Elizabeth Montagu, she did a lot for Birmingham’s reputation, really, by her 

orders to Boulton. Interestingly, when she ordered those plates that were mentioned earlier, 

she had said in her first letter to Boulton about them, that for soup, she would have china 

plates. I've often wondered whether Boulton actually sat down and managed to persuade her 

that silver would be more in keeping with the rest of the dinner service.  Obviously, 

Boulton’s work is the backbone of the Office collection, still. He had a library, in his home 

and that eventually, descended through his family, and finished up at Great Tew, Tew Manor, 

the last of his descendants to live there was a Major Eustace Robb. He was the great nephew 

of Matthew Boulton’s grandson, Matthew Piers Watt Boulton and when he died in 1985, his 

books first of all were sold off. We managed to buy twenty-five books, which probably had 

belonged to Boulton himself, because they were published in his lifetime, some of them 

actually have his bookplate, one of them has an inscription. We didn’t bid at the time for the 

Matthew Boulton family bible, which was printed by John Baskerville, a very large, 

handsome version. But a bit later on, the Guardians had a change of heart and we did buy it 

when it was offered to us by a Birmingham bookseller, including a part exchange [01.00] for 

a Baskerville bible that we had already. And that’s now one of the major items on display in 

the Orient Express Room. It was particularly interesting, because it has a collection of details 

about the Boulton family, the sort of thing people put in, in bibles, and it also has a binding, 
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which is evidently done by the same binder who did Baskerville’s wife’s own copy, so that 

made it all of particular interest. Baskerville was a friend of Boulton. 

 

HL: What are your hopes for the future of the library and the silver collection? 

 

PB: One always feels slightly fearful on hearing things are going to move to a new building. I 

very much hope that the library will be preserved, because it is a very good library. A lot of 

what’s in it is certainly not available in Birmingham, not all of it even in London, I would 

say, from my visits there. And although some of it might seem to be a bit irrelevant to our 

present needs, the fact that it’s altogether, is valuable in itself.  

 

HL: Why does it matter that it’s all together? 

 

PB: So often when you are working on one book, you realise that you need information about 

other things, and if the library is a big one and it has lots of books in, then you are much more 

likely simply to find what you want to know. For instance, our reference books, we’ve got an 

Oxford English Dictionary, I wouldn’t want that to go, that’s the sort of thing that you might 

look up with regard to almost anything that you’re doing research on. Then there are some 

odd looking bits of stuff, like Harold Eldridge, who I mentioned earlier, the man was doing 

work on electro-plate, what he did is in an unpublished form, just lying around in a file, but 

what’s in there is not available elsewhere and needs to kept, I think.  

The silver collection is unrivalled for Birmingham silver. There are collections elsewhere, 

there is one in Kentucky, there’s a collection at the Museum and Art Gallery, but this is the 

best collection of Birmingham silver, it has gaps, which certainly some effort is being made 

to fill. In recent years, more has been bought of the early twentieth century Birmingham 

silver, which is very attractive, apart from anything else. And if somebody decided for 

economies sake they should sell that off, I think that would be a tragedy if the collection were 

to be sold off. Obviously it would raise a lot of money, but we would be left without 

anywhere as good, to find reference to Birmingham silver.   

 

HL: Given your own long service here, can you tell me about the long-service awards? 

 

PB: In the 1920s, medals were designed and commissioned for people who had done twenty-

five years, in bronze and silver medals for the people who had done fifty years. The records 
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are not very good, I’m not sure how many of them were made, not sure whether they were re-

ordered after the first lot had gone, or whether there was one batch ever made. But they were 

certainly presented after that for that for a quite number of years. And when the supplies ran 

out, unfortunately it was discovered the dies were no longer here, either lost or destroyed, so 

that was the end of that. But in 2002, when Ruth Moore had reached fifty years, just before 

she retired, seemed a good idea to have a couple of silver fifty year medals made, because the 

technology had improved, it wasn't going to be a difficult to do that as it might have been 

earlier. So three replicas were actually made, one for Ruth, one for Roy Smith, who had 

retired after fifty years, a few years earlier, and one for the silver collection. We had 

examples of the earlier medals in the collection. So that was done, but of course many, many 

people have reached their twenty-five years, both before and after that, including me, 

although not being an employee I might not have been in line for a medal anyway, but I’m 

afraid that all those twenty-five year [01.05] stayers have had to do without that. 

 

HL: Any more hopes for the future of the collections? 

 

PB: I hope they will be made more widely known, so that more people would come and read 

the books and so on. People might look to see if we had something because the chances are 

we might have, even if it’s not central to the Office’s work. When I started working here, 

computer cataloguing obviously existed, but the amount of information that you could put 

into an entry was very limited compared with what you can do now and I didn’t want all the 

information from the past to be lost. For instance, information about where things had come 

from, which exhibition they’d been in, that kind of thing, where they had been lent to, so I 

stuck with the old write it down and then have it typed style of cataloguing. But if the library 

and the silver collection were both online then obviously they would be more accessible, so I 

hope that will happen. 

 

HL: What are the main things that you learnt while working at the Assay Office? 

 

PB: I very soon decided that working here, I learnt something new every day.  When I came 

here, for instance I knew absolutely nothing about the history of hallmarking, and that 

became one of my major interests. I didn’t know anything about silver, but obviously had to 

learn fairly quickly about, particularly of course, the hallmarking side of it, and that came in 

very handy, when I went to catalogue the silver collection at the university, which is quite a 
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substantial one, a lot of ceremonial items. Some items by Matthew Boulton, which I 

discovered wrapped in newspaper in a cardboard box, [laughs] rather severely neglected, I 

would say. And there were bits of silver in all sorts of departments, the chaplaincy, the 

medical school and all over the place, so spent an interesting year or so, going round 

collecting those up and putting them into a catalogue. I learnt about coins and medals. Not 

long after I came here, Paul Withers was appointed to come and catalogue the very big coin 

and medal collection here, again it’s largely Boulton, that’s the foundation of it, his coins and 

he struck a lot of famous medals. And the famous cartwheel pennies, at the end of the 

eighteenth century, he had created new machinery to make much better coins that were being 

struck, much more accurate and there for much more difficult to forge. And although the 

royal mint was not keen on having him employed to do the coinage, he actually did get the 

job, in the end, of making one and two penny pieces. These were very large, hence the name, 

cartwheel pennies. One thing that they did, was have the amount of copper in them, that they 

were actually worth, so that they were more like the precious metal coinage, not a token 

coinage, but one you had tucked in your hand and it was worth tuppence. It was also useful 

that the pennies were an ounce in weight and the two pennies, two ounces in weight, and that 

Boulton could make that an additional selling point. Unfortunately also because it made them 

far too heavy for your purse, the two pennies were discontinued quite quickly, although the 

ones went on. And also the connection with the value was destroyed fairly quickly when the 

price of copper changed. Among the collection is a collection of Maundy money, which was 

presented to the Office, not strictly relevant to anything to do with us, but it’s there and it’s 

safe and it’s there for people to look at. We also have a lot of trade tokens, which are 

connected with Birmingham industry. The trade tokens were small copper coins produced by 

individual industrial people, because there was always such a shortage of copper coin, it 

seems to have been a problem [01.10] over the centuries, almost. 

 

HL: What else have you learnt about? 

 

PB: Well I did the journalism, helping with The Anchor and public speaking, that was 

something I’d never done really, at all and came in handy, particularly when I was a Church 

Warden, and quite often had to speak in public with that, but for all the talks, which I gave 

over the years. As I come to the end of this interview, I must say that I've really enjoyed 

working here, and I love the building, it is sad that things have to move on with that, but I 
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hope that fairly soon now, I shall be able to give my opinion of the new building and I'm sure 

the Assay Office will continue for many years to come. 

 

[End of interview 01.10.58] 

 

 


