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INTERVIEW WITH MANDY WHITEHOUSE 

DATE:  14 JANUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 

HL: This is Helen Lloyd interviewing Mandy Whitehouse at the Assay Office on the 14th 

January 2015. Tell me about your background. 

 

MW: I was born in 1959 in July. I was born in Lozells I believe.  I went to St. Chads Infants 

and Junior School and then, as a family of three and my mom and dad, we all moved to a new 

estate, Bromford Bridge, it used to be a racecourse and we settled in there where we all had a 

bedroom, which was lovely, gardens to play in, we was opposite a recreation area so it was 

all grassy and we could play – it was all new, it was a beautiful estate, but it was a three 

journey bus to my senior school which was in Tile Cross, mainly because that was a Catholic 

school, and the local school was Hodge Hill, which wasn’t suitable for us and I hadn’t passed 

my Eleven Plus, so I couldn’t go to the Girls school.  We lived there for most of my teenage 

years where I met my Husband and got engaged and got married and moved to Great Barr. 

When I left school, I was lucky enough to get an office junior job, which was put to me by 

the Headmistress, who used to always recommend a pupil to the Solicitors that she used and 

she put me forward, being a very nice girl, so I did go there and I did the office junior work 

for a year, which nearly killed my feet, although I was only sixteen and started to learn how 

to interact with adults and I remember calling my boss “Sir” when I left school, and he said 

“Mandy, you don’t need to call me Sir, you’re not at school now” and I always remember 

that because I was so embarrassed and from there, I found, instead of going onto typing 

secretarial work, which was what I had in mind, I found l liked playing with numbers and the 

two people in the little accounts department were quite elderly, they weren’t, but in my eyes 

they were then, took a bit of a shine to me and asked if I could help out in there, adding up 

some numbers on a manual tally machine and keeping books and records and I stayed there 

for some time ‘cause I loved working in there – figures and maths came quite easy to me and 

they started to use what they called a little NCR machine, which was the first step into 

computerisation that I was aware of.  I left there and moved on to a chartered surveyors, 

where I was a cashier – nice big pay increase – then I was 21 or just under 21 then and I 

stayed there for about five years before I had my first baby, who was born in 1988, Sophie.  I 

went back to work part time after my maternity leave, doing salary and wages until I had my 

second child, Christopher, in 1991.  
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HL: What did you do after your son was born in 1991? 

 

MW: After Christopher was born, it was a little difficult to find work that would work round 

the children’s school and nursery times, but I was doing a bit of keep fit in the local area and 

one of the girls I met there actually worked at the Assay Office and she was Secretary to the 

Assay Master at the time and she says “Why don’t you come and do a bit of bagging in the 

winter, it’s quite good money and it’s nice friendly people.” So she got me an interview at the 

Assay Office and that was the most amazing interview I have ever had, ‘cause it wasn’t an 

interview at all really, it was Terry Billington and a man named Mike, who had me in and 

didn’t ask me any questions [00.05] about what I had done in the past, only “How old are 

you?”, “How old are your children?” and “Oh, you know Gill Billington,” and the rest was 

football and the games that had gone on over the weekend.  I came out of that interview 

laughing, thinking that was the strangest interview for a job I’ve ever had, but it was lovely 

and it gave me an idea what the Assay Office would be like, so they did call me and I did go 

in and I started the same time as Diane Donnelly, who is still working here now and we still 

have a chat and talk about old times sometimes.   

 

The times that I first started here, my first impression was what lovely people they were here.  

Coming from an office background, where you kept yourself to yourself and you just did 

your work and you were only friendly with people in the office, it was everybody said good 

morning, everybody said hello, if they didn’t know who you were they would say “who are 

you, when did you start” and I found that ... it was nice and I didn’t feel uncomfortable, I was 

never nervous – I hadn’t had many jobs so, you know, it was nice to feel relaxed. The work 

itself was quite easy, ‘cause it was simply bagging jewellery and ticketing the little bags, but 

faces come and went ‘cause people were temping and sometimes they would come back, but 

I always stayed ‘cause it always worked out for me.  

 

We had a few characters there and I remember a character named Trevor, who reminded me 

of Lily Savage to give you a picture of what type of character he was and talked real camp, 

although he wasn’t camp or gay in way, but he was quite a knowledgeable person and to pass 

the boredom time while we were bagging, he would try and teach us some general knowledge 

and he used to make us learn the capital of a country every day and then test us on it a few 

days later to see if we could remember.  Not much has stuck in my mind since then, but it 
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was quite educational to have someone try and make us learn something while we were doing 

something with our hands. Conversation wasn’t always about general knowledge; there was 

lots of other things that went on. 

 

HL: Was there any danger of you putting things in the wrong bags, or failing to label it 

because you were trying to remember the capital? 

 

MW: [Laughs] We did have to recount some of the stock because we’d been perhaps not 

concentrating on what we did, but because it was so repetitive, considering, there was very 

few mistakes really because we were all doing a manual thing whilst we were talking, so no, I 

wouldn’t say a lot went wrong, but, as I say, sometimes I might have to recount them because 

I got lost counting while I was listening to something else that was going on and I did 

remember another embarrassing moment for me when, I was thinking last night about my 

days at bagging, we had a gentleman named Nim, he was an Indian gentleman, more mature 

than myself, and I hadn’t had many dealing with Indian people, I had not worked with them, 

lived with them or had no friends and he came in one day with a bag of samosas, nice and 

hot, and I said to him “Oh, where have you got these from Nim?” and he said “My wife has 

made them”, and I said “Oh, that was nice of her”, “She was up all night, I had her cooking 

them ‘til ten o’clock or eleven o’clock whatever the time was last night, and then she got up 

at three o’clock to cook them.” And I was astonished at this and I think I actually wrote her a 

thank you note or card and then realised afterwards that he had actually got them from the 

shop on the way into work and that this was quite normal, but he never cracked his face, he 

never, ever admitted at any time that he had actually bought them and the others laughed at 

me and now it’s samosas nearly every week at the Assay Office when it’s birthdays or 

celebration times. So those were two times that I can remember from my bagging days. 

 

HL: Can you explain about the bagging? 

 

MW: [00.10] Yes.  The Signet Group used to buy all their jewellery from Spain, Assay 

Office would hallmark it, but they wanted the Assay Office to put it into little individual bags 

instead of clumps of the hundreds that they had it in when it was manufactured, so that when 

it was in their picking area at the warehouse, they could identify it by bag number and what 

was in it, so it was our job to take clumps of necklaces, earrings and bracelet, bangles 

whatever they were, out of bundles of thousands and hundreds, and put them into the right 
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size poly bag with the label on so that in the warehouse, they could pick them from that 

number. 

 

HL: How many of you were doing that? 

 

MW: There was probably on average about four, four of us at a time, moved up to six when it 

was busy, but I think there was, yeah, there was probably about six of us round the table, 

there was a manager and a supervisor. 

 

HL: Was it busy at particular times of year? 

 

MW: It was always busy at the Christmastime, because that’s when people were buying 

jewellery for Christmas presents, so from October to the end of November was when all the 

bulk jewellery came in for the shops.  The rest of the year it was there, but it dwindled and 

they didn’t need extra staff during the other parts of the year to do any bagging. 

 

HL: How long did you do bagging for? 

 

MW: From when I first started, I only did three or four months and then when the work 

dropped off, I had to wait for a ‘phone call to say there was more work and that wasn’t for 

nine months, so it was mostly Christmastime for two or three years, but then, starting to 

establish myself with the Assay Office, I started to get called back in the summer months 

when they become busy, so over the seven years, I gradually went from working two or three 

months to working six or seven months over the year and then they bought SafeGuard, which 

was owned by Richard Taylor. Richard Taylor owned the valuation company that was based 

in Shrewsbury, the Assay Office were looking to expand their business by purchasing other 

businesses and the valuation company seemed a good one because it’s jewellery, which we 

were more used to working with, so Richard and his wife and two valuers came to work at 

the Birmingham Assay Office, we took on the third floor, which was vacant at the time. The 

job for an Administration Assistant was up on the notice board as a permanent job as opposed 

to my temporary job, which I applied for and I did get, and I think they liked having someone 

that worked at the Assay Office so that they could communicate between the Assay Office 

and SafeGuard and actually that was quite beneficial, ‘cause I knew where everything was, I 
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knew who everybody was and I could direct anybody to go anywhere in the building.  They 

also took on another three girls externally, so they were all new to me.   

 

The valuation service is valuation for insurance, so it’s working on jewellery that is finished, 

whereas the Assay Office are working on jewellery that is being manufactured and hasn’t 

been sold, so the SafeGuard jewellery actually belonged to people, so we had to take 

extremely good care of Mrs Smith’s ring/bracelet/necklace and look after it while it was in 

our possession until it went back to the shops.  Most of the business is done through the high 

htreet jeweller, the biggest one that we deal with is Goldsmiths and lots of little independent 

jewellers around the UK.  It covers all of the UK and Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland, 

but doesn’t go outside of that area, ‘cause its sterling valuations, and I have been with 

SafeGuard ‘til now. I started part time, [00.15] children were getting older so I moved to full 

time and then I moved to being Supervisor of the administration team, which was four or five 

girls and looking after the valuers and then Richard left and I took care of everything for 

three or four years on my own until Carla came and I’ll tell you a little bit now about some of 

the things that have happened in SafeGuard. 

 

We have grown from half a floor to a full floor, but then we shrunk again when we lost some 

business. We have had some really good characters – Liam, who would fall over everything 

in the office, and we often found him sitting in a tub, empty tub, after he’d tripped over 

something on the floor and fell into the tub.  He was always falling off his chair and there 

wasn’t a day went by when we didn’t laugh at some point over things that Liam had done or 

was about to do.  He was a great character.  The other things that happened that have changed 

in SafeGuard is you used to be able to smoke and Richard Taylor, who was a big smoker, 

always smoked in his office and left all his cigarette ends in his tray, was told he couldn’t 

smoke once we started to bring in the no smoking side, but didn’t take any notice and I 

became a Fire Marshal in 2005 and had difficulty trying to stop him from smoking in the 

office, as he was my boss, and he didn’t stop!  He carried on.  But they used to go out on the 

roof and have a cigarette, all the smokers, overlooking the car park, watching people come in 

and park their cars, badly sometimes, or people that was coming and going. Most of the 

meetings took place on the roof, so that they could have a cigarette and a chin wag and a 

coffee – those days are gone now – nobody goes out onto the roof. 

 

HL: Why not? 
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MW: Well, it’s a ... I think it was a fire exit at one time, but they have had to close it off 

because of all the funnels for the Lab ‘cause of fumes, and it’s not very healthy to be out on 

there now. We used to sunbathe out on there when I worked at the Assay Office, ‘cause we 

could get a chair and sit down and have a nice sandwich and a sunbathe, it was a bit smelly 

sometimes, but it was a quick exit to the sunshine.  Now we have to go out onto the Square, 

St Pauls Square, and sit on the grass and have our lunch there, so it’s still nice. 

 

HL: Can you take me through the process of safeguarding from the moment that the retailer 

posts off a piece of jewellery to you? 

 

MW: Yes.  So, for instance, so Goldsmiths had Mrs Smith or Jones come into their store. 

They want their engagement ring valued, their wedding ring valued, a bracelet that was left 

by Mom, necklace, earrings, maybe a couple of watches. So Goldsmiths would bag up the 

jewellery, wrapping it nice and carefully and send it to us by Securicor, which is door to door 

courier service and we would receive it in and open the parcel, check all the contents, make 

sure there is nothing that’s broken, all the gemstones are in place, all the diamonds are in 

place and we would book it onto our computer system, following their paperwork, including 

the name and address of the person who actually owns the jewellery, that’s day one. Day two 

is it’s photographed onto the database so that we get a nice quality photograph, focusing on 

the main points of the jewellery, like the diamonds. 

 

Q: Who does the photographing? 

A: The administration staff do the photographing and booking it in, then it will go off to 

be cleaned, if it needs cleaning, and then it waits to be valued, so by about day three, it will 

be allocated to a valuer, the items of jewellery would be put into a poly bag with the 

customers details and all the shop details so that it doesn’t get mixed up with anything else 

and then the valuer will value the items one at a time, put in an insurance replacement value 

against each item so that, if [00.20] the customer lost or had the item stolen in a house 

burglary, they could tell their insurance company they’d had it valued, this is how much it 

was valued for and they can get it replaced. They’ve got all their stone details on how heavy 

the stone was, what it measured and the colour, clarity and the cut of it, so the valuation gives 

them all the information that they need to get it insured and replaced if it gets lost, including 

the picture, and day five it would go to the typing pool, they would type up everything that 
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has been dictated by the valuer.  All of this is stored on the database and it’s typed up and 

printed out and then it comes back to the admin area where we prepare it for insurance and 

wrap it all back up into perhaps the boxes that it came in or at least in bubble wrap or jiffy 

bags and boxes to be parcelled back up.  It goes back into a new Securicor bag and is 

collected by Securicor every night to go back to the shop.  The shop check it when they get it 

back in store to make sure they’ve got all the items and the valuation is read and it looks okay 

and then they contact the customer to come and collect their jewellery. All the payment of the 

service is made from the customer to the shop and we invoice the shop. 

 

HL: Do any customers come directly without going through a jeweller? 

 

MW: Yes, some people who live locally who don’t want to wait the time it takes to go to a 

jeweller will come to the Assay Office to have a SafeGuard valuation and we do charge them 

more than we would charge the Goldsmiths store, ‘cause they are trade and this is a private 

customer.  They usually get our details from the website, ‘cause now we have the Marketing 

Department that have put all our details on the web site, so they can ring us and find out how 

long it takes, how much it costs. Once a month, we have a designated day where a valuer will 

sit in a room and have a one to one consultation with any private customers that want to come 

in and see us – charge a little bit more for that, but they don’t part with the jewellery and they 

like this because they can see what’s happening to their jewellery at all times and it’s not 

parted from them.  We photograph it and examine it in front of them and then it’s typed up 

and posted out about a week later and we have found customer will travel a long way to have 

this service when they’ve got high value goods, London, they will get the train – they can 

book it online, they can go online and book their appointment slot and pay for it online as 

well, so technology really has come on since we have come to the Assay Office.  I don’t think 

we had private customers when we first started in the year 2000, I think everything was done 

through the stores. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the relationship between SafeGuard and the rest of the Assay Office? 

 

MW: Yes, SafeGuard have had a big advantage by coming to the Birmingham Assay Office 

because the Assay Office has got lots of testing equipment – XRF and lots of gold knowledge 

on top of, whereas the valuers only use acid for touch testing the metal, so sometimes if they 

don’t get a very conclusive result from a touch test, they ask me to come down to the XRF 
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machines at the Assay Office where Diane, who I started with in the year 1993, will do an 

XRF test for me and give me a percentage result of how much gold is in there, platinum or 

palladium or base metal, so we can (I can) go back to the valuer and say it’s nine carat, it 

hasn’t quite reached nine carat or it’s eighteen carat or it’s fourteen carat, so they’ve got extra 

confidence in valuing the item that’s in front of them, knowing that they’ve had this XRF test 

done and we’ve had one recently, a pair of earrings, that a customer bought as eighteen carat 

gold and when they originally came in, we XRF’d them and they were base metal and silver 

[00.25] and the customer and the shop, well it was the customer really that still didn’t believe 

us, and sent them back again for an extra test and I took them down again and the results 

were exactly the same and unfortunately, they were base metal and silver and not eighteen 

carat white gold. I think they were purchased in Jersey or Guernsey and I think the jeweller 

that sold them understood that they were eighteen carat as well ‘cause they were a period pair 

of earrings and they did look ... they looked all the part, but that was one time when actually 

they’re not what you purchased them as.  I don’t know where the customer is gonna go with 

this now, but at least we were able to prove that what we’d said on the valuation was correct. 

 

HL: What have you learned about jewellery since you started working with SafeGuard? 

 

MW: I’ve learned quite a lot about jewellery, I’d never worked with jewellery before, I didn’t 

wear a lot other than a wedding ring and engagement ring, so over the years, having to 

answer the telephone and customers enquiries, all my questions would go to a valuer, so his 

answers have learned a lot for me and I’ve been on a gem course and I’m gonna go on a 

valuation course as well shortly, but I’ve just learned about the different gemstones and their 

approach to valuations to help me explain to customers, who try to speak to a valuer, but I 

haven’t got time for them to spend their time on the ‘phone when they need to be valuing, so 

I’ve become a trainee valuer really in trying to work out how they approached it, how they 

look at things and how they test them and identify gemstones. 

 

HL: Valuation must depend not just on the quality of gem or the precious metal, but how it’s 

set and how old it is and things like that. 

 

MW: Sometimes, the antique side of things don’t always fetch as much money as the 

customer thinks they will. Having seen things like the Antiques Roadshow when they think 

they’ve got an old piece and they have it valued, they think that they’re gonna come out with 
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lots of money, but actually it’s replacement value would be something similar that they 

would find second hand, so they’re not always as high value as they think they are – they 

might be rare and beautiful and have a lot of sentimental value, but not necessarily monetary 

value, whereas, on the Antiques Roadshow, I think they’re talking about old items that are 

sought after, that people want, and that’s why they fetch a lot at auction. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the retailers’ response to your service? 

 

MW: I think they are all very happy with the service. We do get a few enquiries and 

complaints, the most recent one that put me into a panic was an answer phone message that a 

jeweller left on the answer phone to say that he had dropped off a six claw ring and he had 

received back an eight claw ring and he was concerned that he had not received back the ring 

that he’d dropped off with us.  I investigated everything that I could see on the computer 

system, the photograph was a six claw ring so we knew that that’s what we’d received in. 

AnchorCert certified the stone first before we had it but their picture was the same as ours, so 

it hadn’t got mixed up between AnchorCert and SafeGuard.  It was described on the valuation 

as a six claw ring so then we went to, I went to view the camera system.  When you’re in 

SafeGuard and you’re working at a desk, there’s two cameras on you, one is overhead to see 

what you’re opening or what you’re working on and another one is much closer to the desk 

so it can capture the piece of jewellery, so when I watched the video of the girl that had 

packaged up the ring, she put it under the small camera and it was the six claw ring which 

we’d had in, so I felt confident then that the ring we had in was the ring that he had back, so I 

rang his number and his wife answered and I said I was Mandy calling from SafeGuard 

[00.30] and I had listened to a message on the ‘phone concerning that he had had the wrong 

ring back. “Oh no”, she said, “I did ask him to ring you back, it was my mistake, I took the 

wrong ring out of the safe.”  So she’d taken another ring out of the safe and thought it was the 

one that we’d just valued, so, thank the Lord. She was happy, she’d made a mistake, but he’d 

forgotten to ring us back and tell us that it’d been resolved, so I spent an hour looking and 

checking that we had booked in and booked out the correct ring, only to find that they’d made 

an error, and we’ve had that a few times with stores that have said you haven’t sent 

something back, and I’ve looked at the camera and it was there and it has been sent back and 

that it was perhaps stuck at the bottom of the jiffy bag and when they have gone to the bin 

and checked the jiffy bag, they’ve found it, or they’ve discovered that somebody else opened 

the parcel and they’d put the jewellery somewhere else in the shop, so yes, we’ve had a few 
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hairy moments with people saying that we’ve lost things, but thankfully, we haven’t lost very 

much at all really. Boxes we sometimes forget to send back, not very often, but we keep them 

just in case, so we have to send boxes back if we’ve forgotten to send them back.   

 

HL: Can you talk a bit more about the role of these cameras? 

 

MW: Yes, the cameras, when I first started SafeGuard, they didn’t exist, we didn’t have them 

at all, but due to the increased ‘phone calls of stores saying they haven’t had things, we felt 

the need to protect the staff and to prove that we had actually sent it back, or whether we’d 

received it or not, so these are things that have been put in place due to things that have 

happened over the years.  No-one is uncomfortable working with the cameras, they know 

they’re there for their protection, they don’t feel threatened and I’ve seen myself on these 

cameras, you know, what colour nail polish I’ve got on and what cardigan I’ve got on that 

day, but you do get used to it, and you don’t feel threatened by it, and it’s not there to check 

what you’re doing, it’s there to make sure that we can prove what we’ve received in or 

packaged back, and we have had a couple of occasions where we’ve had to record onto disc 

the items being packaged to prove that we did send them back and as yet, no-one’s ever 

actually come in to see those discs, ‘cause we don’t let the store have them ‘cause you can’t 

capture just one image, you have to have the whole lot and it’s a security issue, so they’re 

welcome to come and see it at any time, but we don’t send them any footage.  They’re on a 

rolling forty days, so if anything comes back to us that’s over forty days old, we wouldn’t be 

able to see the footage on camera, but terms and conditions are that they need to notify us 

within twenty four hours if anything is missing.   

 

HL: No-one has yet talked to me about cameras within the rest of the Assay Office, and yet 

they’re also working with precious items, what’s the difference? 

 

MW: The Assay Office are working with  manufactured jewellery, so it doesn’t belong to a 

personal person and it’s just a company, whereas SafeGuard are working for individual 

people who own jewellery, it’s their personal possessions, so it’s more important really and if 

you lose something, you’re upsetting a person, you know, who may have owned that item for 

twenty or thirty years, whereas, the Assay Office, it’s not owned by an individual yet, they 

haven’t purchased it yet, so it’s just the manufacturer that get upset if something goes missing 
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at the Assay Office, so therefore, I don’t think they have the overhead cameras that we do yet, 

they might do in the future, but I don’t think they’ve got them now.   

 

HL: You talked about the professional relationship between SafeGuard and the rest of the 

Assay Office, what about the social relationships? 

 

MW: All of SafeGuard staff are invited on all the trips that the Assay Office do, and to join 

their Social Club.  There are one or two of us that did join the Social Club and are members, 

but the others don’t interact quite as much. I think I probably do because I used to work for 

the Assay Office [00.35] and with their staff. We’ve had some good times at the Assay Office 

before SafeGuard came. We used to have a Christmas party down in the social room, where 

Kathy Mac and her Husband played in a band, they did a few songs for us and it was very 

good, we had some of the staff dress up as Spice Girls and did a little number for us on stage 

and we’ve had a couple of young dancers, I think they were children of Rose who works at 

the Assay Office, so we’ve had some good Christmas parties at the Assay Office and we’ve 

had some good Christmas parties at SafeGuard as well, ‘cause a few years ago, you could 

have a departmental party as well as a general party and we used to bring in food at 

Christmastime and we’d have a Secret Santa and we could open up the presents in front of 

each other and lucky dips and names out of a hat, food and even drink sometimes, so we had 

some good times then.  We had a Christmas party at the NEC which was a combination of 

gambling, dancing and a fun fair, so we had a go on the bumper cars and a gamble on the 

roulette tables, or you could go and have a dance on the dance floor – those were good nights 

and they were all free, paid for by SafeGuard – they were quite expensive tickets as well and 

all the wine was free – a good time was had by all then. We had one summer when we went 

to Henry’s.  We’d had a good year and we all went out to celebrate, and that was very nice as 

well, we had a nice meal and a glass of wine. 

 

HL: How important do you think social life is for the working of an office? 

 

MW: It’s good morale – it’s always good fun to have a night out, and sometimes it’s hard to 

make the effort to go out when it’s winter and it’s cold and you don’t want to and you’ve 

gotta worry about how you’re going to get home or get the bus or a taxi, but once you’re 

there, you get to talk to people that you pass every day but you don’t speak to because you’ve 

got to get on with your work and it’s nice to hear their side of things and what’s happened in 
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their office, in Accounts there’s always things going on in Accounts or what’s happened on 

the ground floor, you know, with all the Assay staff, and the characters come out, and it is 

nice to see people on a social level as well and I always appreciate anything that the 

Company, whether it’s Assay of SafeGuard do for us on a social level, even the smallest 

things, and I remember, ‘cause we’re on the top floor and it’s like a greenhouse in the 

summer and it’s so hot and we haven’t got air conditioning, and we used to have to take it in 

turns to go out on the roof for some fresh air and when Richard Taylor was in charge 

sometimes, I would come in off the roof and I’d go “Richard, the ice cream man’s outside,” 

“Oh here Mandy, here’s ten pounds, go and get everyone an ice cream”, and it’s little things 

like that that you could just go out and get an ice cream and everybody ... eyes would light 

up, it’s just an ice cream, it was a pound, but it was nice and you had five minutes, have your 

ice cream and then back to work and it’s nice to know that you’re appreciated.  Things like 

that was always nice with the personal touch sometimes.  Michael as well, Michael Allchin, 

at least twice a year we’d have the Druckers cakes, we’ve done well, we’ve had a good few 

months, let’s have a cake – lovely, you know it’s nice, we’d all run down, go and get a cake 

so we could get our favourite cake first before we was left with the ones that weren’t so nice 

and they still do it now sometimes, birthdays they bring in samosas, so it’s lovely, but I think 

it’s nice to have a social gathering – really good. 

 

HL: Can you talk about any changes that have taken place since you joined SafeGuard in 

2000? 

 

MW: The drinking water on tap is a plus. We never had drinking water dispensers, it was 

water out the tap or bring your own in, so that’s a plus, that’s a nice touch now that you can 

go and get a drink of water any time you want.  I think that was brought in when they 

changed us not to go and get a hot drink at any time, so it was like “You can’t go and [00.40] 

get a hot drink, but we’re gonna give you some drinking water so’s that you can still carry on 

working as fast as you can.” The smoking, which I think I have already mentioned – you 

could smoke in offices and then it was banned, and I can’t even remember the days now, and 

what it must have been like to sit in an office with all that smoke going on.  You can’t bring 

your mobile ‘phones in any longer, not that they’ve been around all that many years, but you 

can’t take your ‘phones in, and we used to be able to bring our ‘phones in, in case we had 

emergency calls.  I think you can bring them in with permission now, but generally speaking, 

nobody brings in their mobile ‘phones.   
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HL: And I understand that your children have worked here – can you tell me about that? 

 

MW: Yes. Sophie, who now works in the Marketing Department, and she’s currently on 

maternity leave, she started with SafeGuard when she was ... she left school and didn’t know 

whether she wanted to go to college or university, so she came and did some summer work 

for us in SafeGuard doing the admin. work, picked it up really quickly, young people have 

very good IT skills don’t they? and very quickly decided that she didn’t want to go back to 

college or university, she liked having the money for lipsticks, nail varnish and clothes. So 

she was with SafeGuard for a little while and then Marion, in the Marketing Department, 

noticed her potential and whisked her off down to the Marketing Department, where she’s 

been ever since.  Now she is twenty seven and she started when she was sixteen, so you can 

work the maths out for that one how long she’s been here.  Chris, my younger child, he has 

been to university for twelve months, but didn’t like it, so he came to SafeGuard as well to 

help out in the summer months, and he also likes it, but they don’t like close family working 

in the same department now, so Chris has moved down to Assay Office, but, he’s ... like 

when I started, he’s temping in the Christmas months, the October to December and he is 

currently waiting now for someone to call him up to say they’ve got more work in, can he 

come back.  He loves it here; he likes it in the laser room ‘cause it’s very similar to work he 

was doing at university with technical drawing and all that computer things.  

 

Other two people that work here now that was introduced to the Assay Office by myself is 

Gail Harris, she’s on the XRF machines. Gail used to look after Chris and Sophie when they 

were little, she was my baby-sitter and she lived in the same road as me, and when the 

children were growing up and I used to talk to her about the Assay Office, she said, “Umm, I 

wouldn’t mind having a job at the Assay Office if there’s any going”, so I put her CV in and 

she got a temporary contract, same as us, that’s how everybody starts here at the Assay Office 

– temporary Christmas work, and now she’s full time permanent down at on the ground floor, 

she’s on XRF, and the other lady is Lin Moran, she works on the punches.  Lin Moran is a 

distant relative on my husband’s side, and my son and her son used to play together because 

we lived close and talking about SafeGuard and Assay Office, and she said she was out of 

work, could I put her forward, so she came as well and now she’s permanent and full time, so 

there’s two people that got a job from Assay Office and done really well, and been here a 

long time.  No-one leaves the Assay Office until they retire... 
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HL: Is that still true? 

 

MW: Most of the time, yes.  I think people have left, a couple out of the Lab maybe, they 

have babies and they come back or they stay ‘til they’re sixty five and retire. 

 

HL: You mentioned that family members can’t work in the same department, but I get the 

impression that that wasn’t true in the past. 

 

MW: No. We’ve got married couples that have worked here, Sisters that have worked here. 

Because it’s a close knit family, it feels like family and because they deal in jewellery, 

[00.45] it was, I think, beneficial to have recommendations for people to join here, because 

they’re trusted, and they were friends, and you trust your family and your friends and I think 

that’s why a lot of the staff here either know each other, their friends, their relatives, their 

nieces, because when you recommend someone, you know they’re trustworthy and you feel 

... well you wouldn’t recommend them if they weren’t, and I think that’s how they’ve grown, 

that’s why jobs are put on the board first, they’re advertised internally, but I think recently, 

and probably only in the last year or so, I’ve understood that they don’t like family members 

working together i.e., Chris not working in SafeGuard, working in another part of the Assay 

Office, but I don’t know if there is anything official out there, I haven’t seen or heard 

anything, it’s just a feeling that I’m getting.  

 

HL: Can I ask you to reflect on the differences between your previous jobs and the Assay 

Office and between the Assay Office and SafeGuard? 

 

MW: Of course.  My previous jobs, which was mostly office based, no clocking in when you 

came to work, no clocking in and out for lunch, it was one task at one desk in one office, 

varied, depending on what office work you did, interacting with others was mainly only on a 

social level. The Assay Office was interacting more with staff and clocking in and out, 

permissions to go and get this or go and get that or go there, I always felt that when I worked 

at the Assay Office it was more laid back in those days, it may not be now, as we see quite a 

few of the Assay Office staff running round with deadlines and trying to get things out, 

‘cause the pressure now on the competition between the Assay Offices has made them all try 

and do the work more efficiently and quicker for less money, otherwise they lose the 
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business, so everyone is a bit more under pressure now, mainly on the management level, 

‘cause you still see all the staff lining up to clock out of a night – you don’t see them lining 

up to clock in in the morning, but to go home, they’re always there, that almost makes me 

smile.  Up in SafeGuard is probably the most precious, not precious, most pressurised job that 

I have seen in my working life for myself and for the team, because the administration team 

have to answer the ‘phone, so they’re not receptionists, but they have to deal with telephone 

enquiries as well as opening parcels that they’ve gotta be particular with, they’ve gotta make 

sure they’re doing it right, they’ve gotta do it quickly and efficiently and then they’ve gotta 

swap round, they’ve gotta be able to do all the jobs, gotta be able to do camera, booking in, 

invoicing, wrapping, cleaning and we rotate the jobs so’s that if anyone’s off, you can always 

jump into another chair, and I do this myself as well, when anyone is off, I jump into their 

position and do their work as well as jump back to my own desk and do my work.  I try to 

take most of the ‘phone calls, so’s that the others aren’t pressurised quite so much, but 

obviously, I’m not there all the time, and I don’t think the staff at the Assay Office have to 

answer telephones, only internally, so they don’t get any complaints or people on the 

telephone that they can’t understand – the Trap might do, or Customer Services it’s known as 

now, ‘cause they are dealing one to one with customers as they come in, so they do a good 

job down there, but yeah, I think working life has changed an awful lot since I’ve come here 

and just over the years, but not just here, but probably everywhere with all the job shortage, 

so you have to take what you can and you have to make that work and you know, you have to 

do everything and run your own car and your house, so yeah, I think a lot of it has changed 

and in fifty years’ time, it’ll be the teenagers that are sitting here talking about what it was 

like for them fifty years ago when they was working and how things have changed. 

 

HL: And looking back over your own career, can you talk about changing to being a 

manager? [00.50] 

 

MW: Yes, that was a big change for me, and quite a difficult one.  It’s probably the hardest 

part of my career that I’ve had to adjust to, and actually, I didn’t really want it – I wanted to 

stay as an administrator ‘cause I knew the work inside out, and I didn’t want to be bossing 

people around, but Richard Taylor, bless him, decided that I was up for it and that I would be 

good at it, looks like he turned out to be fairly right, but it .... when you go from being one of 

the staff to suddenly being in charge of them, it’s hard because you’ve gotta try and earn their 

trust and you can’t be liked and be a boss sometimes, you have to explain why they have to 
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do it and suddenly, you want them to work faster because you’ve gotta get the work out and 

it’s your job, whereas two weeks ago, you were sitting at that desk doing exactly the same 

job.  So I did struggle for quite some time ‘cause I wasn’t used to dealing with staff on a, you 

know, a higher level. Some were very supportive and very good for me, I think they had a 

vote on who they wanted to answer to, I didn’t know this for a few ... until a few years later, 

so they must have liked me at some point to ask me to do it, but as staff left and new ones 

came in, they come in an then they see you as their supervisor, so it wasn’t such a problem 

then, but I still have a little bit of, you know, I’m still a human, and I do know what it’s like 

being ‘over there’, and I have done that job, so I know what it’s like, you know, to be under 

pressure and I do appreciate how difficult it is, so I can sort of relate to them on that level 

then, and then I can explain to them that, you know, what I’m doing now is not personal, 

don’t take it personal, it’s my job and it’s what I have to do and that I have to tell you this and 

make sure that you can do it, and if you can’t do it, come to me if there’s a problem, come to 

me, talk to me. Communication is a big thing in a working environment because that’s what 

gets you through.   

 

[End of Interview 00.52.40] 

 

 

 

 

 

 


