
5. ANDY LEFT           
	  

1	  
	  

INTERVIEW WITH ANDY LEFT 

DATE:  20 JANUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 

HL: It’s the 20th of January 2015 and this is Helen Lloyd recording an interview with Andy 

Left. Andy tell me about your background. 

 

AL: My parents, my dad was a universal grinder, so he always worked in the engineering 

industry, for all of his working life. He was actually in the Army as well. My mother, she was 

a secretary, for the first part of her career, then she had a break to have me and my sister and 

then she went into cleaning hospitals. So that’s what they did. 

 

HL: What about your schooling? 

 

AL: My junior school was Sharmans Cross Junior School in Solihull. My comprehensive 

school was Alderbrook School, again in Solihull, but I originally came from Hollywood, so I 

was, Hollywood, Hollywood Infants School I think it was, going back in the day, I’m not too 

sure what it is called now. 

 

HL: Living in Solihull, what gave you the idea of working in the jewellery trade? 

 

AL: I think it was more the case of I knew that I was going to work with my hands, and I 

didn’t really want to sit in an office as such, so I always wanted to work with my hands and I 

was always interested in smaller things rather than large engineering things, so really the 

jewellery looked something interesting to do, working with, small pieces. So I was hoping I 

would be good at it so I could get into the jewellery industry. 

 

HL: How did you hear about the jewellery industry? 

 

AL: Erm, oh, that’s a difficult one really. I think it was through YTS which is the Youth 

Training Scheme and I think they, I think I went to them, they gave me different ideas what I 

could do as regards apprenticeships or training schemes and then I saw that there was a 

jewellery course and I though “Oh, I’ll try and apply for that.” I also applied for at that time, 
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a carpentry apprenticeship, so I was thinking along those lines as well. But in the end I 

choose the jewellery route. 

 

HL: Tell me about your YTS course. 

 

AL: I applied for the Youth Training Scheme and I was accepted on to the course and part of 

the course was to actually work within a company, so I would literally be at the Jewellery 

School for the first year, it would be two days a week and the second year it would be one 

day at week at college and the other days I would actually be in the workplace. This started in 

about September 1987. After the first year there was a few jobs, actually, a few hallmarking 

jobs and I applied for one of those jobs, with a hope of getting a full time job and luckily they 

accepted me and I was actually taken on full time, I think it was about 1988, July. So I 

actually had a job, but I still continued my training scheme, so I sort of was still working 

around the office, so I’ve actually trained in the Hallmarking Department. I’ve worked in the 

Refinery, I’ve also worked on the Preparation Department and I worked in the Tool Room 

areas. And the obviously eventually, there became a position within the Tool Room and they 

took me on in the Tool Room department, full time. 

 

HL: Just backtracking, can you remember, let’s look at the first year first, what did you learn 

at the Jewellery School? 

 

AL: I was actually making jewellery, so I was making rings, brooches, I was learning how to 

make the clasps for stones. We actually made it out of the material, we rolled the material 

down, we bent it into shape, we soldered it all together. We were polishing it all and we 

actually touched on the plating processes as well, so it was quite a good course and I actually 

made my own bits and pieces. Not in gold or silver, it was mainly brass, admittedly, but it 

was a good experience, which helped me with the hallmarking, really cos I could look at an 

item [00.05] and I could see how it was made, whether it was made, a bespoke piece or 

whether it was an actual cast item, so that did help me. And it helps me with the job I do now, 

with the tool making, it was a good starter really. 

 

HL: And you continued at college how much in the second year? 
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AL: The second year was one day a week and we just continued the same processes really, 

learning how to make jewellery and designing and things like that really. 

 

HL: And now talk me through the details of the days you spent in the Assay Office from, this 

would be during your training in 1987 to 1989. 

 

AL: I actually went into the Refinery, so I was, learnt about the acids, what they used to 

actually eat away the non-precious metals to leave the precious metals, so I learnt a bit about 

those processes and what goes on there. In the Hallmarking Department, it was learning about 

the punches, all the different standards of punches, all the tooling, the support beds for the 

rings, all the support tools for the silver hollowware items, all the miniature little beds that 

they use for the small jump rings or fold-overs. I worked in the Preparation, that’s where the 

work comes into, it’s unbagged, it’s checked, make sure it’s all in there, make sure the 

worknote is all up to date with the customer’s specifications and what they’d like the item to 

be marked. I touched on sampling, mainly the cutting and scraping processes of the sampling. 

The Sampling area’s changed quite a lot since those days, we have XRF machines which x-

ray the items more so now. 

 

HL: Can you describe then what the Sampling area was like in the late 1980s? 

 

AL: We had about, um, approximately twelve to fifteen people literally taking samples from 

the items, so it would be, if it was finished item, they would literally take a scraping from the 

piece or they’d also send a lot of cast work in and the sprues would be left on the item and we 

literally just cut a little bit of that sprue off and those would be gathered and then sent to be 

tested, so there was quite a few people involved, in just that initially process of taking a 

sample. So nowadays, with the XRF machine, there’s a lot less people involved and it’s also 

less destructive, so the item won’t get damaged in any way really because the previous 

process was literally taking a sample which be a slight scrap mark and so they don’t need to 

do that nowadays. So it’s just a test on an x-ray machine, which x-rays the material. 

 

HL: So are the scraping skills redundant? 

 

AL: No, no, no, they still use the scraping skills. Some items, if it fails the XRF machine, 

they may just take a sample from it or sometimes an item, if it comes in, if it’s plated, they 
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may try just to scrap that top surface off, then try and retest the item. So the scraping skills 

are definitely still needed and required. 

 

HL: It’s useful to be able to date exactly your training, ‘87 to ‘89 and your memories, so 

what are your memories of Hallmarking during that time? 

 

AL: I think it was a lot more busier section in those days, I think work has dropped off in 

recent years, but back in those days it was, a lot more people were employed and also there 

was more cast items that used to come through the process, which would be more directly 

from the Jewellery Quarter. Nowadays, I think there’s more finished items that actually come 

through the office and they have more imported items from Italy or China or Taiwan, for 

example. So the processes have changed a little bit, yes.  And now to accommodate the 

finished items, we’ve actually got laser machines, which laser the hallmark on to the item, 

which is a less, less destructive type of marking, because with the normal form of marking, 

there is sometimes a slight, it can slightly damage the item, sometimes, so some items we 

can’t [00.10] damage at all, so we have what we call a laser machine and it just engraves the 

mark on the inside of the items. 

 

HL: And what was the Tool Room like during your training from ’87 to ’89? 

 

AL: When I first started in the Tool Room it was, it was on the Hallmarking floor, but it was 

in a different position. And then probably about, two or three years of working in there, it 

then moved lower down the marking floor to near where the main staircase is. When I started 

in there, there was one person that was working in there, his name was Pete Tracey and he 

taught me, taught me the processes that were involved with the Tool Room and what is 

required for us to make. And so when I first started, I think the hallmarking was still really 

taking off a little bit then and so we were duplicating a lot of the tools to make sure the 

hallmarking department had enough tools to actually mark all the work that they had. That’s 

what we did. 

 

HL: You had no background in tool-making at all? 

 

AL: Not really no. My first, before I went in there, I went onto a course, I think it was a three 

week, I think it was a three week crash course on how to use each machinery. So I went to a 
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place in Coventry, that was the training centre, they had all the machines there, that I would 

need to use and they taught me. And I came back to the Assay Office and then tried to gain 

some more experience on the machinery and Peter, Pete he taught me and then I started to 

learn and pick things up and progress really and to learn and make different things that were 

needed or are needed for the hallmarking department, which is a whole range of support tools 

really, ranging from little jump-ring beds up to large tooling for the silver section. 

 

HL: Looking back, what do you think of the YTS scheme? 

 

AL: It was definitely a good course, I think I was in a difficult position at the time, because 

when I actually started and we were actually sent round to different companies to be 

interviewed, and so obviously it was down to the company whether they wanted to take us 

on, but also we had a choice if we would like to go there as well and because I actually went 

to learn how to make jewellery and I came to the Assay Office for the interview and I realised 

straight away that I wouldn’t be in the jewellery industry as regards production at the Assay 

Office. So it was a choice of, do I say, because they’d actually offered it to me, do I say no, 

with a view to looking at a company that could teach me how to make jewellery or do I just 

go back to the Assay Office and at that time I obviously said yes, I’d like to go to the Assay 

Office. What I saw when I went round the building, I liked, so I chose to stay at the Assay 

Office for the training course and, as I said, they took me on after the year, so it turned out 

well in the end, thankfully! 

 

HL: What was it you liked about the Assay Office? 

 

AL: Erm, that’s a difficult one! I think really, what I was looking at, when you’re young, 

sixteen, trying to choose your career, it’s sometimes quite hard and you never know how it’s 

going to pan out but at that time, I was looking at, or thinking, it’s got to be secure. And so 

that’s what I was looking at really and then cos everyone buys jewellery, precious metals will 

always be some sort of a high value, so that’s the way I was thinking at the time, so that’s 

why I probably said yes to it, but I did like what I saw, definitely. 

 

HL: It was quite a way to travel from Solihull. 
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AL: Yes, well it’s about ten miles for me. The first year was probably the worst, because that 

first year I got the bus to here, which is about a 40 to 50 minute journey to the town centre 

and then just a walk down from the town centre to here. It depends of traffic, if it was bad 

traffic, it could take me an hour and a half. But after the first year, I learnt to drive, luckily 

passed my driving test straight away, got myself a car, well scrapped the money together to 

get the car [00.15] and I was able to drive to work. Luckily, because we have our own 

carpark, there were luckily spaces available, so I could then park on the Assay Office carpark, 

so there wasn’t an outlay for car parking charges, so it worked out quite well at that time, so 

obviously driving ever since. 

 

HL: Still with a parking space? 

 

AL: Luckily, at the moment, yes, we have a car parking space, yes! 

 

HL: What are your memories from when you got the job in the Tool Room aged 17, of those 

early years? 

 

AL: At first, really it was a case of, we were duplicating a lot of the tooling and I think it was 

a case of, I was being shown what to do, but then I had to try and pick it up myself to carry 

on to do things on my own and so that’s what I was trying to do. But it’s one of those things 

were you just have to give it a go, you have to really go for it and not be frightened about 

what you are doing, but luckily I picked it up and I was able to do things on my own. And we 

were duplicating a lot of the, at that time, tools, like the mini stickbed holders or large 

stickbed holders, were duplicating those. Also some of the ringbeds, at that time we were 

trying to produce a set of most used ringbeds for each person, so they wouldn’t have to keep 

searching through the other beds, they’d have a set of the regular beds, so we did things like 

that. So yeah, getting used to the different machinery as well, the lathe, milling machine, 

surface grinder, bench grinder, but also the heat treatment process as well, obviously we did 

all our own heat treatment for our support tools. So just learning all that really, just getting 

stuck into it. 

 

HL: Can you talk about how the Tool Room developed over the years? 
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AL: Before I started, there was just one person, who actually worked in that department and 

he would make, supply the tooling that was required for the Hallmarking floor. But there was 

a need for an extra person in there, luckily that was me and the department grew a bit, so 

there was the two of us in there, full time, supporting the hallmarking department. But we 

also make other tools or fixtures or jigs for around the office as well, it’s not just hallmarking 

related. We do things for the Laboratory and fixtures for the Refinery as well. But also what 

we’ve had in the Tool Room, approximately 1994, we purchased some, no probably before 

that, I think it was about 1992, we purchased two spike erosion machines, which helped us 

produce the tooling, so we’d literally, we could use copper, take a copper impression from a 

tool and we could use that copper impression and actually create a bed exactly the same as 

what we were trying to make. Before that it was literally, we’d have a tool which would hit 

into another piece of metal to try and make a form, so this spike erosion did help us a lot, by 

copying beds or support tools exactly and we were able to make more then and we could set 

the machine up, leave it while we were doing something else, so it did help us a lot. 

 

HL: Where did you get the spike erosion machines from? 

 

AL: I wasn’t involved in the purchase at that time, but I think it was a company in Stratford. 

They are literally two very small machines and I’ve looked recently to see what machines are 

out there similar to that and there’s nothing really. They’re all, they do the same job but there 

all much, much bigger machines and when they’re bigger machines, they’re usually a lot 

more money. But I think in those days we paid about, I think it was about eight to ten 

thousand pounds we paid for each machine. But it was a bit of a gamble because, is it going 

to pay, will it work, but it did, it helped us to produce the tooling more accurately. 

 

HL: How did you learn how to use it? [00.20] 

 

AL: It was the person I worked with, went to the actual company to be taught how to use the 

machine. I think also someone came in to teach him as well for a day or two days. And after 

he was taught, he then showed me the processes and then we learned together and we 

improved it together from then on, just to get the settings right, to produce the best finished 

tool, because with spike erosion, sometimes if the settings are too high, you can actually burn 

the electrode away, which is something you don’t really want to do. But we progressed on to 

actually making our own dies, because, say a customer would send a cufflink in, we can then 
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use that cufflink to actually make the tool, because it is a non-destructive method, if you do 

the spike erosion right and so we could then copy and make a bed that would be perfectly 

fitting for the item, so it helped us in that way as well. 

 

HL: You say that it paid off, to spend eight to ten thousand on each machine, how did it pay 

off? 

 

AL: At first we developed the machine, got to use the machine to make the support tools, the 

ring beds and jump ring beds and we realised the quality of those was very, very high, so we 

did a few experiments of trying to copy a punch and with the correct settings it worked very 

well. So for a few years, we were literally copying punches. We’d stamp the punch into 

silver, we’d set it into the machine and we could then duplicate a hallmarking punch and by 

doing this process, we didn’t make all the punches, it was only a small selection, but it was a 

good saving and it soon showed that really, this is probably the line that we need to go down 

and to really properly invest in further machinery that could not just copy a punch, but to 

actually design the punch ourselves and to make properly. So we did save some money by 

copying the punches. 

 

HL: Where did you get the punches from before you started making them yourself? 

 

AL: We used to go to two suppliers, one was called Brittains Marking and I think that was 

located in Moseley, Birmingham and the other company was called Priors and they are 

located in Sheffield. The order used to be split between the two companies. In those days we 

were probably, I think the annual order would be about 580 punches, approximately. But then 

on top of that you’ve got the day-to-day punches, combinations and then you’ve got all the 

initials, all the initial punches, so they used to be split between the two companies. And as I 

said, we started to copy a few punches, but then we soon realised that this is a road we need 

to go down and so then we started to look at what machinery we could purchase to actually 

make our own punches. I think there’s a few things that’s involved with it really, I think 

really we needed to save money and making our own punches was that route, but also with 

the customers expecting a quicker turn round, if a punch was to get damaged or if we had a 

new customer we would need to produce punches faster and so to make our own punches, 

onsite, was definitely something we had to look at. 
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HL: How were the customer’s expectations changing? 

 

AL: I think the customer’s expect quicker turn round really and obviously, it’s our job to 

produce that, to do that. So if we can help in any way that’s what we need to do, because also 

its competition, we need to produce or we need to turn the work round as much as possible, 

or as quick as possible. Obviously good quality as well, to try and beat the other Assay 

Offices. Although we’re altogether in some ways, we’re also against each other, [00.25] in a 

nice way, so yes, we have to try and beat them as best we can. 

 

HL: Can you talk about your experience of the relationship between the Birmingham Assay 

Office and the other Assay Offices. 

 

AL: Years and years ago, it’s just come to my mind, that we did play, I wasn’t, was I 

involved… There were three consecutive years, there was a cricket match between 

Birmingham and Sheffield, just a friendly match really. I think I played in the last one. I’m 

not a cricketer, so I didn’t do that well, I’m more football myself, but it was just a bit of fun 

and it was just good, although there was a slight rivalry, it’s also good to meet the people. I 

think it was the Diamond Jubilee, we went to the London Assay Office and we met the guys 

from there and again, great people. I met Pat Geary who works in their tool room, he’s in the 

same position as what I am and he took us round their tool room area and also he took us 

round the rest of the office, the hallmarking, lasering, sampling areas and we looked at the 

lab, so we have been, but yeah I do talk to some of the guys in the other offices occasionally 

about certain things. So there is that slight rivalry, but  we obviously all get on as well and 

talk to each other about the industry and about the business, so it’s all good really, it’s all 

good. 

 

HL: What sort of things do you talk to them about? 

 

AL: I think it’s just … for example recently we’re just looking at the registration plates. 

When we make a punch, it’s physically stamped onto a registration plate, to record what that 

punch was like and we seem to be stamping every punch on the plates and so recently I just 

contacted Pat, just to see what they did, to see if they do the same processes and so he e-

mailed me a few days ago as to what they do, so yeah just things like that really. But also, 

going back to the Diamond Jubilee, we actually made the master punch for that and we 
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developed the graphics and then we sent it to the other offices and for that particular project, I 

was talking to Pat Geary and passing the graphics to him, to see, so they could start making 

their own punches for that, so yeah, it’s things like that really, it’s all good. 

 

HL: Who did the graphics for the Diamond Jubilee? 

 

AL: I think Marion Wilson worked with another designer to actually get the main graphics 

ready. She did talk to me as well as what could be done and what couldn’t be done and then 

they came up with what it was going to look like and then we turned that black and white 

image into a three dimensional punch, which is then, we developed it and then, what we 

could, we sort of helped out, we actually helped out the punch cutters. We actually sent, or 

we actually gave them a mould, which they could then use on their pantograph machine, to 

actually produce the Diamond Jubilee punches, so we helped out there as well. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the development of the department after you started making your 

own punches? 

 

AL: We soon realised we could save money by making the punches on the spike erosion 

machine, so then we did or our work manager, Alwymn Griffiths, he actually looked into 

producing our own punches fully, so he was looking at CNC machinery and CadCam 

packages and so then he actually took the big step, purchased the first CNC machine, which I 

think was approximately 80 to 90 thousand pounds, this is back in 1996. So we purchased the 

machine and we went to Germany to learn how to use the machine and also they showed us 

how to use the CadCam package [00.30] that we would need to actually run the CNC 

machine. So three of us went to Germany, myself, the guy I worked with, Pete Tracey and 

also Alwymn Griffiths, the works manager and we went there for a week and it was a bit, a 

lot of information. We didn’t know much about computers then, so we had to learn how to 

use computers, we had to learn how to use a CNC machine, we had to learn about the 

CadCam package, so it was a lot to take in, but we got there. A lot of head scratching, but we 

eventually got there. It was difficult, but we started to make our own punches, we made our 

own punches, so we had to use a grinding machine to make our own cutters that engraved the 

actual punch and the tip of the cutter would be approximately 0.02 of a millimetre, so it’s 

very, very fine and so this is the sort of details we had to get down to. 
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HL: Where did the cutters come from? 

 

AL: We purchased the basic blank of the cutter, which was high speed steel and then we’d 

literally grind it down to the tip, the size that was required for the different punches that we 

were making or are making. So we progressed, we taught ourselves how to make the punches 

and we eventually got the quality to where we needed to be. It did take quite a few months to 

get there, but we did get there. In about ’97, 1998, my colleague Pete Tracey left the 

company and then I took on the responsibility to actually take the punch cutting and the tool 

room to the next level really and, so really we then started to produce more punches. What 

we were trying to do was make or send as little punches out to an external source and so 

gradually over the years what we were sending out were going down, which was good. And 

obviously the main reason for the punch cutting was to save money and to produce the 

punches quicker, if the hallmarking department needed it, we were actually getting there, we 

were starting to do well. 

 

HL: Talk about your use of computers, had you yourself never used a computer before 1996? 

 

AL: I never used computers before that, no. We went on a course, a Windows course. When 

we started it was literally Windows 3.1, which looking back to how it was compared to what 

we use now, the computers were very slow. Obviously modern computers are very fast, 

Windows 8 or Windows 7, so yes, we didn’t know anything about computers and also the 

CAD, Computer Aided Design, to actually draw and produce the graphics that were required 

for the punch, we had to get used to all of that part and also the Cam part of it, Computer 

Aided Manufacturing, which is basically producing the programme from the graphics for the 

CNC machine to run, we had to learn all that as well, so it was quite intense, that first week in 

Germany, we were all looking at each other thinking, “What have we done?” But we got 

there, we got there. 

 

HL: And can you talk about your use of computers in the department since 1996? 

 

AL: It’s pretty much constant really. As I said all the graphics, we design ourselves in the 

Cad programme, so yes we are constantly using computers to do all our own graphics and 

then obviously producing the programme for the machine, so yes, computers is a massive part 

of the job. 
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HL: Yet you said aged 16, you were absolutely sure you wanted to work with your hands not 

your head. 

 

AL: Yes, err, good point really. Yeah I was thinking work with my hands, yes I didn’t think 

of it that way but your right, totally right obviously your using your head or your brains when 

you’re on the computer to get the graphics right, to get the, when you get the CNC 

programme, it’s all figures and numbers, you have to type in the right depths, the right speeds 

and feeds [00.35] for the machine to run at, so everything has to be exactly right. If you type 

in a wrong figure, slightly you could basically damage the machine. The machine could run 

off to another area and crash into something, so you have to get all the figures right, so it’s a 

precision job. 

 

HL: It sounds to me like a job which nowadays would require a university degree, what do 

you think about the way you’ve acquired all these skills? 

 

AL: Erm, yes. It’s a big change, it’s a big change from what I started out to do, definitely and 

I suppose looking back when I started, would I be doing this now, then obviously I would 

never have imagined that at all. But each situation I’ve looked at, I’ve just tried to do my best 

at and luckily it’s worked out, so when you learn something new, it’s giving it a go but also 

just putting everything into its gear right and luckily that’s worked out. So no, it’s been a vast 

change, in my career, definitely for what we do now and the way we produce the punches 

now, each change it’s improved and we’re always looking to improve things as well, improve 

productivity and improve quality. 

 

HL: How do you improve quality? 

 

AL: It’s looking at different machines or machinery that we can purchase to improve our 

quality and productivity. So we’ve run the CNC machines since 1996 and we’ve also, we 

actually produced or purchased laser machines for the laser engraving. We always looked at 

those machines thinking, can they make punches and are there companies out there that can 

supply a machine to us that can make punches. So we’ve been looking and searching over the 

years and then in 2009, we actually purchased a laser machine to actually produce our 

punches. The machine arrived in about the January and it was another big learning curve, we 
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had to learn how to use the machine, set the parameters up, get the parameters right and a lot 

of testing to try and produce punches really. And we’ve actually developed that process, into, 

to make our own punches via a laser machine. The machine we have is different to what the 

machines are in the hallmarking, the hallmarking machines are more two-dimensional, light 

engraving, whereas the machine that we use, it’s three-dimensional and we engrave a lot 

deeper, so it’s a different process which requires a much more technical machine. But we’ve 

developed it over the years and we’re actually producing most of our punches now on the 

laser machine. We still use the CNC machines, but most of the production goes through the 

laser machine now. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the staffing of the Tool Room since your colleague Pete left at the 

end of the ‘90s? 

 

AL: When he left I was put in charge of the departments. I can remember the conversation 

with Alwymn Griffiths, he came to me and told me he was leaving and he gave me the choice 

at the time, which was really nice. He said, “Do you want to be in charge of just the punch 

cutting or both” and I said, “Well, both really, punch cutting on its own is a department, but 

the two are together and I’d like to be in charge of the two” and he was very happy with that. 

And then we employed more staff and we taught staff the tool room department and the 

punch cutting department, so I was over the two areas. Up to our current situation, we have, 

my colleague is Luke Abbey and we also have a helper, who helps us when we are busy and 

he’s Gareth who works on the hallmarking floor. With the purchase of the laser machine, 

because we can set the machine up and leave it to produce a punch, that did help us to 

produce punches quicker and so obviously then it did reduce the staff in the department, but it 

was good because it was somebody who wanted to leave anyway, so after that person left, we 

actually produced [00.40] or developed the laser machine to produce the punches so luckily it 

worked out right, we didn’t have to make any redundancies as such. Now we make about 

1300 punches per year, approximately and the value of that is about 85 to 90 thousand 

pounds worth of punches that we actually make ourselves internally. At the moment we don’t 

send any punches out at all, we’re totally self-sufficient with our punch cutting needs, which 

is where we want to be really. 

 

HL: Have you sold any of your punches to anywhere else? 
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AL: We have made what we call a logo punch. We have supplied external customers with 

logo type punches. This can range from anything really, I think the recent punch we produced 

was literally a logo of a bumble bee, which I think it was a customer in the Jewellery Quarter 

wanted and we’ve produced it and I think they may come back for something else as well, so 

it’s only small scale, but we do do logo type punches. We have also made punches for Israel, 

it think there was possibly about 40 to 50 punches we made for Israel, for their hallmarking 

institute. Going back years and years, I think we did make a couple of punches for 

Edinburgh, I think they were stuck at the time and they wanted some punches made fast and 

we helped them out. So we have tried to sell our services and this is something we’re trying 

to look to in the future to expand. 

 

HL: So we’re now in January 2015, can you bring me completely up-to-date in your work in 

the tool room? 

 

AL: I think it was about, I think it was 2013, we upgraded our laser machine, we changed the 

laser source. I think the originally laser source on the machine, was a disk or diode type laser 

and we changed it to a fibre laser and that basically improved our quality and it’s slightly 

quicker to produce a punch as well, so that has helped us more. But also we need to look to 

developing that bit further to help our quality. But also we’ve been, not the last year, but a 

few years before that, we’ve made a live tooling wall fixtures for the Laboratory, cos they 

went through a very busy period, with a lot of the testing they had in there. So we did a lot of 

things, fixtures for them, but the last year, that’s died off a little bit, cos the lab work has 

dropped off, so we don’t do as much at the moment, but we’re ready for, we can always do 

something for them if need be. 

 

HL: Can you reflect on how a day in the Tool Room in January 2015 is different from a day 

in the Tool Room in 1988? 

 

AL: It’s changed a lot really. I think going back to 1988 or 1989, we’d probably have a few 

jobs to do, we’d concentrate on those particular jobs from start of the day to the end of the 

day, few interruptions but that would be it really. Going back to today, things have changed a 

lot, we have to produce things faster, for the Hallmarking Department to turn the work round 

fast, that means we have to get our jobs done faster as well, so we need to make the punches 

as quick as we can and we need to produce the tooling as quick as we can. So our turn round 
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has changed a lot. But also, it’s a case of  a lot of people are asking for different things, so 

we’ve always got loads of jobs on the go at the same time really, so we struggle with the jobs.  

So yes the demand has changed and we’ve got a lot more to do. Especially, going back in 

those days we had two people just working in the tool room, but now we’ve got the two 

departments, punch cutting and tool room where we’ve got two people working in those 

areas, so we are obviously producing a lot more [00.45] with less staff, so well, I hope it’s 

productive or hopefully it pays well. But it has changed a lot. 

 

HL: You’ve got lots of people asking for things, who are these people and what are they 

asking for? 

 

AL: It’s “Is my punch ready yet?”, “Is my combination punch ready?”, “Is the initial punch 

ready?”, “Is the support tool finished we asked you for, finished yet?” Things like that really. 

And my role as well is to make sure all the machinery is in working order and cleaned, so 

there’s that part of my job as well, so it’s not just the front of house job where we produce the 

tooling, it’s the background work that I do, is to make sure all the machinery is ok but also all 

the ordering of the consumables that we use internally. Making sure we’ve got stocks of 

things, if we run out of something, we’ve got something there we can use, so yeah, there’s all 

that part of the job which probably isn’t seen so much as well. 

 

HL: Can you talk about life in the Assay Office apart from the actual work that you do? 

 

AL: When I first started I think it was quite sporty really, I think. We had pool tables, we had 

table tennis tables, so in break times people did play table tennis or pool and I think there was 

a darts board as well. Talking to my colleagues that have retired recently, they used to play 

table tennis in championships. They used to play football, there was a football team, years 

and years ago that played in some sort of a league. So I think it was quite a sporty place 

really, there was quite a close knit people really. That has changed more recently, I did play 

in a football team, it was more friendly games, but we did have few people from here who did 

play football together. Unfortunately that has changed, there isn’t the football team, or we 

don’t really socialise in that way nowadays. 

 

HL: Why do you think that is? 
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AL: I don’t know really, I suppose because the office is a little bit smaller, there aren’t so 

many people that work here, possibly and also it depends on people’s interest really. I 

suppose in those days we had probably a similar interest, which is fair enough and obviously 

people change, so they’ve got their own things that they probably do, which is great. 

 

HL: What other things have you done connected with the Assay Office outside work? 

 

AL: We’ve had a sponsored walk, which has been about 25 miles and I’ve taken part in a few 

of those. I think it was organised by Michael Allchin, his idea to do this, to try and bring the 

team together, but also for charity, to try and raise money for charities. I think I took part in 

about three or four of those. It was good fun, really enjoyed it. We drove away, we stayed the 

night and completed the walk and we came back the same day. It was tiring, I’m fittish but 

not, 25 miles does start to hurt your legs after a while, so it was hard work, but it was all good 

fun. 

 

HL: And can you talk about Trade Union membership? 

 

AL: Yes, I am part of the union, but there aren’t as many people in the union as there were 

years ago. Going back into the ‘70s, there were a few strikes, I’m not too sure the details cos 

that was way before my time. But yes there’s not as many people in the union but it does still 

exist. But I haven’t been to a meeting for quite a while, which is quite bad probably, so yes 

the union is still here. 

 

HL: Does it still have a perceptible role in the Assay Office? 

 

AL: I think so, yes. I mean the actual union committee do meet and they do meet with the 

staff and they are involved in what I think is called the Works Committee, they go to those 

meetings, so they can talk about any issues. So no it is involved with the Assay Office, which 

is good, [00.50] good to see anyone’s perspective of anything that goes on really. 

 

HL: How do you feel about having worked in the Assay Office ever since you left school? 

 

AL: It’s been a really good experience, I don’t think it was the plan to start with, but I don’t 

think when anybody starts a job they think of themselves being in that same position, 20 or 
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30 years’ time, but I’ve enjoyed my time here, it’s been really good and to be part of an area 

that’s been developed, and developed over the years, I suppose that’s what’s really helped, so 

I have enjoyed my time here, definitely and hopefully, hopefully may it continue. 

 

[End of Interview 50.50] 


