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HL: It's the 20th of January, 2015 and this is Helen Lloyd, interviewing Mark Malin at the 

Birmingham Assay Office. Mark, tell me about your background. 

 

MM: Okay, my background, middle class family. I went to school at Gilbertstone Primary 

and Infants’ school, where incidentally my mum got a job later on working as a dinner lady, 

but that was long after I'd left. And then my schooling took me to Heartfield Comprehensive, 

which did give me a good grounding, a good education. No major qualifications, just O’ 

Levels, and a few CSEs. And during my time of education I went to my father’s higher 

school class, and in actual fact I, it took me another direction and I actually become a mobile 

DJ. So, much to the amusement of my father because I was just using his hi-fi to start with, so 

no lights, no microphone, no nothing, but it was good, I enjoyed it, and I actually took that up 

as a part-time job and ran that for quite a good number of years. I've got a sister three years 

younger than myself and she's got a son, which is my only nephew. We've quite a small 

family now because, unfortunately, a lot of the family are deceased. 

 

HL: What did your father do? 

 

MM: My father? He worked at Brooks Saddles originally, I haven’t necessarily got dates for 

that, but he worked at Brooks Saddles for quite a number of years. And that was before he 

moved to the Rover in Solihull, and he worked as a press tool designer, designing tools to go 

into the presses to form various parts of the body structure for vehicles and sorting out 

problems that they might have faced, because obviously it's okay using a tool to press a piece 

of metal as long as you can get the piece of metal off the tool at the end. But, so yes he was 

quite up, he worked in the pressed tool design department. As I say, my mum, apart from 

being a housewife, worked for a few years as a dinner lady in my primary school. 

 

HL: What did you imagine that you would do, when you were at school? 

 

MM: Okay. When I was at school, and I know it sounds silly, I wanted to be a bus driver, and 

that sounds really daft. I know a lot of people say ‘Oh a lot of boys will probably say “train 

driver”’, but this for me it had to be a bus driver, and I really don't know a reason why. But I 

used to imagine, I used to basically play out being a bus driver at the bottom of the stairs with 

my sister’s pram turned on to its side as a steering wheel and obviously the toys used to go up 
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the stairs, and that was, you know, just basically acting it out. I didn't dream of sort of going 

into what I'm actually in now. And in actual fact during my schooling I was not the most 

confident at chemistry, so actually to move into a job which involved a lot of chemistry 

really, really surprised me. But I had the choice of two positions when I came for my 

interview, one was working on the Marking Floor, one was working in the Assay, in the 

Sampling Department. My uncle basically got me the interview, told me there was these two 

positions and I thought if ‘I work in the same department as my uncle I think it could cramp 

my style so I’ll go to the other department and I’ll work in the Assay and Sampling’. 

 

HL: Well give your uncle a name check and you describe what he was doing. 

 

MM: Right, my uncle worked as a trainer and section leader on the Marking Floor, marking 

all sorts of different kinds of jewellery when it was sent in for marking. I would describe my 

uncle as one of the few great gentlemen in this world, there probably are a few others but I 

don't know them. Always been my favourite uncle, I had two Uncle Dennises but he's always 

been my favourite uncle, and he was the brother of my mother. He's always been there for us 

and fortunately he is still. And whenever you speak to any of the long standing people they 

always speak fondly and with affection our Dennis because I don't think anybody has ever 

seen him in a fluster, he never loses his temper, [00:05] really a nice guy to know.  

 

HL: And his surname? 

 

MM: Dennis Round, yes, he's Round. 

 

HL: So you didn't want to be in your uncle’s department, describe what you did then? 

 

MM: Okay, well I came for my interview and in actual fact I believe the interview took place 

in this actual room that we’re recording at the moment. I met with a gentleman called Alf 

Hall, who was the HR at that time, or personnel, if, I think it was known as at the time. Came 

in, very nervous, new suit, polished shoes, never been to an interview in my life, was quaking 

in my boots, but Alf was a very nice gentleman, put me at my ease really, really quickly. He 

was an old Navy man so he spoke a bit about the Navy which I was very interested in hearing 

about. And then he basically mentioned the two jobs which were available and I told him 
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which one that I was interested in. And at that point he contacted the then foreman of the 

Assay Department, and he was a gentleman called Ken Gould. He came up, shook my hand, 

and the first question he asked me was ‘What team do you support?’ I'm not a football 

person, I never have been, I don't think I ever will be, apart from taking my son to football on 

a Sunday morning. To which I replied ‘Aston Villa’, and fortunately Aston Villa was the 

right one. He said ‘That will do for me, when do you want to start’? So I says ‘Well there's no 

time like the present’. And he said ‘Well you are just coming up to school holidays, you 

know, you've finished your exams, do you want to take six weeks off’? I said ‘No’, I said 

‘let’s get straight into it, there's no point in hanging around, let’s start earning to get some 

money in my pocket.’ So I finished on the Friday, I took my last exam on the Friday and I 

started on the 26th of June 1978 and I've never looked back. 

 

HL: What was your job called? 

 

MM: Right, my job originally was laboratory assistant, which was working in the silver 

laboratory, and it was processing the silver samples that had been weighed by another 

department, called the Balance Room, very accurately. And basically the process that we 

went through is that the sample had to be dissolved in nitric acid to get it into solution, and 

then there was two reagents which were added to that to produce a coloured liquid. And 

basically the colour of the liquid was compared to a standard, anything lighter than the liquid 

was a pass and those items could be hallmarked. Anything that was darker than the standard 

liquid was a fail and it had have to be looked at again. More samples would be taken and 

we’d go through the process of it again. It was very much what I would term as being ‘bucket 

chemistry’, it was very large volumes, it was very labour intensive, we had to standardise 

solutions before we could use them and it took an awful long time. During that time I learnt a 

little bit of the Balance Room work as well so I could weigh my own samples, yes, so that 

was all part and parcel of it. And then, which we’ll speak about a little bit later on, the change 

came in that silver process to a computerised process. 

 

HL: Well that was, that's a long time further on. 

 

MM: It is, yes. 
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HL: So we’ll come to that, but were you on any kind of trial for the first few weeks? 

 

MM: Yes. You was on, I think it still stands now, thirteen week trial. And during that time, 

obviously, you're assessed on an ongoing basis, and you're pointed in the right direction if, 

you know, you’re doing something that could be done better. During that time there was a 

position which became available in the Technical Laboratory, which I was basically asked to 

apply for, which I thought was nice considering it was sort of early days for myself in the 

Office, but obviously I'd been noticed that I was good. And that took me to the next, like 

stage of my life in the Office that opened up doors, allowed me to pick up new processes, 

learn new processes and techniques and really put me in good stead for the rest of my 

working life, you know, up until where we are now. I may not have hands-on use of the 

techniques, but at least I know what the techniques [00:10] are and what things can affect the 

results that we achieve. So, and that allows me then to explain that to customers and other 

people that, you know, ask questions about that.  

 

HL: What did you do in the Tech Lab at first? 

 

MM: Right, in the Tech Lab the first thing that I needed to do was brush up on actually 

preparing the samples, and that was to make sure that we got clean samples, and the weighing 

of them, as I say, very accurately. There was a lot of changes to technology during my time at 

the Office. When I first started to weigh samples they were weighed on dual beam balances, 

so they were sort of in an enclosed cabinet, and the door had to be closed so that there was no 

wind or anything like that. They took an awful long time to get them to where they needed to 

be, and even just to get them to zero we would have to take pans off either side of the beam 

and, I know it sounds, as daft as it sounds now, even a polish with a little bit of leather would 

change the weight of that pan, to get it to zero. A lot of experience and a lot of frustration, but 

you would get there in the end, you would have to get there otherwise the results that you 

achieved were not correct. As time went on digital scales and digital balances came in, and 

that was, they was sort of introduced over a period of time, but a lot of the long standing 

people were loath to get rid of their old balances because it became part of them. 

 

HL: What metals were you working with at the beginning of your time in the Tech Lab? 
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MM: Okay, I was working with gold, basically preparing the sample and processing it to 

achieve the correct results. And the process that we use is cupellation, and cupellation is very 

simply refining the alloy, the sample, back to pure gold. And it's basically a comparison of 

the weight that we started with of the sample and the weight of pure gold that we get back. 

And that can then be calculated in parts per thousand or percentage. So that's very simple. It 

takes a little bit of time, but it is a simple enough process, and it's still the accepted traditional 

method for gold analysis. I also worked with silver, and in silver, obviously when I first 

started at the Office I'd worked with silver before and the process was very, very similar 

until, again computerisation came in. And during my time in the Tech Lab there was actually 

an instrument which had been purchased by the Office but hadn't actually be used in anger, if 

you like, and I asked whether I could investigate it. The manager of the laboratory at the time, 

a guy called Mike Bowring said ‘Yes, I’ll give you time to do that and if you required any 

other information or training then by all means let me know and we’ll see what we can do for 

you’. So considering this piece of kit was probably about ten thousand pounds, it seemed 

pointless having it sitting on a bench collecting dust. And I could see the potential in it, and 

obviously the Office could see the potential in it but didn't have anybody that had taken the 

time to actually work on that. So I did have some training, both off site, I went to Mettler, 

based down in Crawley I think it was. And that was back in about 19…, whenever, I can't 

remember the date on that one. But by the time I'd actually got to the training course and the 

length of time that we’d had the piece of kit, they hadn't got the piece of kit that we 

possessed, so it was limited to what I could actually pick up, but I did pick some information 

up from that course and it did put me in good stead. I came back to the Office, investigated 

that process and eventually it was adopted and gradually we moved away from the ‘bucket 

chemistry’ that we used to use to a much more refined process for doing it. It was less labour 

intensive, you could basically weigh your samples, put them on to a carousel, put in whatever 

information the instrument needed and it would then titrate those samples and give us results 

on a printout, [00:15] which was miles and miles apart from the early days when I started at 

the Office.  

 

So I would like to sort of have that as a feather in my cap and we now use that process, I 

think we've got two or three of those instruments now, obviously not the same ones that we 

had in the first place, they're more refined and obviously technology moves forward. But, 

yes, that's used in the Technical Laboratory now for doing all the silver samples, so that was 
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good. And the other part of the technical processes that I learnt was atomic absorption, which 

was the process that we use for platinum, palladium hadn't come into the process, that's a 

very, very recent one. But platinum again was chemistry so not my forte, but I learnt what I 

needed to learn, very accurately weighing samples, very accurately dissolving them. Bulking 

them up to a certain volume in a volumetric flask and then spraying them on to what, it's 

called atomic absorption. And basically the very basic process is that it would go on to the 

machine, the solution would be sprayed or atomised into a flame, and that, through, passing 

through that flame would be light made of the same material, the same element that you're 

looking for.  

 

HL: So, for the record, we paused because of the sound of the heater in the background that 

we've tried and failed several times to switch off. So you'll now have to continue with your 

description of atomic absorption. 

 

MM: Okay. The basics behind the technique is that you have a lamp and the filament of the 

lamp is made of the same element that you're looking for. The solution is sprayed into an 

acetylene flame. The lamp, or the light, is shining through that flame, and it's basically a 

comparison between the amount of light that is being emitted by the lamp and the amount 

that is received at the other end. The less light that is received at the other end, the more has 

been absorbed by the platinum in the solution and therefore the higher the concentration of 

platinum in the sample. And obviously the other way, if you're receiving more light at the one 

end the less is present in the sample. And that's basically the way that it works. And you plot 

that on to a graph, you can work from that graph to give you the result for your samples. And 

in all cases, silver, gold and platinum, everything is measured against a known standard. So 

your standards are made, or there might be one, more than one standard, but at the end of the 

day you work it out against your standards so you've got a known standard and it's 

comparison with that. 

 

HL: And were there ways, obviously until you helped introduce the new silver machine, were 

there ways in which you were dealing with silver, gold and platinum, those that you've 

described, those were all in the late ‘70s, early ‘80s were they? 
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MM: Yes. I mean, yes, I mean these processes were, they preceded me by many, many, many 

years. I mean gold by cupellation goes back to wow, oh, you know, we’re talking about 

hundreds and hundreds of years if not thousands of years. The history behind the other 

techniques I don't really know enough about, but I know that gold goes back to, probably the 

Egyptians, because obviously they produced a lot of things in gold jewellery. 

 

HL: Apart from your experience of the Silver Lab and then moving on to the Tech Lab in the 

late ‘70s, early ‘80s, were you aware of what went on in other departments? 

 

MM: Yes, you mean just focused on the Assay and the Sampling or are you talking about in 

other parts, other departments of the Office? 

 

HL: Did you work in any other departments? 

 

MM: Yes, I did on occasions work in the Marking Department. That tended to be at times 

that we hadn't got a great deal of work. It would be what I would say ‘simple marking’. In 

other words the press was set up and you would basically sit there and they would say ‘Right, 

this is what you do’, so it was very much parrot fashion, I didn't understand what I was doing, 

I just knew that I'd got to get a mark onto an item, make sure it was straight, and if anything 

happened, shout, and that was basically it. But yes, I had an understanding of that. [00:20] 

And at various times you would just help out, as I say, bagging and un-bagging, limited 

amount of bagging and un-bagging, it's more so now, but there's a lot of imported wares, but, 

you know, back in the old days it was all big volume, loads of unfinished cast work and you 

could do what you like with it, you didn't have to take a lot of care over it because you knew 

that it was going to be finished later on. Yes, so, but yes I did go round various departments. 

 

HL: Any other departments? 

 

MM: Yes. As part of the processes connected with the Technical Laboratory I also learnt how 

to melt scrap gold, scrap silver and platinum. Platinum was more difficult because you need 

quite a bit of temperature for platinum, but definitely gold and silver. Both internal melting of 

scrap that was left over from samples that we’d taken, it was just residue that we didn't use, 

because you can never accurately take a weight of sample, you know, spot on so you might 
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have little bits left over. And also customers’ scrap that they used to send in. So I was taken 

through the right way, the right procedures for melting so that I didn't lose anything. How to 

remove any unwanted material, which was usually base metal, springs and all sorts of paper 

clips, and all sorts of things, yes. But that was, you know, once you know how to do the job it 

works. Sometimes you have to do the job over again because it's not as clean as you would 

like it to be. But then after doing that we would take drill samples from those bars and 

analyse those by whichever method we needed to, cupellation for gold and titration for silver, 

as I've said before. And then produce our certificate, and that certificate would be numbered 

against that bar, and the customer would get, have that all returned to him and then he could 

sell it whenever he wanted to. And at least it had been analysed by an independent body, 

which is, you know, which is what we did. So, yes, that was quite an entertaining part of my 

life. And also reclamation of the silver, the cupellation process produces, as does the silver 

titration process it produces silver. Well you can't return the silver, you can't do anything with 

that because it's just basically in a solution, but what we used to do was precipitate that silver 

out of solution. And after a period of time we would collect that in bulk and we could 

actually then reclaim that. It was quite a lengthy process, by washing and adding various 

reagents, iron bar, and we would get it back to a salt of metal. And then basically we could 

dry that off and put that into the furnace direct with some flux on top of it and out would 

come a silver bar. So I learnt how to do that as well. That's long since gone, we don't do that 

anymore. And I think that's sent outside now to be done. But, yes, so I've had quite a wide 

range of, you know, procedures that I've learnt during my time at the Office. And considering 

I left school with no qualifications in this kind of field, I think I've done quite well.  

 

HL: What was it like working with the furnace? 

 

MM: In the cold it was wonderful, so in the winter it was absolutely fantastic because the first 

furnace that I used was down in the basement, which was basically a gas fired blast furnace. 

And there would be a compressor so you obviously get the blast and get the temperature 

there. So even though it was down by the back door where we come in now it was lovely. In 

the summer it was horrendous. You can only do so much to cool yourself down, basically 

bottles of water. I was, I was given a helmet which had got an actual fan built into it with a 

rechargeable battery that I used to sling over my back. That sort of keeps your head and your 

face cool but the rest of your body, no, there's no way of doing that. But then we moved 
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upstairs and we went over to electric furnace which is a lot more insulated and it was much 

more bearable. Having said that, once you open the door to get the pot out then that's when 

you start facing the heat, occasional gloves catching fire and things like that. But, yes, it was 

good, you learnt your lesson the quick way. [00:25] 

 

HL: After the Tech Lab, what did you do next? 

 

MM: From the Tech Lab I moved back out into like the Sampling and the Assay 

Departments, working at various times wherever I was needed. I got a better foundation of 

acid testing, which was part of the sampling process at the time. And that's basically applying 

reagents to the surface of the metal, different reagents to different metals, but it would give 

you an indication of the approximate standard, or the metal itself so you could tell the 

difference between gold and silver for instance and base metal. So that would be your first 

point of contact to actually sort the, some of the items out and decide on which pieces you 

were going to sample. Sampling was taken by a number of different means, there was either, 

it was all destructive at the time. So you would either take a scrape sample, so you would use 

a tool called a ‘pinkie’, which is basically a three cornered tool similar to a triangular file but 

all the rough part of it was taken off so it was a nice smooth blade. And it was sharpened on 

the three sides using an oil stone so that that was sharp enough to then scrape over the surface 

of the items and you would take small shavings and little bits of dust, and that would 

constitute your sample. And that would be the same whether you were sampling gold, silver 

or platinum. Obviously, you would make sure that you changed a piece of paper that you 

would have on your desk so there was no contamination. So if you did gold, you'd have 

another paper for silver, another paper for platinum. So as well as scraping, we could cut 

using tin snips or wire cutters. I think I explained a little bit earlier that there was a, in the 

early days when I started at the Office we had larger volumes of cast items, they were 

unfinished and we could basically, the cast items had got little pieces of sprue, which is 

where they've been cut off the casting tree, and the customers left that on for us so we could 

use that as part of our sample. That was probably the quickest and the easiest way to take it, 

and probably when it comes to contamination on samples that's probably the best sample you 

can take because the higher proportion of it is actually clean material, because  you're cutting 

through a piece of metal. It didn't destroy the article, it still went back and you could still 

continue to carry on and finish that article whichever way you wished. And we also used 
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various presses, which were adapted from hallmarking presses but instead of having a punch 

and a bed so you're applying a hallmark to it we could use those and you just basically have 

like a scissor arrangement, where you got two blades coming against each other. And what 

you would do is you would pull the handle on the press, and the press would come down, the 

two cutting surfaces would come against each other and would take little slices off. We’d 

usually use those for plate items, such as salvers or pressed out spoons and things like that, 

photo frames, that kind of thing. So it was basically horses for courses, you know, depending 

on what type of material you got that's when you chose to, you know, whichever method you 

wanted to take the sample. So yes, so I basically learnt the sampling and the touch testing. I 

continued then working in the Balance Room for quite a considerable period of time. And all 

this time I didn't realise but I was actually being groomed, if you like, for my future years in 

the Office. But, you know, you think “Oh yes, it's great”, you know, you embrace it and you 

think “Yes, something new I’ll have a go at this.” And I basically became, during that time in 

the Assay and the Balance Room, the Sampling and everything, I was just moving around. I 

worked in the refinery again, which obviously brought in the cupellation bit and, you know, 

so wherever I was needed I was flexible, yes, I could just basically move wherever they 

wanted me to. And in some cases I was actually operating in more than one area at a time so, 

you know, but it made the day go quick. But yes, I sort of became the Assay Technician, if 

you like. We got various computer systems which recorded results of the [00:30] samples 

that we, you know, that we took, and occasionally the system would, not necessarily break 

down, but it wouldn't do what it was supposed to do. And because I became known as ‘the 

fiddler’, it would be, in the nicest possible way, it would be thrown in my court, and I would 

sort that out and move on to the next thing. So yes, I think I've been really fortunate in my 

time with the Office that I've been able to experience loads of different areas, loads of 

different techniques and it's put me in good stead for everything that I've done following. 

 

HL: If we’re talking about computers, we’re on to the 1990s, what training did you have in 

computers? 

 

MM: Nothing at all. I just mentioned I'm known as ‘the fiddler’, and with a little bit of 

knowledge, which sometimes can be dangerous, but a little bit of knowledge to take me to 

wherever I need to be I can usually work out what needs to happen and what I need to do to 

get it to work. Similar to, you know, a lot of the things that I've come up against during my 
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life with the Office I'm presented with a challenge and as long as I'm given the time I’ll sit 

down and I’ll work my way through it and more often than not I can get to a conclusion, 

either it works or it doesn't work, yes. But, no, I hadn't got any computer knowledge at all, so 

I think I've done quite well for myself really. 

 

HL: Before we move on from your job in Sampling, can you just summarise the different jobs 

you've done up till that point? 

 

MM: Yes, sure. From the time that I started I was known as laboratory assistant. And then, 

after moving to the Technical Laboratory I then become a laboratory technician. And then, 

from the time from laboratory technician and moving back out into the Assay and Sampling, 

up to, I don't know, probably about ’94, ’95, something like that, I was then known as the 

Sampling and Assay Technician so basically covering all the aspects of the hallmarking side, 

okay. I say up until sort of about ’95, ’96 the guy that gave me the opportunity to work at the 

Assay Office, a lovely guy called Ken Gould, was going through an illness and eventually it 

was diagnosed that unfortunately he had cancer. So I'd filled in for Ken while he’d been 

away, because of the grounding that he gave me and, as I say, the information and all the 

experience that I'd had in various parts allowed me to do that. So, yes, and then I actually 

became Foreman of the Assay Department, Assay and Sampling in 1996.  

 

HL: What did that involve? 

 

MM: That involved co-ordinating work for all the departments, with my background within 

the different departments and the different techniques and processes I was able to 

troubleshoot, sort problems out. The day to day running of all the departments, ensuring that 

people got paid, booking of holidays, phoning customers, which was sometimes not a very 

pleasant job to do, the reason being that whenever I picked up the phone there was usually a 

problem and you would get at the other end of the phone “Oh gosh, what's gone wrong 

now?” And on some occasions I was not the favourite person in the world because it was 

basically we were going to reject a customer’s work and the Assay Office is empowered to 

destroy those articles before they're sent back, which obviously the customers understood as 

well. We basically did that as quickly as we possibly could because you got to start the 

process all over again. In those days the issue with that was that we were hallmarking items 
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while we were still waiting for the results, because the result process, the cupellation was 

going to take quite a considerable period of time, so more often than not the parcel had 

actually moved on its way down to the Marking Floor, [00:35] which meant retrieval for that 

parcel. And the one thing we had to make sure is that the hallmark was removed before it got 

back to the customer.  

 

And, on occasions my melting experience came in because it was just as easy to throw it in 

the melting pot and melt it into another bar and then let the customer do whatever he needed 

to do. So, HR, employment, general, as I say, routine day to day running of the department. 

Liaison with senior managers, meetings to discuss issues and things like that. So, very much 

part of the day to day running team, if you like. And sorting out issues with various personnel 

that were not as easy to work with as they could have been, but, you know, you treat 

everybody with, you know, dignity and, you know, you try and sort the problem out as best 

you can. But yes, it was a good time in my life, you know, speaking to different people on 

different levels, and it just adds to the, you know, the whole tapestry of working here. 

 

HL: What training did you have with these things that you hadn't done before, like liaising 

with customers or making sure people got paid? 

 

MM: I did have, when I took the, after I'd stood in for Ken during his time away with illness, 

I just basically was just learning that on the fly, getting to know different customers and how 

to deal with different customers because everybody is different, some of them were very nice 

and others weren’t. I did take a training course when I was finally taken on as the Foreman of 

the Assay Department, which was basically a four stage course in front line and team 

leadership. Some of the things helped, other things were just, it was just common sense at the 

end of the day. How I would treat someone is the way that I would want to be treated. There 

were occasions that you couldn't get it right, whichever way you played it. But yes, I did have 

some training, some background training. But at the end of the day the Assay Office has 

always been a unique place to work and I say that, and I haven’t got any comparison. The 

only comparison I have is visitors that come into the Office over the years that I've been here 

have all used that kind of word, it might not have been ‘unique’, ‘different’, but the Assay 

Office is the Assay Office. The Assay Office has always been different in, I don't know, I 

can't put anything on it, it's very, very difficult to describe it. I think it's worked because 
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everybody’s felt part of a family. In the years that I've been here and the years prior to that 

that I've been told about, and we have actually had members of the family, myself and my 

uncle. There's been people that have met and married and had families, and the families have 

come here and they've worked here. So, and it's always been like that, it's sort of been very, 

very close knit and everybody’s sort of known each other. But, yes, it's, it is, it's just a 

completely different place to work. 

 

HL: Why does it make things work having family members? 

 

MM: Why? I think you have the rapport with individual family members and you don't very, 

well let’s put it this way, you could offend but it's not really taken to heart, you know. And I 

think because you know the people outside you're far more likely to work together because 

you automatically, for a lot of things, you do know the way that that person works, the way 

that person functions. And sometimes you can actually do things without having to put too 

much effort in. And you work together with them, putting effort in. 

 

HL: Can you give me any example? 

 

MM: Yes, I think when you've worked with somebody for such a long time, be it a family 

member or just a member of staff, you, people want to help. People want to be part [00:40] of 

the team. People, whoever it may be, as I say, don't separate family members from 

colleagues, we were all friends and to a certain extent the, during the time when I started the 

Office and through the years that we've just been talking about people felt that they owned 

the Assay Office. And by having that ownership, or that feeling of ownership they were 

passionate about it. They wanted the Office to succeed, and they would do anything, and I 

mean anything, to make the Office succeed, to build on what they’ve had before and we have 

been known as the biggest and the best in the world, you know, marking twelve, thirteen, 

fourteen million articles a year, it doesn't happen by mistake. People feel as though it is their 

business, and I think that's what makes it special and has made it special. People would 

volunteer to do things rather than being asked to do them, they would look for things to be 

done and instinctively they'd just go and pick them up and do them, you know. People would 

come to you and say “Can I help you?” And I'm not saying that isn't the case now, I think it's 

less so now. But I think the whole culture is, has changed, okay. That's not meant to say that 
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it's for the bad, I'm not saying that at all, things have to move forward. But I think if using the 

word ‘passionate’ and ‘ownership’ those are the things that made the Office what the Office 

was in the days that I joined it.  

 

HL: How did your work change in the years that you were a foreman? 

 

MM: I think the biggest change that I was involved in was the process of analysis of alloys 

the jewellery was made of. The Office has always been focused on making sure that, you 

know, we fit in with environmental pressures and things like that and you look at different 

ways of doing things. So the main change that we introduced, not long after I was foreman, I 

was probably foreman for a few years, was the introduction of non-destructive testing. A term 

which is used quite regularly, but in actual fact there are times that we do have to do a little 

bit of destruction but not to the point of losing the article. But the introduction of x-ray 

fluorescence, which is basically analysis by x-ray as the name suggests, was being looked at 

for a few years prior to its actual introduction. With a little bit of reservation, to be honest 

with you, because we needed to have a process which was comparable to the techniques that 

we were using, and up until then the traditional techniques were the only ones so we could 

only base it on that. It's a completely different technique anyway, but it meant quite a bit of 

investigation, which, for myself personally, took me to various places in Europe. I went to 

Germany, lots of machines are made in Germany. I've been to Holland, trialling machines, 

speaking to people. But we ended up adopting a system, or systems, that were made by the 

Germans and the head office was down on the South Coast in Lymington. Struck up a very, 

very good working relationship with the representative of that company. I had initial training 

on one of the systems and we trialled the system with various samples that we had already 

tested by the traditional techniques, because we’d got to try and get some kind of comparison, 

were these machines capable of doing what the traditional techniques were doing? And if 

they weren’t [00:45] then we weren’t going to go down that route, we couldn't go down that 

route. 

 

So yes, quite a bit of investigation there, to the point that the machines that were available at 

the time, and we tried all sorts, there was little hand held systems which are available now, 

desktop units and whatever but we found that they weren’t consistent in giving results which 

we felt were acceptable. So the company which we sort of ‘got into bed with’, if you like, in 
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the early days, which is, you know, talking about 2002, 2001/2002, we set the standard, if 

you like, for them, for that company. And of all the companies that I've been involved with 

and all the demonstrations that I've had, Fischer Instrumentation, I’ll mention them because I 

still rave about them anyway, were the only company that actually came back and asked the 

Assay Office what they wanted. And once we set the criteria of what we wanted to see that 

machine do they went away and they said “Right, leave it with us, we’ll come back to you 

when we feel that we can meet your criteria.” And, in a relatively short space of time, 

considering there's got to be development in the technique and the technology and the 

software and everything else, they came back, or I got a phone call, “Can I deliver the 

machine?” And I said “You can, but it better be good.” They said, “It is, you’ll see the 

difference.” I said “Okay, fair enough.” So the machine was brought in and we did some 

trials, both on samples that we had already analysed so we’d used these before, and 

straightaway I could see this instrument was completely different to the instrument I'd seen 

twelve months ago. He left the machine with us and we did loads of trials on different matrix 

of alloy, because it behaves different ways with different alloys. And it was quite evident 

that, yes, now we've got a piece of kit that could do something that was comparable to the 

traditional techniques, which was a lot quicker, which, from the Assay Office’s point of view 

was more environmentally friendly, you weren’t having to use reagents such as acids. You 

didn't have to use lead from the refining of gold, and also, okay, large investment in using the 

instruments, but your ongoing purchasing of lead, which is expensive, we had to purchase 

pure silver for the other processes, so all those things had to be taken into account and 

basically you could leave those behind. The machines need calibration, they need service and 

whatever, but you could see the benefit.  

 

After reporting back to senior managers unfortunately the representative was not too happy 

when I couldn't get anyone to sign a cheque. He went away and he really wasn't happy, but I 

said “Well look, I’ll do whatever I can do. At some point somebody is going to say ‘we need 

to look at this in greater depths now, do we move forward with it?’” We did actually embrace 

it and we did start to purchase machines. Initially not for central, but at the same time this 

was coming on stream, sub-offices were being looked at. Sub-offices are little satellite offices 

and they perform exactly the same process as we do here but when they first started we had to 

take a sample and send a sample back to central, send it back by post and report the results 

back, which obviously takes a reasonable amount of time. But when, in the process of setting 
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up the sub-offices we actually purchased then XRF Systems, which we used in the first stages 

just for sorting. And we basically, if we found something that was failing on the XRF then we 

would take separate samples and send those back, okay. So it wasn't used in the early days for 

pass and fail, that came a few years later. And I know you're going to ask me the date and I 

can't remember. [00:50] All I'm saying is that gradually it came into, you know, the 

mainstream and gradually we moved away from the traditional taking the samples, and we 

had to, we were gradually being pushed towards that. A number of reasons, jewellers in the 

UK were not necessarily manufacturing jewellers, we got people who were just out to make a 

fast buck and they were spotting jewellery when they went on holiday and thought “Oh, I can 

sell that in the UK”, and they were just basically become importers, there was no refinishing 

processes or anything like that and all they wanted was to comply with the law, send it in, get 

it out hallmarked and sell it and make a profit, and that was it, and that was one of the big 

driving forces behind the introduction of XRF. The little bit of stuttering that the Assay 

Office in Birmingham had after we realised that we’d got a system that we could use and 

employ one of our competitors stole the show and basically moved down that route a little bit 

quicker than we did. So they moved forward, even though we’d done the background work 

and we’d set the criteria and everything else. But that was our choice, decisions have to be 

made, they have to be made at the top. So, but we have caught up and I now believe that 

through Fischer we are actually the biggest customer in the UK of their systems. They are 

always there for us, they always help us out. The process of picking up a parcel and being 

able to analyse it compared to the old traditional way is a lot, lot quicker. We introduced pass 

and fail at the, of it by XRF at the sub-offices, and that gave us then the capability of same 

day turn round, same hour turn round, same half an hour turn round. Gradually we've become 

victims of our own success and the customer always push for more. But it's a great system, 

and that's probably the biggest significant change that we've had that gives us and gives the 

customer a much better service in all ways. 

 

HL: Tell me about the setting up of the sub-offices? 

 

MM: Okay, the setting up of sub-offices was something which was a possibility for quite a 

good number of years, however nobody had really embraced it and really taken it forward. 

They're not the easiest things in the world to operate and I think anybody would say that. The 

distance is one of the problems that we have but we've got over that, that's not a problem. But 
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the concept of it was that if a customer was producing high volume, which, if they hadn't got 

a sub-office they would have to sort some way of transporting it to the central office to have 

it processed and then transported back again. And, obviously, you've got high value, in some 

cases you've got very high weight. For instance when we used to have a lot of heavy silver 

curb chain, and that was the driving force behind setting up an office, a sub-office quite close 

to here, but it was such a struggle to move these big heavy boxes it was much easier to do it 

over there. But, so there was talk and there'd been talk in the background for quite a number 

of years with a company called Curteis up in Shropshire and the management of the Assay 

Office finally made the decision to say “Yes, okay, let’s go with the pilot.” It hadn't been 

done before, so we were the first official Assay Office to do this. But prior to that our 

competitor, I don't know whether I should name them, but our competitor was actually doing 

it unofficially in a manufacturer close to them. So nothing had sort of been arranged, nothing 

had been agreed. We’re controlled by the British Hallmarking Council, and it's basically 

through them that you have to satisfy all the criteria that they put in place and get over all the 

hurdles that they put in place, the biggest one being to be able to maintain our integrity 

[00:55] and our independence when the sub-offices set up, I don't know, sixty, seventy miles 

away, so there was a lot of talk and a lot of convincing that this could be maintained and we 

wouldn't have any commercial pressure brought to bear on the people that were actually 

operating that sub-office. So, as I say, yes, so the first office was opened up at Curteis back in 

2002. We've had various numbers of sub-offices, which some have opened and closed, down 

to volumes we have to make the offices financially viable for us. And unfortunately, as I say, 

we’ve had to open and close some of them. The shortest one being The Jewellery Channel 

down in Hampton Hill, and I think they were only open for about eight months unfortunately, 

but there you go.  

 

But the sub-offices, yes, it was a completely new concept. My connection with the sub-

offices in the first place was not the management of them, but because we were using the 

XRFs, the then co-ordinator of the sub-offices, they'd got quite a strong background in 

hallmarking, but the technical side and the testing side of things they hadn’t got that 

background. So I, it was basically a balance between me still looking after the Assay 

Department, as I’ve mentioned before, and also getting out on the road, and if there was any 

problems with the machines sort those problems out. Updates on training, updates on 

software, along with obviously Fischer personnel as well. So I had quite a deep 
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understanding, again, by my position and what I had to do that sort of led me towards where I 

am at the present time. So I did apply for that job but I was unsuccessful in the first place, but 

I applied for it when it was advertised again and I managed to get the Off Site Manager’s job. 

So they're not without their problems. You have to be totally flexible, you can't plan your 

day. You basically get a phone call and you might have to go up to Castleford or wherever so 

we’re currently running with six sub-offices. Four of them are quite close to the central 

office, but as I've explained before it's either volume or weight or what, or value that has 

deemed it necessary to set up a sub-office, so. The close ones, we've got one at Cooksons, we 

have one at Optima, we have one at Domino, and one at Hockley Mint so they're all dotted 

around, in or around the Jewellery Quarter. And I've just mentioned Argos, so we've got 

Curteis, which is in Shropshire, and Argos, which is probably our biggest operation at the 

moment which is in Castleford which is just outside Leeds so that's the furthest one away 

from us at the moment. But where I needed to visit on a regular basis regarding the XRFs, if 

there was any issues, physical issues with the machines you can't do anything about, but if the 

girls hit any problems, technology’s moved forward, the internet is a wonderful tool. And 

software, you can actually operate the machines remotely, and that was a real big bonus for 

me. So, and if I can't sort problems out Fischer are in the wings, and they can sort the 

problems out as well.  

 

HL: How do you preserve the integrity of the Assay Office in these sub-offices? 

 

MM: Right. Okay, during the process of setting a sub-office up, I mentioned the British 

Hallmarking Council, there are quite lengthy discussions at all levels, with staff of the host 

company and staff of the Assay Office. The Assay Office will denote where they need to be, 

we then need to educate the staff at the host company to ensure that they don't overstep the 

mark. And the biggest driver for that is if you do something which spoils the integrity or, and 

puts extra pressure on us that we shouldn’t get, [01:00] then basically they've got the power 

to close that sub-office down, and nobody wants that. So in the process of the discussions for 

setting up normally speaking there will be something written into the employment handbook 

that says that this is something that will result in disciplinary action if you do this, you do 

this, you do this. The number of people that are allowed to come into the sub-office is 

restricted and we know who those people are. They're not allowed to come into the sub-office 

when it's not manned, other than emergencies and things like that.  
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So from the early days with Curteis the things that we put in place have worked well for us 

and we've just continued to do it, to the point now that the Hallmarking Council don't really 

need to make any visits, they just have a report every year to say everything’s okay. The 

other thing that we do as well, which I didn't mention, is we've got CCTV operating, it’s full 

time, twenty-four hours, seven days a week, and that's recording. So if anybody did decide to 

do something which they shouldn’t be doing, then we've got that as a backup as well. Plus the 

fact I can also see what the girls are doing, because it's difficult to manage, distance-wise and 

also for health and safety, if we've got one guy in there. So I think hopefully that answers 

your question that, you know, we've sort of got all the backup and the support that we need, 

that hopefully somebody won't overstep the mark. There was one occasion which I can recall, 

which is an office that's closed, but it wasn't down to this it was down to a reduction in 

volume. But there was someone who did take over for a short period of time and bringing the 

work in to us. And they were putting extra pressure on “Come on, I want this job out.” 

Prioritising is wonderful, that's not a problem, but when somebody’s pushing and pushing 

and pushing that's when we have to push back. It was dealt with very quickly by HR and 

basically they were removed from that part of the process. So we've only ever had one issue, 

which is good, because the education right at the beginning of the process I think stands us in 

good stead that maintains that integrity and the independence that we need. 

 

HL: Do you have the same kind of airport security at the sub-offices that you have here at the 

Assay Office?  

 

MM: Right. You would be surprised if I told you that it goes from nothing at all to airport 

security, and that is all your metal work off, through an x-ray machine to the point that one of 

the sites actually searches you on the way in so that you're not actually taking something in 

that could compromise the security or anything there. And, as I say, from the, at the other end 

of the spectrum there is no security whatsoever, you walk in and you walk out and that's it, 

there's no scanner, there's no, nothing, really surprises me. And being able to compare 

different arrangements regarding security you can see the flaws in it. If somebody asked you I 

could probably be a security officer as well. But yes, it's really, really strange that you see a 

really wide range from nothing to ‘tight as a duck’s’. [Laughter] 
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HL: But that arrangement is entirely up to them rather than to the Assay Office? 

 

MM: That's correct, yes. I mean once we’re on their site, their security arrangements and 

obviously fire regulations and things like that, we abide by all their arrangements. Yes, so, 

anything changes for their staff we would abide by it. 

 

HL: Give me a typical week in your life as the Manager of the Sub-offices. 

 

MM: Okay. Starting with Sunday evening, I usually work from home and I will make sure 

that all the times are on the clocks, the clocking system, ready for the wages department for 

when they print off the clock cards on a Monday morning. Why don't I do it on a Monday 

morning you ask? The reason for that is that at approximately quarter past, twenty past five 

on Monday I will be at the Office collecting packages or whatever needs to go up to Argos. 

And then I’ll drive up to Argos to have team briefings, [01:05] collect work if necessary to 

return it back to the Office. During my time on the road I’ll probably pick up the e-mails, you 

know, I’ll stop every now and again and pick up e-mails, phone calls, which I know isn't the 

best thing to do but, you know, if you can handle something over, you know, quite quickly 

I’ll do that. Return to the Office, roughly I don't know, about lunch time. Usually spend a 

little bit of time at my desk and try and catch up with e-mails that I haven’t been able to do 

while I've been on the road. And currently there is usually a necessity for some help at one of 

our local offices, Domino. So I’ll go up there, I can do laser hallmarking, I can't do any punch 

marking at the, for the moment, I'm not there yet, and sampling. And that will probably take 

me through to the end of my day. There's no definite finishing time with myself, I'm basically 

I'm on duty all the time. But that's normally my finish for the day.  

 

Tuesday I normally manage then to spend a little bit of time in the Office and that's, I don't 

know, progressing project’s fees, projects that I've got in my responsibility, making sure that 

things are ordered, just various, just various things really. I mean when you try and you think 

about it, it occupies your day but you just automatically do it and you just, you're just fire 

fighting. Somebody will pick the phone up “Oh, so and so…”, “Oh yes, okay”, you sort that 

out and then you bounce on to the next thing, and on to the next thing.  

 



                                                                                                      MARK MALIN 

21	  

	  

Wednesday, if my colleague isn't doing the run to Argos, another run he's done to Argos, so 

anything that's come back to the Office for laser marking, because there's no laser machines 

up there. That will have to be returned and there will be more lasering to bring back. Not the 

best duty of a manager just to be sitting on the road for four, four or five hours a day just 

moving work around. That's been discussed and I'm sure that will be addressed at some point, 

we have Stella, and Stella sees things a different way, so yes, so that will get sorted. So that is 

Wednesday.  

 

Again, come back to the Office, there's various things that I need to update. There might be 

calibration certificates that need to be scanned and put into the appropriate folders on the 

system and so there's loads and loads of little things that you just bounce from one to the 

other.  

 

And then Friday, Friday’s the big day because Friday is the time that we process all the 

information that we've collected as regards what we've marked, what we've hallmarked 

during that week. So that's running off the spreadsheets and attaching that to work notes, and 

that goes into the Accounts Department so we get paid for what we've done. We wait for 

those to be processed. Invoices come back out, they have to be tied up with the paperwork, 

put into envelopes, put into the post. And this is all sort of mixed in with the occasional 

phone calls for more help, more assistance, more advice. So it's just, it's a dynamic week, 

that’s, that's the best way of me describing it. I never know what I'm going to be hit with 

next, I just have to be prepared for it as best as I can. And that's a typical week for me. And 

then Saturday, I sleep. 

 

HL: How has the jewellery trade changed during your time working in it? 

 

MM: Well I think the biggest significant change is volume and having stocks. When I joined 

the Office, I think I explained earlier on that we had large parcels of, let’s say, cast unfinished 

rings. They were sent in, they were hallmarked, and they were kept in stock, the jewellers 

kept them in stock. The likes of yourself, myself, could walk in and say “I’ll have five 

hundred of those” and they could take those off the shelf. Over the years people don't want to 

tie capital up in stock that's not doing anything for them. So, and I think this is, it's the same 

with a lot of industry now, it's changed just in time. And because we have been able to 
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change and adapt to a certain extent, more so with the sub-offices because we’re there, we’re 

in their premises, we've got much closer contact with them. Well you can pick up a phone 

with your customers here but you can sort of talk to an individual. They can come and say 

“Can you do this, I need [01:10] it in a quarter of an hour?” “Yes, we can do it”, and we’ll do 

it. So I think that's the biggest change, and, as I say, the cost of the raw material over the past 

few years has shot up to an all-time high. I mean it's fallen back again now but I think it's 

focused the jewellers’ way of working. But it is, it's basically, it's everything’s driven by 

orders and they don't want to have loads and loads of stock hanging around. So, so that part 

of it, but so we've been able to move forward with the times, but I think that's the biggest 

significant change that I've seen during my time in the Office.  

 

HL: Quick change of subject, can you talk about the role of the trade union in the Assay 

Office? 

 

MM: Yes. Obviously I'd had no experience of trade unions, and obviously I was a youngster, 

but it was very much a closed shop at the time that I joined the Assay Office. We went 

through a couple of strikes, one before I joined the Office, just before. And also there was 

one, I think it was in the early ‘80s. The time that I joined the Office was just after the Silver 

Jubilee and obviously there was a lot of commemorative stuff that had been produced in sort 

of ’77. There was a lot of people that had been taken on in permanent employment, and 

obviously once all these commemorative lines started to dwindle away, for them there wasn't 

the work for the people that they'd taken on, and inevitably they had to do something because 

they couldn't afford to keep the head count at, you know, where it was. So, so yes, as I say, 

we went through a strike. But the workings of the union on sort of a day to day basis 

interested me and when I got the opportunity to put my name forward for the union I played 

an active role on the union committee. And obviously meeting with the management in, on 

various occasions, the main one being for wage negotiations and terms and conditions and 

things like that. And then I got the opportunity to take the sort of leadership if you like and 

become the convenor. Now I don't know, but going back through history and the people that I 

can think of it's, whether it's a coincidence or whether it's planned I don't know but it seems 

that people who have had an opportunity to speak to the management on that sort of level, 

seem to progress. Whether it's because the management thought ‘Well, okay I don't want him 

on that side, I want him on our side because he's proved himself on that side’, I don't know. 
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But, yes, it was good. I didn't have any union training, because at the end of the day I think 

when you're negotiating with somebody it's down to common sense. There might be a few 

raised voices at times but at the end of the day yes, we managed to see eye to eye. There was 

one Work’s Manager, Alwymn Griffiths, I've mentioned his name now, but he would always 

start at the point of ‘No’, and then you would try and convince him that he was wrong. And 

we used to see eye to eye, most of the time we used to see eye to eye. And he could see that 

there was some mileage in what we were talking about and we got there in the end. But, yes, 

it was, yes it was good, it was good. 

 

HL: Have you any memories of the strike in the early ‘80s? 

 

MM: Yes. I was just basically a, I wasn't connected with the union or anything like that I was 

just a member, but obviously it was one out and all out. There was a sit in, or a sleep in or 

whatever you want to call it, in the early days when it first started off. And it was all basically 

down to redundancy, yes, so we were fighting for people’s jobs. But there was pickets 

outside. The management at that time, sort of the foremen and higher, were still coming into 

the Office, there wasn't a lot to do because there was no work coming in because they didn't 

think they were going to get it back so the jewellers obviously went elsewhere, which 

obviously is something that, it didn't really matter, because it was all, it was fun. I know that 

sounds really silly, but it was fun. There would be strike paid, strike pay paid to us, and if you 

came and you went on the picket line they would give you something for lunch and whatever. 

And we used to go, the old Science Museum, before it moved over to Millennium Point, we 

used to go over there because it was warm and there was a coffee machine and you could sit 

down and have something to eat. So that's my sort of my memory. [01:15] Or, if we had a 

little bit more cash we would go to the pub, which is The Queen’s Arms across the road, and 

we might even have a hot pie. There was a brazier that they set up outside and they were 

burning wood, but they had to move that because it was basically on the public highway and 

they were told that they'd got to remove it so that was another one so. And there was various 

militant ones that would chase the managers up the road when they came out so, so there was 

the fun part and there was the part where, you know, you don't really want to remember it 

because it's not the nicest thing in the world but, but yes it's, you know, those are my 

memories of the strike. 
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HL: What was the union? 

 

MM: The union at the time was NUGSAT, which was the National Union of Gold, Silver and 

Allied Trades, yes. And I think their office was based in Pitchford Street, I think it was, up in 

the Jewellery Quarter, and we used to have to go up there to go to get our strike pay every 

Friday. We've since moved from one union to another, but I can't remember the sequence 

now.  

 

HL: You clearly like working at the Assay Office, why? 

 

MM: Wow, what a question. The Assay Office has been my life and the work that I've done 

here has given me my life, yes, family life and everything else. The camaraderie that we have 

had over the years that I've been here, probably, it's probably not as evident as it was but it's 

still there, because it's in people’s nature. Even though people will spend time saying this, 

that and the other and discussing whatever, the bottom line is it's in people’s nature to do the 

right thing. And the family, the Assay Office family, was a lovely thing to be a member of 

because it, that's exactly what it was, in actual fact you spend more time at work than you do 

at home so your family here was probably closer than your family at home. The work, for 

myself, has been varied. I have had maybe more opportunity than a lot of people will have 

had, and all I can do is thank the people that I've mentioned earlier on in this conversation, 

Ken being the main one. He's pushed me and he's given me the opportunities, my power, and 

he's given me the opportunities. And because, I think I've had the right mentality, I've shown 

that I want to learn, I want to do new things and it's, it’s basically he pushed me forward to 

where we are now. On the other side of it we had a really, really strong social club. We had a 

lady called Josie Cusack, who used to work, she's retired now, she used to work in the 

Sampling Department, and she had got a fantastic way of getting people to do things. She 

didn't have to shout at them, she just asked and people wanted to do things. And she was the 

social club, and I think, you may speak to other people and they'll say the same thing. We had 

all sorts of things happening downstairs in the social club. We had a small bar, which was 

subsidised which obviously we had to be careful how much alcohol intake we had, but we 

had a bar. There were various functions on the evenings. We had bingo, we had quizzes. We 

were going to one of the large hotels for one of the Christmas dos, and we got a guy called 

Roy Smith who was a keen ballroom dancer. Alan Morris, he was the same, Ruth Moore, and 
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basically they held a ballroom dance class downstairs in the social club room on a 

Wednesday lunchtime. And this was also that we could go to this hotel, and as well as 

dancing to the disco we could dance to the band and we could do a little bit of ballroom. 

Pantomimes, driven, again, by the social club. All done in people’s own time. Martin Taylor, 

such a talented guy, he used to work on the Marking Floor. [01:20] His imagination, his 

vision to be able to pull it all together, along with other people, I mean it was a team effort 

and we would all come down and we would watch it and, you know, we’d have like family 

members and all sorts. It was, it was fantastic, we used to look forward to our pantomimes. 

And it was only done for us really, yes. But there was an awful lot of time and effort that 

went in to it. We had It's a Knockout downstairs, I mean you're restricted it was only a fairly 

small area, but we devised games that would give us the thrill and the laugh and everything 

else, and people would just throw themselves into it. We had water It's a Knockout, which I 

took part in. That was at one of the swimming baths, I'm just trying to remember, out Kings 

Heath Way. 

 

HL: Cocks Moors Woods? 

 

MM: That's it, you got it. And we went to that, and we took part in that water It's a Knockout, 

we didn't win, but it was good fun. There was a number of occasions that we made rafts and 

we took part in raft races. There was a couple in Evesham and Stratford, past Charlecote 

House, and over the weirs and whatever. Some of the rafts actually got to the end and others 

didn't, but it was all part of the fun, it was, it was a really good laugh. And in recent years, I 

mean that's when I was a youngster, but we've all got a little bit older now and the wetsuits 

don't fit anymore. But in recent years we took part in charity walks, various places around the 

country. We would travel down on a Friday, put up in either a hostel or a hotel or whatever, 

and then start early on a Saturday. And we would just do a walk, just for that one day. In the 

early days I took part in the walk, but then it became evident that what we wanted to do was 

have a support vehicle so we would hire a minibus and we would all go down in the minibus 

and it was me that was the driver so I would meet up at various places along the route, so that 

they could replenish their water and their food and everything else and then carry on to the 

next stage. And that's taken us along the Thames. We haven’t done the last part of the 

Thames, but we did the source down to Lechlade was it? I think it was Lechlade. And then 

we did the next section on another year but we didn't actually finish it off. And that was 
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driven by Michael Allchin, one of the, the Assay Masters, the one that, prior to Stella taking 

over. But it was good, you know, there was probably about a team, about sixteen, eighteen, 

maybe twenty of us, something like that. Very sore legs, blistered feet, but still smiles. 

Usually end up at a pub at the end and have a quick swift pint before we drove home, only to 

find that by the time you get to your destination your legs won't work and they won't get out 

the car. But the whole, the whole thing, the whole diversive occasion of everything, it was 

balanced and everybody wanted to be part, and people do want to be part, they still want to be 

part of it. But yes, I remember my days at the Office with affection and comfort. I know 

nothing, you can't say anything is forever, but I'd like to think that, you know, the rest of my 

working life that I’ll, I can continue to work at the Assay Office because it has been my life. 

And to think for, to think about anything else now as a source of employment, I just, I 

couldn't think of anything different. I still enjoy it, thirty-six years. And, well I'd like to say 

another thirty-six years but I don't know about that. But, yes, it's been fantastic.  

 

[End of Interview 01:24:15] 

 

 

 

 


