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INTERVIEW WITH MICHELLE CARTWRIGHT 

DATE:  21 JANUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 

HL: This is Helen Lloyd interviewing Michelle Cartwright at the Birmingham Assay Office 

on the 21st January 2015.  Michelle – tell me about your background. 

 

MC: Okay. So I live in Netherton, born in the Black Country, still live in the Black Country, 

quite proud of my heritage from there really. Went to junior school called Saltwells Infant 

School, which is now an Aldi supermarket and then I went to Bowling Green Middle School 

which is now called Netherbrook Primary School and then my senior school was Hillcrest 

School and Community College. Loved school all the way through, absolutely loved it.  I’ve 

got one older brother and just my mom and dad who I live with.  Lovely childhood, lovely 

upbringing. 

 

HL: What do your parents do or what did they do? 

 

MC: My dad, all my life I’ve known my dad, he worked at the what was Rover and then 

changed, previous to that he worked at the Round Oak Steel Works which is now the Merry 

Hill Shopping Centre, so my dad was an Electrician/Maintenance Electrician so he was 

responsible at Rover for keeping the track going, so whenever there was a track breakdown 

and the cars couldn’t be made, my dad was working all night long getting the track working 

again, and my mom was a mom, she looked after me, she was a full time mom and looked 

after myself and my brother and my brother went to work at Rover when he left school and 

he still works at BMW as it is now. 

 

HL: And tell me a bit more about school and what subjects you did. 

 

MC: Once I was at senior school and I got to choose my subjects that I wanted to do, science 

was my chosen subject as what I preferred, geography quite liked as well, maths – they were 

my favourite subjects, French so, so, but I chose to do extra sciences at school because that 

was where my interest was, so I was allowed to do extra science and drop what were classed 

as the ‘girly’ subject of home economics and sewing class. 

HL: How unusual was that? 
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MC: I was the only girl at my school who did that, so that was quite a bit of a ...  my parents 

had to come in and do a bit or persuading to let them do it, but the teachers agreed it was the 

right thing to do. 

 

HL: What was your aim? 

 

MC: While in my last few years at school, my ultimate aim was I wanted to become a 

forensic scientist, that was something that really interested me, so I wanted to join the Police 

Force and they go towards that sort/kind of thing.  Unfortunately, I’ve got dreadful eyesight, 

absolutely dreadful, and as soon as I got to an age when I could start to think about it, I knew 

I was never gonna be a Police Officer and so I then decided just to go straight into the science 

route to try and get into it that way, that was where I was heading. 

 

HL: Talk about leaving school. 

 

MC: Okay. So I left school in May 1991, I think it was about May time, and at that point I’d 

got a place at Halesowen College – exam results, providing they were gonna be okay, so left 

school and I was just at home and that was the plan and then during the next month or so, on 

the one Sunday morning, looking in the Sunday Mercury newspaper, just looking through 

jobs because it was something that I did to see what was around and what kind of jobs are 

there, and I saw a job advertised at the Birmingham Assay Office for a Technician and they 

would also provide day release at college as well, and that gave me a little bit of a spark, no 

idea what the Assay Office was, so I said to my mom and mad “I think I can see a job that I’d 

like to do”, and they explained to me about the Assay Office, and so we decided to take it 

from there. 

 

HL: What was it like when you first arrived? 

 

MC: Quite daunting on my first day.  I don’t think I’d been to Birmingham before, I can’t 

remember coming into Birmingham City Centre, so the day before my interview, my Parents 

and myself got the train, we came into Birmingham, walked down to the Assay Office, so I’d 

saw the building – I was like whoa ... okay, so then the next day, I did the journey again on 

my own, and you come into like the big front entrance which is quite a sight when you walk 
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in there, and then I was taken into what was called in the building ‘The Orient Express 

Room’ which I’m not sure what that’s like now, and so it was a room with like some leather 

sofas and lots of cabinets with silver displays in, and I had an interview with Mr [00.05] 

Alwymn Griffith, who was the Works Manager at the time, so we had a chat about who I 

was, what I was expecting to get from school etc., etc.  It seemed to go quite nicely, first 

interview I ever had that kind of experience, and then a week later, I was called back for a 

second interview and then again, it was in the same room but that was with Mr Griffiths, 

Mike Bowring who was the Lab Manager at the time, and Ken Gould, who was the 

Hallmarking Manager, and that was the same sort of a chat, and then I had to go down into 

the Conference Room, which again, I was a bit like ... wow ... big wooden panelled room 

with anchors on the carpet and lovely room, and there was me and a lad who had come for an 

interview as well, and we had to sit and do some tests and things down there, but they left us 

together to do them, that was quite a strange experience as well, and then ... 

 

HL: Can you remember what sort of tests? 

 

MC: It was, I can remember one question really clearly, because the other lad who was doing 

the test as well, the question was “Have you ever hit anyone?” and he looked at me and he 

said “I’ve hit my brother, so do I say yes or no?” [Laughs] So it was just questions just to try 

and see your personality I think and to see how you were, and there were like some maths 

questions and a few sciencey questions as well, so that seemed to go okay, and then I 

received a letter to say that I would, they’d offered me the position. 

 

HL: What happened after you were offered the job? 

 

MC: So, I then accepted the job and they sent me another letter to say that I now needed to go 

an undertake a company medical, so I had to come to the Assay Office and Allan Burns, who 

was maintenance, he took me to the company doctor, which was in Handsworth Wood, he 

took me up to see the doctor, I can’t remember much about that, he seemed like a very old 

gentleman, I can remember he’d got a blue suit and he was very tall, slim man and I was a bit 

in awe of the situation and what was going on, and then he took me into his surgery and a 

nurse came in as well, and the only part of the whole thing I can remember is I had to lie on 

the bed and he told me to look at the ceiling and there was a Penny Black stamp on the 

ceiling in the surgery, and so I obviously passed the medical, I don’t know what they were 
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doing, but I passed it, and then I started work on fifth August, so my first day here I can 

remember coming in and just being a bit like ooh... what’s going on today, but then I met the 

gentleman who was sort of looking after me, a man named Ted Juster and he took me under 

his wing straight away, and I can ...  he was an absolutely lovely gentleman, and everybody 

who knows him will say the same thing about him, very tall man, real gentle but quite a 

comedian as well, and I can remember going home and my Mom and Dad asking me about 

him, about my first day and who I’d met, and I said that the man who was looking after me 

reminded me from Blakey from On the Buses!  [Laughs]  And I did tell him that in later 

years, and it did make us laugh [Laughs]. And then I just seemed to just settle into things and 

get going, and everyone looked after me. 

 

HL: What did you do at first? 

 

MC: My first job was, well the first things that they teach you to do at the time, was how to 

weigh, so there was a balance room and within the balance room there were probably six 

ladies who worked in there, three of them quite elderly, been here a long, long time and Jean 

Pettifer, who was the training officer and the leading hand within the balance room, she 

would, she sat me down and she taught me to weigh, so instead of being able to weigh 

samples and make them live samples, you had to start off, you were given little pieces of 

silver and you had to weigh them, and you’d weigh so many of them and write your weights 

down and someone would check that you’re doing it correctly, and once they were satisfied 

that you could do that okay, you’d then be allowed to weigh samples, but again, not real 

samples, you’d have to weigh them into a little cup, and someone would check that to make 

sure that you’re doing that properly, and this would take probably two or three months before 

they’d  be convinced that, yeah, you’re okay and we’re prepared to let you go on some live 

samples now, so that was my first thing that I did, and then from that, that weighing gold 

samples, and then from that I started to do some silver analysis, that was my next part. 

 

HL: What did that involve? [00.10] 

 

MC: So that was, samples were taken from the items, so this was for hallmarking samples, so 

the samples were taken from the items, so you’d weigh them, write your weights down, put 

your sample into glass beakers and then dissolve the sample in nitric acid onto a hot plate and 

then those samples were put onto a machine called a potentiometric titrator and you inputted 
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the weights, but the machine ran automatically and printed out your results at the end of it, so 

it was just the matter of getting the samples onto the machine, putting everything in correctly 

and setting it off, and it would work and you didn’t have to do sort of a calculation at the end 

of it ...  could then determine whether it was passed or failed on hallmarking.  If it was 

passed, you’d enter that details onto very antiquated computer system, and then the parcel 

would be released down to hallmarking so they could put the hallmark onto it. 

 

HL: In what way did the jobs of weighing and silver titration compare with your expectations 

of the job? 

 

MC: It was all, suppose, quite exciting really to come from being at school and not having 

any idea about what you were gonna do, to feel like, well actually, I’m ultimately gonna 

decide whether something can have a hallmark applied to it.  It was quite a nice feeling, and it 

was  ... you had to ... the solution that ran the titration machine you had to produce, you had 

to make yourself from different chemicals, so that was starting to bring the chemistry side 

into it a little bit, so that was having a go at that, and it was a chemical reaction that got you 

your result at the end of it, so that interested me as well, how that worked and how you got 

there, so it was, it was quite exciting really. 

 

HL: How did the job of Lab Technician change over the years? 

 

MC: It changed in the way that, initially, the Lab Technicians, we were still associated mostly 

with the hallmarking side of the business, so the Assay Office was predominantly 

hallmarking, so we did bits that they didn’t do on the other side, but then, the Lab started to 

develop tests of its own and legislation started to bring other testing into the Laboratory, and 

so the nature of the work then started to change, gold assaying for bullion and precious 

metals for quality control started to be more used and then, in 1995, the nickel directive came 

into place, so that bought on a big change within the Lab then on the testing that we did. 

 

HL: What was the change? 

 

MC: Legislation came in that nickel started to be regulated in products because there started 

to become apparent that it was causing allergies for people, so, first of all, there was a nickel 

content test, where samples were dissolved and analysed by a machine called an atomic 
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absorption, and that said how much nickel was contained in the metal, but then, it started to 

become more apparent that it wasn’t always how much nickel was there, but how much 

released when something was in contact with the skin, so tests, European tests were 

developed to ... called Nickel Release Tests, so that was then looking at if a product sat onto a 

skin, how it would react and if it would cause a reaction, and that then became a real big 

boom, boom in business for the Lab. and sort of set us off on our own right then as not just a 

lab that supported the Assay Office but a lab that could work set alone from the Assay Office. 

 

HL: How did your job change with the nickel test? 

 

MC: Quite dramatically really, because I was the person who was chosen to take on that role 

and to get that, with the help of a few senior people, who’ve got it up and running, I was then 

the person doing that testing, so I became known to clients, so I then became a port of call for 

people for information.  I started to go to some trade shows and be a person who they could 

talk to about legislation and to get some information about the testing and it then started to 

develop into me becoming a role within the Lab rather than just the technician who was doing 

the testing, someone who knew information and people could come to, to get information. 

 

HL: Do you have any memories of those trade shows? 

 

MC: Oh, yeah.... [00.15] at first, the trade were very against the nickel directive, because they 

had gone for years selling product that didn’t have to be legislated, and all of a sudden, it 

was, and it was like we were the police, and we were trying to talk to people and some people 

would like just walk away [Laughs], like you were the salesman who come up to the door and 

they don’t wanna speak to you, quite rude to you because they just ... they didn’t want to 

suddenly start spending money on testing that they haven’t done for the last twenty years, so 

it took a lot of convincing and a lot of work, and then we started to bring in some sales and 

marketing people who’d never  been here before, to get to customers and to start to get our 

word out to customers that we’re not the bad guy here, we’re providing the service that you 

have gotta start to do, ‘cause if you don’t do it, you’re not gonna be able to sell your products 

within the EU.   

 

HL: You were still on the same grade? 
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MC: Yes, I was, yeah, so it was still doing the same job but there was just more responsibility 

starting to come my way, which I quite liked, and started to help me develop a little bit more 

as a person as well by taking that on and by having the customers in and showing them the 

test and explaining things to them, it helped to develop me definitely as a person as well as 

the Assay Office I think really. 

 

HL: What happened when customers come in, what happens about security and so on? 

 

MC: They would always be checked on the way out, the same way that the staff are checked, 

you go through the same process.  It was quite lax really in the past, it was, yeah, not like it is 

now, yeah, it’s much better security now. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the other staff in the Lab? 

 

MC: Okay.  So when I came to the Lab, there was Ian Bayley, Ted Juster, Dave Birtalls, Lin 

Lowe and myself, and then there was a guy name William, who was just leaving, he was only 

a couple of years older than myself, and he’d been doing the same process as myself by going 

to college, but he’d been offered a job somewhere else, so he was leaving, so I was taking his 

role, so, one lady and the guys really, and then another lady came in a few years later, named 

Sue and then for a long period of time, there was just the three of us, a few more gentlemen 

came in  and then I was the only other lady in the Lab until way into the Millennium before 

there was another girl who worked in there.  Things have changed a lot since then, we did 

have probably, probably had about six or seven girls at one point, and there is now back to 

probably and equal mixture between the two, but we’re now up to twenty three people 

working in the Lab compared to five when I first started there – a big change. 

 

HL: What was it like when you were in a tiny minority? 

 

MC: It was ... I suppose it was quite nice.  I was a little girl, I do count myself as a little girl 

at sixteen when I came to work here, so I was sort of looked after by the people who were 

sort of my parents age some of them were, so I was sort of parented by them, and Lin, the 

lady who worked in the Lab, I have always said that she’s my work Mom and she’s always 

been that. She retired a couple of years ago now, but I’ve always referred to her as my work 

Mom. 
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HL: How did you learn your skills? 

 

MC: Nearly all training was ‘on the job’ training, so people who worked here for a long time 

share their knowledge and pass the skills down to you, and then I was doing day release at 

college as well at the same time, so my first course at college was a ONC – Ordinary 

National Certificate – in metallurgy, that was for the first year, so subjects were looking at, it 

was science subjects, but also looking at metallurgy of metals, breakdowns of metals and 

things, it was, there was a lot of foundry people who did the course, so again, there was one 

other girl and probably twenty guys on the course, and they all worked in a foundry, so I was 

quite unique in what I did, a lot of the stuff didn’t apply to ... got precious metals and gold 

they’re like doing castings and things like that, so it was quite different. The Assay Office 

used to send me out to jewellery manufacturers who did casting so I could see, because 

obviously, I couldn’t get that experience here, so they did used to let me go out to some of the 

jewellery companies and watch them do casting and manufacturing, which was always quite 

interesting.  And then, so after my ONC, HNC, [00.20] HND – Higher National Diploma – 

and then I did my degree and day release as well in metallurgy. 

 

HL: How long did you go to college? 

 

MC: All in all, I think it was seven years, yeah, I think it was seven years altogether to 

complete it, so, and a couple of those years, I used to do one full day and then I would get the 

bus from work and do one evening as well, until nine o’clock as well, so it was quite a big 

thing to have to do, and a lot of commitment, ‘cause as well as working, I’d go to college and 

then obviously, the course work and the revision that went along with it, but at times when 

we were quieter within the Assay Office, they would let me come and sit in the Library and 

do my course work and studying. There was quite a lot of projects that had to be done and I 

used to get a lot of help from the people in the Lab to help me put those projects together.  

They all looked after me and it was good. 

 

HL: Tell me more about your metallurgy degree? 

 

MC: So, again, it was just part of the continual course from college.  It was, if you wanted to 

continue, could the Assay Office let me carry on going?  So one day a week, and just 

continued the learning that was already doing there. We had some good times, we used to go 
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to conferences and again, it was mostly foundry based people who were there, so I was 

always, not the odd one out, ‘cause that’s the wrong word to say, but the one who 

wasn’t/didn’t really fit in with the rest of the scenario, but it was always good fun, I was 

really enjoyed it, sometimes it was a bit difficult because of not doing the ... being in the 

foundry and knowing that kind of stuff, but the guys at college used to help me out there as 

well, and then it was about ’99 I think it was when that was all completed, and then I had to 

come to work five days a week [Laughs]. 

 

HL: How did you feel about getting the degree? 

 

MC: Yeah, it was good, it was a nice achievement at the end, it felt like I’d had the 

experience, you find, my personal feelings now, because we take on new starters who’ve just 

completed degrees, they haven’t got a knowledge, a reality of what, this is the real world, and 

this is what happens when you come to work every day, and yeah, they’ve got a degree and 

they’ve studied and you can’t take that away from them, but they’ve got no practical abilities, 

I’m working in the Lab and yet it’s like starting with like a child, child like teaching with 

them to make them aware of dangers, ‘cause they’ve never been in that environment, so I 

think, that’s the best way to learn and worked for me. 

 

HL: What was your next job after being a lab technician? 

 

MC: So after lab technician became senior technician, and with that became few more 

responsibilities, and I started to do training with new people coming into the Lab as well. We, 

as the Assay Office, we launched, well we ... Dippal Manchanda started to work here is 2001 

and he really started to change things, because he was a real scientist, bought knowledge that 

we’d never had here before, and he started to develop new tests and from the nickel test, he 

developed a quick nickel test, so I, because I’d been the nickel technician previously, I did a 

lot of work, the practical work with him, on developing that test, which was really interesting 

for me to work with someone so knowledgeable who could develop a test sort of out of 

nowhere really, out of his mind, and then I started training other people on the nickel testing 

and to bring other people into those tests as well, because it had obviously started to boom by 

then, and well, I couldn’t do it on my own any more. 

 

HL: Tell me more about the Quick Nickel test. 
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MC: Okay. So the nickel test in its original form would take about twelve days to do, nickel 

testing is mostly done on fashion jewellery, and so people in the fashion industry are on quite 

tight deadlines, and they didn’t like something taking that amount of time.  If they saw 

something on the catwalk and they would immediately do a copy of it, they wanted it in the 

supermarkets as quick as possible, so Dippal developed this quick nickel test, which, at the 

time then took five or six days, so that was a massive difference. Slightly variation on the 

test, it was developed in house, but the results complied with the actual European Standard at 

the end of the day, so that was a big, big coup for the Birmingham Assay Office to get a test 

like that – bought in lots of custom. Since then, we’ve been copied, but never beaten 

[Laughs] by the other Assay Offices on what we do, and we’re still proud that we were the 

first one to develop it.  [00.25] 

 

HL: So when was that? 

 

MC: The nickel test was launched in 2005, the quick nickel test.  I’d become a senior 

technician a couple of years previous to that, and then I’d started working more closely with 

Dippal on doing these tests. 

 

HL: And what kind of extra people were drafted in to meet this demand? 

 

MC: It was at that point that we started to take on people who had got science backgrounds.  

Previous to that, we always, I don’t know if we’d employed anyone previous to that really, 

but yeah, we started to look for people who had got a science background, and so had got a 

bit of a mind that worked in that way, so that because the Lab was more of a ‘Lab’ now rather 

than a little add on for the Assay Office, so we were looking for people who were more 

science based in their background. 

 

HL: How did the Lab itself change with this increased volume of work? 

 

MC: We realised that we needed bigger areas, and also some of the atomic absorption 

machine, which was used for analysis, that was, although it was still suitable for the tests that 

we were doing, other instrumental analysis had started to become used within other 

laboratories, so ICP, which is Inductively Coupled Plasma, became a machine that was quite 

widely used, so in 1998, we bought an ICP and then we employed a graduate chemist, who 
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started to look at that, but the nickel was still done on the atomic absorption, but there was 

much more volume, we’d got more people in the Lab, so we then developed the Lab into the 

top floor of the building and the sampling, hallmarking sampling section where hallmarking 

was shrinking by this point, moved down onto the ground floor at that time. 

 

HL: When was this? 

 

MC: That was 1998 when we got the ICP and it was 2002 when the Lab expanded out onto 

the main floor, and then the next thing really after that was in 2010 when we then developed 

an Organic Laboratory. 

 

HL: What’s an Organic Laboratory? 

 

MC: So, the Lab, as we’ve previously been, has only ever been a metal testing Lab, whereas, 

an Organic Lab tests textiles and leathers and that’s for things that can be cancerous for dyes 

in materials, phthalates in materials, all things that can basically be quite harmful to the body 

through a textile or through a leather, and we saw that we could develop into that market as 

well, because it linked in with the fashion jewellery that was the nickel testing – a lot of that 

is linked into the fashion industry for clothing, handbags, shoes, textiles and that kind of 

thing, so they sort of seemed to fit together. A lot of our customers were asking can we do 

materials testing, so we then developed that Lab as well. 

 

HL: Whose idea was it to expand in this way? 

 

MC: Mostly at this point it came from Dippal Manchanda, who’s Technical Director within 

the Lab. Michael Allchin, who was our Assay Master at time, was very much into developing 

the Lab as well, and they worked quite closely on this, and it just seemed the right thing to do 

at that time.  Testing for that kind of thing had become more apparent – he started, I can 

remember news articles where people were getting rashes all over their body from sitting on 

their sofas and it was like they’d been burned, and that’s because of chemicals that are used 

in to making leather more stable, or to stop colour – it’s called Colour Fastness Testing – 

where you can rub a piece of material against your clothing and the colour off the material 

will come onto your clothing, so all those kind of things were starting to become more in the 

public eye, and people were more aware of them and then again, because of the link with the 
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fashion industry, because we would test fashion jewellery, started to become more and more 

– more available because precious metal jewellery was going so high in price because the 

gold prices were rising and you started to, you could go into any supermarket and they’d 

started to have a fashion jewellery concession, whereas, that wasn’t there previously, and 

from that, they started then to develop selling handbags, selling big beaded necklaces and all 

those things containing substances that could have carcinogens or be really harmful to the 

body, so there was a gap in the market, so we decided to try and go for it. 

 

HL: How did you acquire the skills? 

 

MC: It is a completely different skill to metal testing, so we employed two organic chemists 

to [00.30] run that department, and they then started to share their knowledge with some of 

our other chemists, and they sort of mingle together now, and we’ve now got into a situation 

where we employ graduate chemists because it’s much more of a skill base now than 

previously. 

 

HL: How do you relate to these graduate chemists? 

 

MC: I do think that again, as I’ve said before, they don’t have ... they’ve not had work 

experience, they come from university and they’re not really aware of what life, real life is 

like to actually come to work every day, so especially the ones that are young, new graduates, 

but it’s great that they do want to learn, and we just have to nurture them and help develop 

and hopefully, that’s what we’re doing, and we’m in quite a good position that we are so 

versatile in the Lab now and the tests that we do, they can train in so many different areas that 

it gives them a real market value, and if they wanna go out there, if they go out and say “I’ve 

worked at the Birmingham Assay Office”, people really want to take them on, because they 

know they’ve got a great skill base from us. 

 

HL: What was your next job after being Senior Technician? 

 

MC: After senior technician, in 2012, there became an opportunity for a Laboratory Admin 

and Production Manger, ‘cause we’d got to a stage now, our Technical Director was being 

more technical, and he was generally looking after the Lab, so it needed someone more hands 

on looking after the people, keeping everything going, and so, I applied for that job and I got 
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it, and I tend to describe myself as like a conductor, everything is going on around me, and I 

just have to keep the baton going to keep everything going at the same time. We get tests 

come in from a customer for, it can be one type of item, but they want many different tests 

doin’ on it, so I have to co-ordinate them going off in different directions, but coming back, 

so the report’s ready at the one time, and it goes to them and so I just keep all the balls in the 

air at one time, and keep everybody together. 

 

HL: Can you describe a typical day in your working life? 

 

MC: Ooh ... [Laughs].  A typical day can be quite varied.  So, work will come in of a 

morning, get it sent off into all its different directions, some of our tests are one day tests, 

others can be ten day tests, so it’s just keeping track of where everything is. We now have to 

keep tight deadlines because our, well, obviously competitors want to take your customers 

from you, so keeping track of where everything is, is everything being done on time, is 

everybody where they should be, is everybody doing what they should be, are the new 

graduates up to speed with where they should be, and just keeping everybody going really, 

that’s my job – to keep everybody going, make sure everybody’s happy in what they’re doing 

and get the morale going, because the better everyone feels, the more likely it is we’re gonna 

get everything done on time. 

 

HL: What sort of things do you do to keep morale high? 

 

MC: I’m quite a cheery person actually, and I’m quite an active person and so I’ll just get 

everyone a bit buoyant, “Come on, we need to get this through, how we gonna do this 

today?”, and I like to praise people at the end of the day if we’ve had a really good day, if 

we’ve had a great week, we’ll bring cakes in on a Friday to thank everybody for working so 

hard during the week, and I just generally just try and gee everyone up all day long. 

 

HL: Who pays for the cakes? 

 

MC: Me! [Laughs] I pay for the cakes, or I get my mom to make them, ‘cause she’s a great 

cake maker. 
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HL: Can you give me examples of items that would only need one day and others that would 

need ten days of testing? 

 

MC: Yeh.  One day tests would be things where we’ve just got a sample where we just do a 

simple x-ray test on it to give a breakdown of the metal, or a plated thickness, if it’s a simple 

item, it can be done quite quickly, whereas we do some tests where we test catalysts off from 

machines and they have to be ground down, got into a sample form that can be used for 

testing that sample, we then have to be dissolved, and that can take a few days, depending on 

the type of material and how it can be dissolved, then made into a solution and made stable to 

then  be put onto an instrument for analysis and then calculating the results at the end of it, 

and coming to a conclusion.  It’s not just the matter of looking at a result and that’s what you 

give, you have to then form an opinion based on the result.  So, some things can be quite 

[00.35] extensive whereas, others can be done quite quickly and simply. 

 

HL: And, are there discussions, do you make decisions individually or do you have team 

discussions? 

 

MC: Both, yeah. Some things one person can say “Yeah, that’s it”, whereas others, Technical 

Director, myself, chemist will sit down and between us, come up with the conclusion as to 

where we are with something.   

 

HL: I like the idea of your mom’s homemade cakes, what other social activities have there 

been since you arrived at the Assay Office? 

 

MC: Ooh [Laughs] How long have we got on this one?  Historically, it was a very, very 

social place. We used to have a social room that was quite big, one side with table tennis 

tables, the other side with some pool tables in there, so lunchtime, there was always some sort 

of competition going on among someone, a lot of screaming and shouting with the table 

tennis or the pool tables, there was a dart board downstairs as well.  Unfortunately, due to the 

building that we’re in and the restraints of it, areas did need to be used for production areas, 

and so part of that had to be given up, so that sort of had an impact on the lunchtime 

activities. There used to be a lot of fun lunchtimes, where there was a social club committee 

who were very active in getting everyone together to do things, so sometimes it would be – 

they would hire in a skittle alley for so many days at a time, and we used to have teams that 
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were made between inter floor teams, so not just your own department, so that was always 

quite good fun – very competitive – again, very loud with the competition going on, and they 

also used to do lunchtimes where  - some few examples – they had a Hawaiian day, so 

everyone dressed in Hawaiian costumes, there was a gentleman who worked downstairs on 

the marking floor called Martin, he was a real good artist, and he used to do the most brilliant 

props, one day they turned the social club into a cruise ship, and they had a cruise ship party, 

so you’d got little portholes painted on the wall, palm trees in there, another time we had a 

gladiator day, so each floor had to provide a gladiator and a princess, I was princess for the 

Lab, and my gladiator was Mark, and they had to fight against each other, American 

Independence party days, St. Patrick party days, all sorts of things really, but it was a 

different ...  there was a lot of people of an older generation who were more of the ... get on 

and have their get together and have a party, which is how people were then.  Obviously, the 

change in the social club changed that, and the older people retiring meant that that’s not as it 

is now, which is a shame because it was always really good fun, and it really bought 

everyone together. 

 

HL: How did the social life bear on the work of the Assay Office? 

 

MC: I think really it would obviously have a bit of an impact if you had a day where 

everyone was dressed in Hawaiian gear and the downstairs, on the ground floor, they used to 

have Fridays where they’d dress in a certain colour one day, or they’d do different events just 

for their department on certain days, the lunchtime events always brought everyone together, 

which was good for getting to know people, because the type of company that it is, with 

security, you don’t really go onto other departments and into other areas, unless you need to, 

so unless you got together at lunchtime and your socialised, you didn’t really know other 

people within the Assay Office, which was always quite nice.  I don’t think it ever had a 

detrimental effect on the work, [Laughs]; it was never brought to anyone’s attention if it did. 

0:39.02.3 

Q: And, while on the subject of non work activities strictly, tell me about union 

membership 

A: When I first started, union was quite a big thing within the Assay Office, it was quite 

a strong union committee, who, and there was regular meetings, I did join the union when I 

first started work. The gentleman who, I said, I mentioned before, Ted, who was like my sort 

of trainer who looked after me, he was the union representative, and I learned a lot about 
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unions.  When you’re a sixteen year old coming from school, you don’t know anything about 

it really, and he taught me quite a lot about union and what it meant and what it represented, 

but then, throughout the years, people left and the company just started to change, [00.40] 

and it got to a ... we do still have a union within the Assay Office, I think there’s about twenty 

five people who belong to the union now, but I think it’s not a strong force any more, an’ 

there’s not the people who can ... who run it in that way, so a lot of people think is it really 

worth being part of a union  now because you don’t seem to have any rights at the end of it 

any way.  So, that’s ... I think the decline of it has come from there. 

 

HL: What were the union meetings like when you first joined? 

 

MC: Oh gosh. I’m an avid Carry On film fan and very much like in the Carry On films, lots 

of people sittin’ round in the ... there used to be a canteen upon the top floor in the building, 

people smoked there and there was an awful lot of shouting going on ... [Laughs], and I just 

used to sit there and think “Am I in a Carry On film” [Laughs]. 

 

HL: What did you think about the union? 

 

MC: I thought they did have a strong hold, and if something needed to be addressed, they 

would address it and it used to be, it would be done and dealt with in the right way, yeah. 

 

HL: Did it feel like management versus union? 

 

MC: Yeah, definitely, yes it did, yeah.  At first definitely. 

 

HL: Can you talk about how the different Assay Masters have affected your work? 

 

MC: Okay. So when I first started, Mr Bernard Ward was Assay Master.  Lovely gentleman, I 

think quite, when I look back now, quite old fashioned, but that was the era, that was the 

style. The Assay Office was an assay office, and there was no thought of expansion into other 

areas, it was just basically what it was.  During his time, may be towards the end, I’m not 

really sure of the year, we did start to diversify a slightly little bit with Signet Group I think it 

was, where we started to do some... it was called ‘bagging and tagging’ for them, so they’d 

send their products here, they’d be hallmarked, but then we’d bag ... they would bag them 
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and put the tag on that they then went to the shop, so that was something that’d never been 

done before, and that brought people in, temporary workers in, and was quite, became quite a 

big thing really for the Assay Office to start to do that, and then after Bernard there was 

Michael Allchin came in next, and he really, because of the decline within the hallmarking 

industry, the drop off in hallmarking numbers, he saw that something needed to be done to 

make the Assay Office keep going really, so he then started to help the diversification of the 

Lab and to bring in other things, they ... Michael, during Michael’s time they set up the 

American Assay Office which was 2003 and I believe, they got that goin’, and things just 

really started to change during his time, the whole emphasis of the Assay Office changed – 

we started to get marketing teams in, sales teams, that became a real big thing, ‘cause it was 

not really done before, which obviously worked, because it did develop us and made us into 

the Assay Office that we are now, and then in the last – 2013 – Stella has obviously now 

taken over, and I can just see massive change ahead now, real, real big development and 

opportunities coming for us, which is really exciting for the future. 

 

HL: What sort of things? 

 

MC: She’s – well, we’ve obviously got the new building which we’re moving to, which is 

gonna be a huge, absolutely huge thing for us after going from an old building, which has 

been quite restrictive in its use, as much as I don’t, part of me doesn’t want to leave this 

Assay Office because it’s so lovely and we’ve got so much history here, and to go to a new 

building with no soul seems a bit strange, but we’ll start to develop that when we get there, 

but we’ve just got opportunity for Lab development that we’ve never had before – there’s 

new legislation coming in all the time, and she’s happy to help us go for that and to develop 

the Lab and really, we’re as big as the Assay Office now, and obviously, we’ve brought in the 

SafeGuard and AnchorCert and [00.45] development up there as well, so it’s exciting.   

 

HL: And as you prepare to move to the new building, what memories are particularly 

precious to you? 

 

MC: I think, for me really, it’s just I was a child when I came to work here, I’ve got lots of 

memories of lovely people who I’ve worked with along the time, memories of people who, 

some people I didn’t work with, but I did meet on sorts of occasions – there was a gentleman 

who worked in the refinery whose name was Paddy Ryan, and he used to play football for 
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West Bromwich Albion, I’m a Wolverhampton Wanderers supporter, so that was quite 

interesting for me, and quite an interesting character.  Lots of stories about how he used to 

cook his toast on a shovel in the furnace with all the lead fumes around it, but it obviously did 

him quite well [Laughs], he lasted quite a long time.  Lovely other characters – Ted, who 

looked after me when I first came, who was just the loveliest, loveliest man, unfortunately, 

Ted passed away in 2004 – he still worked at the Assay Office at the time, so that was a very 

strange day.  He didn’t come to work one morning, and then during the day we had a ‘phone 

call from his wife to say he’d passed away that morning at home, which was just dreadful, 

horrible times, but lovely memories of a lovely man.  Other lovely people I’ve worked with 

who’ve just helped me become the person I am – I was a child, and I’ve spent nearly all my 

life at the Assay Office, and really I couldn’t have asked to be anywhere better.   

 

[End of Interview 00.46.39] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


