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INTERVIEW WITH ROSHAN NIGHTINGALE 

DATE:  27 JANUARY 2015 

INTERVIEWER: HELEN LLOYD 

 
HL: Tell me about your background. 

 

RN: I was born in Uganda, my mother is African and my father’s Indian.  I went to school in 

Uganda in the Buhinga school. I was at school from the age of five to thirteen.  I did my GSE 

exams at the age of thirteen.  I left school at thirteen and went to work in an office for a petrol 

company, I worked there for about two ... probably one, one and a half year and then in the 

1972, we had to leave the country.  It would be in the Idi Amin regime, and he asked all 

Asians to leave the country in October 1982, sorry 1972.  So, in 1972, we packed our bags, 

left all our belongings, our house, our businesses, our money, everything, and we’d flee the 

country. Why we left the country, we lived about two hundred miles away from the city, so 

we had to drive two hundred miles in a lorry with all our belongings, just what we could 

carry, and come to the capital city, Kampala, where the airport was. So we stayed in Kampala 

for a week or so to get our passports and our tickets and everything sorted out before we 

could fly into the UK. The reason we come to UK because my Father was a British Citizen 

from India in the olden days, so he had a British passport, so we came to Britain, we come to 

Britain in October 1972, and we had to go into a concentration camp, an army camp. We 

stayed in the army camp from three weeks while they were sorting some accommodation for 

us, where to live, where to settle down. After three weeks, they called us in the office and 

they found us a house in Scotland, Perth, Scotland, and we moved to Scotland in November, 

the November 1972.  That’s where our life started. In Uganda, if, when you are ten, you have 

exams, equivalent to the GSE/CSE levels. We did the exams to the age of thirteen, and when 

you finish your exams at the age of thirteen, whether you pass or failed, you went to further 

education, you went to college at the age of fourteen, and after that, at sixteen you can go to 

university in Uganda, that’s the time you went to university at age sixteen.  But I left at 

thirteen, done my exams, left at thirteen, went straight back, straight went to work, I didn’t go 

to further education, but I didn’t want to, so ... 

 

HL: And what was your education in Perth? 

 



9. ROSHAN NIGHTINGALE 
	  

2	  
	  

RN: In Perth, when we come to Perth in November 1972, I do an exam.  It was not my 

choice, but all of us who went to and in from the camp, went to Scotland, we had to sit an 

exam to determine what kind of education we had, and what level of education we had.  So I 

had my exam, and I passed my exam and they put me in the grammar school.  There was only 

two of us from ten of us went to a grammar school, and I stayed in the grammar school for 

probably one and half year before we left. 

 

HL: Why did you leave Perth? 

 

RN: Because, when we do Scotland, there was nobody, our kind of people, like there’s no 

other Asians or Africans or anybody, there’s no food, our kind of food like you know, so we 

are not used to English tradition food, and in Birmingham, there was a few of Asians in 

Birmingham, like seven cinemas, shops and a mosque in Birmingham, so we moved to 

Birmingham.  It was isolated in Scotland, and we are very family orientated people, like 

community you know, so we come to the community in Birmingham in the 1974. 

 

HL: Describe what happened after you moved to Birmingham. 

 

RN: At the age of, I think it was fifteen, we come to Birmingham, so I had to go back to 

school.  They won’t let me go to work or anything, I was under age.  So, a friend of my father 

found me a school, Oakley School in Small Heath, so I had to stay there, and I stayed there 

one and a half year, and I had to do my CSE exams, I had no choice, because, you know, you 

have to study in this country. So I studied at the school until I did my CSEs. After I did my 

CSEs, I passed nine CSEs, and then I decided to go to college to do office practice, and I was 

doing office practice at Garretts Green College for two years, and when I left there, I went to 

work in an office at the Education Department in Edmund Street. [00.05] I worked there for 

three ... two months, and I didn’t like it, I hated working in the office, it was not my kind of 

job. So, my sister was working in a factory in a castors factory, making wheels for furniture.   

I went there, just temporary, and I was there for eight years.   

 

HL: Talk about why you preferred factory work to office work. 

 

RN: Office work, when I worked in the office, the women in there were not very nice, and it 

was a boring job, you know, sitting there in the same old, same old, same old, and they 
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wouldn’t let me answer the ‘phone, I had to do filing and like junior stuff, and I wasn’t very 

keen on the junior stuff, so I left, and that job was only temporary for a while, but when I left, 

I decided I didn’t want to work in an office again, it was too boring for me.  Paperwork is not 

my kind of work, so, when I went to the factory, it was a hands on job, and my kind of work, 

because I come from a factory background, my parents had a factory with like ... construction 

factory, making furniture and things like that, so I used to help my dad when I was little, 

watched him work and all that, I liked that, so, I went in the factory and I enjoyed the work, 

the people were nice, the money was nice, not very far from home, and before you know it, it 

was eight years gone. 

 

HL: What happened in your family life during those eight years? 

 

RN: When we come to this country, my father was quite an elderly man, over sixty five when 

he come in this country, so he couldn’t work, and my mother’s never worked, because 

women didn’t work them days, but back home, my father had a construction business, he 

used to build houses, sell houses, build furniture and repair, you know, all that, so when he 

come to this country, he was quite down, he went down, he was like useless, he felt himself 

very useless, so I had to look after my parents. We are four siblings, and I was the one who 

used to look after everybody, did everybody’s jobs and fill the forms in, took my father to 

hospital appointments and the Social Security, signing on and dentist ... everything, I did 

everything, and ‘til my father died, I looked after him.  In between then, I met my husband, 

went to a nightclub in town, and it was a hen party, I met my husband there – not love at first 

sight – it took about a year, I bumped into him now and again, and I met him now and again, 

and we met again, and we went out a few times, and that was it then, got engaged in a year 

and got married in 1983, and we had two kids, a boy and a girl, my daughter is thirty now and 

my son is twenty nine. My daughter’s a teacher and my son is a music producer.  I’ve got one 

grandchild. 

 

HL: And what did your husband do? 

 

RN: My husband is an electrician.  He worked for the Dunlop, he’s retired now, he retired in 

March, he was working for Dunlop Aircraft Tyres for twenty one years.  He used to work 

before he was an electrician as a contractor, so he worked everywhere, all over Birmingham 
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and we bought a house in Erdington and we’ve been living in that house for thirty three years 

now.  

 

HL: Judging from your surname, Nightingale, your husband was from an English 

background. 

 

RN: Yes, my husband is English.  My name “Roshan” is my proper name, Rose is my 

nickname I’ve been given at work but I prefer to be called Roshan. 

 

HL: Talk about your working life after you left the Small Heath factory. 

 

RN: After I left the Small Heath factory, I had two children, and while I had my children, I 

had little part time jobs, like I worked in a school as a dinner lady, I went on a shoe shop for a 

month or so, and I went to play group, did play group work with the children, while my kids 

were growing up, I run a play group for a couple of years, and when I’d seen a job at the 

Assay Office, a twilight shift job, I applied for it, and I got it in 1988 in June. 

 

HL: Can you explain to me about the twilight shift? 

 

RN: The twilight shift was the first of the twilight shift – first, I was one of the first twilight 

shifters.  There was ten of us, and we started the twilight shift.  When we come to work on an 

evening, shift was from five o’clock to half past nine and it was very nice to get a job like 

this, very lucky, the job environment was very good, the money was very, very good, [00.10] 

we enjoyed it, it was a small team, and I was, it was only temping, so we didn’t insist no 

time, we came in like June time and left Christmas, and we were laid off again ‘til the 

following year in June, and it went on like that for three years, and when my son and my 

daughter went full time school, I decided to come full time work, so I asked for a full time 

job, only temporary job, and I was lucky enough to get the job, and I started working full 

time in 199 ... it was January 1991, and then I worked as a temp a whole year ‘til October 

1991, and I was very lucky to have a permanent job then. I’ve been here ever since. 

 

HL: Now just back tracking to that twilight shift, you say it was good working conditions, 

what were they like? 
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RN: It was .... It’s very difficult to say.  It was easy work to do. What they left for us, for the 

twilight shifters was all the easy work, not any difficult work, so, like straightforward.  We 

would probably mark about ten thousand chains on a week, you know, for a week, there was 

ten of us, or we could do about a thousand chains ... and at that time, with the twilight shift, 

there was a lot of work going on, there was probably, would have one hundred thousand 

chains that week from H. Samuels or Signet or the old jewellers, John Jewellery, Manfred 

Mueller and a lot of quantity, so the evening went so quick, a nice and easy job.  They left us 

easy work, so it was really, really good.  And mine was good, the money was good, you 

know. 

 

HL: So what was fun about it if it was easy and repetitive? 

 

RN: No worries, just did your job, went home and you were happy.  Yeah, that was more 

enjoyable than anything yeah, but in the day time, when we come in the day time, we had a 

lot of fun.  You’d have parties and we used to go home early, friendly, very friendly ... all the 

people were so friendly, helpful. 

 

HL: How many other people were there from an Asian background? 

 

RN: Myself, there was two of us in the beginning, three of us in the beginning and then after 

years, it was half half, you know half of the English guys and half of the different, you know, 

split the black people, Indian people, Chinese we had a few of them, so it was quite good, all 

mixed, really good.  We like knew each other and, you know, we used to go out together as 

well for, you know, for evening socialising and really good.  It’s all different now. 

 

HL: How much concentration is required with this very simple work? 

 

RN: The main thing of the concentration is putting the hallmark on correctly, the right 

sponsors mark, the right standard, the right place to mark it, the right depth to mark it, and it’s 

intricate work, the different jobs, you have to change your supporting tool, you’ve got to 

change your punches and that’s very, very important.  If you don’t put the right punch on, if 

you don’t put the right tooling on, you destroy the work, so you have to be concentrating, and 

you’ve got to check the marking all the time. Sometimes, if you don’t check the mark, you 

don’t concentrate, the punch might get damaged while you’re marking, the punch might get 
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blocked while you’re marking, and if you ... if the punch is blocked and marked a thousand, 

you’re in trouble.   

 

HL: Has that every happened? 

 

RN: Yes, yes.  Sometimes, if the gold is a bit dirty, the punch gets clogged up and this marker 

just marking, banging on, banging on, not checking and we used to have a quality control, 

and if the quality control checks the work and it’s damaged, they’ve got to go back all over 

again.   

 

HL: So right from the start, you had this responsibility and you had to concentrate, and yet 

you said it was easy .. 

 

RN: Yeah.  The reason I said it was easy was I’m a quick learner.  It’s not easy for 

everybody, some people it taken a longer time ... longer to learn and you know, harder for 

some, but I was lucky, I’m a quick learner, anything I put my hands on, I learn quick, and still 

you’ve gotta concentrate and be always, you know .... 

 

HL: So, no chatting while you work? 

 

RN: We did chat a little bit, not a lot, you know, you can’t chat all night or you know, 

whatever, you have to keep on working, concentrating, getting the product out. 

 

HL: How did your working life change when you became permanent at the Assay Office in 

1991? 

 

RN: When you get permanent 199 ..  when I get permanent, everything changed.  I had more 

money, we had a grade system, we’d got a grading system just from A to F, so the more you 

worked, the more experience [00.15] you got, you got more money. We had a system of 

going home early if you’d done the target of the day, you went home early, we got in the 

pension, we got in the health scheme, free health scheme, we had a lot of perks, you know, 

when you are a permanent at that time, and you were put in the profit sharing bonus, we had 

that as well and this ... so many perks you did get. 
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HL: Explain to me about leaving early. 

 

RN: What it was, in them days, if you .... the night before or day before, if there’s four 

hundred parcels come in, the next days you’d do four hundred parcels in four hours or five 

hours.  Once the parcels are done, you went home with pay. 

 

HL: Can you remember when the system of going home early died out? 

 

RN: That died out when Mr Ward, our Assay Master, Mr Ward left. We had a new Assay 

Master and when the new Assay Master come, he changed everything. We lost all our perks – 

going home perks, the dinner time changed and because we used to have dinner time all at the 

same time, at quarter past one, and when we all had a dinner time together, we used to sit in 

the social club and socialise, but when Michael came, he brought his own new people, and 

they changed our dinner time.  We’re all split now, so all our social life is split as well, so 

nobody knows who is who in this building.  Them days, we used to know exactly who is 

who, where they come from, how, you know, where they live, how with the family, we used 

to play games together lunchtime and it’s all changed, so .... 

 

HL: How did the staff react? 

 

RN: Not very good.  We just fell apart, we used to be all one, we just fell apart and we didn’t 

know who was who.  New people come in, we didn’t meet them because they are on a 

different shift or different lunch time, and then the people started going out a lot and all the 

socialising all finished and we used to have lady who used to do the social club, she used to 

organise these things lunch time, only lunch time, you know we all had lunch together, we 

had parties lunch time, used to be bowling, ten pin bowling lunch time, darts game, we used 

to play table tennis, snooker, everything in lunch time altogether, we used to have 

tournaments .... all that stopped.  

 

HL: How did that affect the work? 

 

RN: It didn’t affect the work that much, but the morale went you know, so we’re just workers 

now, we’re not friends, before we used to be friends, but now we’re just colleagues, just like 

colleagues, no friendship, we don’t go out any more ‘cause you don’t know anybody. 
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HL: From a management point of view, can you say whether morale matters? 

 

RN: Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. If people are happy, you get a happy staff and happy staff give 

you good job.  They’re all happy in working, they’re concentrating, they’re happy as well, 

they’re happy to come to work, but at the moment, nobody wants to come to work because 

the morale is not very good.   

 

HL: Can you talk about becoming Team Leader? 

 

RN: In 1999, there’s an advert on the notice board, asking for Team Leaders. It was about 

five of us or six of us went for it and I was lucky enough to be a Team Leader. I started from 

the bottom team leading, like a helper.  I helped for a few years as a helper, Gill Billington 

was my Supervisor, I used to help her around, and in slowly, slowly like that it went, and I 

become more confident and I was getting better, so I become a proper Team Leader then, and 

then when Gill Billington left, June Russell took over, and she was happy with my work, the 

way I used to work and everything, so she put me in for a supervisors job, so I could run the 

department on my own, and that’s the way I started being a Supervisor and I’ve been going 

strong since then and I do my best. 

 

HL: When you say she “put you in” for the Supervisor’s job, was it competitive? 

 

RN: No, no, no, no.  There was three of us were took on as Supervisors, and that job was split 

between the three of us, there was three ladies, and we worked together as a team, and it’s 

always been like that. 

 

HL: What’s involved first of all in Team Leading? 

 

RN: Team leading is you’re training, you’re a trainer.  I’ve trained more than a thousand, not 

thousand, probably over two hundred people, training.  I have been a trainer for all the staff 

off site, every one of them came through me, I trained every one of them, and they are all 

doing good now and I’m proud of them, [00.20] and now they are training other people to 

hallmark.  A lot of training was involved, at one time, I used to train, I used to have sixty staff 

at one time, when I first took over, some good ones and some bad ones, coming and going, 
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coming and going, now I’ve only got twelve, and they’re the good ones.  Because, many 

years ago, we used to have probably six hundred thousand items in the building, but now 

we’ve only got probably ten, twelve, so we’ve got less staff and it’s much easier now, 

training, and I’ve got a couple of trainers who help me to train the new staff. 

 

HL: What sort of people? 

 

RN: What do you mean? 

 

HL: Male, female, their backgrounds ... 

 

RN: Yeah, all backgrounds. There’s a lot of male, we’ve got male, not very many male, 

there’s more female, we’ve got some older ones who’ve been with us a long time and there’s 

some young ones, not enough young ones, could do with some more young ones to, you 

know, start from the bottom and work their way up, but it’s training, I guess, it’s about three 

years training to become a proper hallmarker, full, full you know, full blown hallmarker.  

You start from A grade to F grade, so it’s ongoing training anyway, so, even if you’re fully 

trained, you’re still training every day, there’s new items coming in every day and you’re 

learning every day.  Myself, I’m still learning every day – there’s new customers coming in 

and .... 

 

HL: What’s involved in being a Supervisor? 

 

RN: A Supervisor is, you’ve got Team Leaders under you, you look after the Team Leaders, 

you do the wages, the ongoing ... the customer complaints or you’re dealing with the 

Directors, dealing with the other departmental Supervisors and going to meetings and just 

making sure everybody’s okay, and the customers.   

 

HL: Are you actually doing any hallmarking? 

 

RN: Yes, yes.  I’m a hands on Supervisor, I don’t like sitting in the office, it’s not my kind of 

job to sit in the office.  I do a bit of paperwork but the rest is hands on.  I make sure 

everything is running smoothly. 
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HL: And you say you’re still learning?  What are you learning? 

 

RN: Every day is different.  There’s some new items coming in, different styles, different 

designs, so we could do, have a look at them and decide where we’re gonna  mark them, how 

we’re gonna mark them, how efficient we’re gonna mark them, you know, so yeah, all the 

time. There are a lot of designers out there, new designers, young people making new items, 

so we look, we see new items coming in all the time, so, as, you know, we learn how to mark 

them again and we go back and learn what we learned before, make it better. 

 

HL: Can you give me some examples? 

 

RN: For example was if a necklace comes in today, there might be a little plate, normal plate 

to mark on, but, there again, after a while, some other person will come, similar chain and put 

a little end ring on or a hoop, different hoop on or no chain, no hope at all, so you’ve got to 

figure out where you’re gonna put the hallmark, and things like that. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the different materials you work with? 

 

RN: We start with the nine carat gold, silver, platinum, palladium now, the new one is 

palladium, twenty-two carat gold, we have eight hundred silver, pure, pure gold, nine 

hundred and ninety-nine gold and that’s about it, yeah. 

 

HL: Have you had to master many new materials? 

 

RN: No, no, no, no.  The only difference is now what is the customers are trying to put two 

different metal in the item.  If you have a mixed metal, we have a bit of gold and a bit of 

copper, sorry, a bit of silver and copper mixed together, or, so we got to put like hallmark on, 

a silver hallmark and plus a metal on it, that’s a difference at the moment, but apart from that, 

we don’t have much difference.  There’s a lot of mixed gold coming in now, the last two 

years. Mixed, yeah, as I said that nowadays, we are finding a lot of mixed metals coming in, 

so the concentration gets in there to identify what is mixed metal and what is the proper, you 

know, authentic gold.   

 

HL: You mentioned to me about other members of your family working at the Assay Office. 
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RN: Yes.  After I come, when I worked here for two years, my sister asked if she could get a 

job here.  I got an application form, she got application form, she filled in the form, she came 

as a temp as well, one year full time temp, and end of the year they took her on permanent, 

same time as me.  Me and her were permanent the same day, so [00.25] she’s working here 

since then with ... the same department as I am, and we’re split up into different departments, 

she was on the other side of the silver department, I work on the gold side of the department, 

and we’ve never had any problems.  There’s a lot of other siblings here, so when I started, 

there was about, I think about six sibling sisters and a lot of husbands and wives, and my 

sister met her husband at the Assay Office here, and they’ve been married fifteen years now.   

They met here and they’ve married fifteen years.  My son, while he’s at college come to work 

here in the twilight shift, he worked here for three years in the twilight shift and he left, it was 

only a temporary job, so he left.  My daughter worked here for a year or so as a temp, as we 

had a Saturday shift, only Saturday shift, it used to be very, very, very busy, so we needed a 

young kid, sixteen year old, to come and work for us on a Saturday, so we .... for them, so she 

came.  My nephews, they came here as a temp. Christmas time they are very, very busy, we 

need a lot of staff, so when they are free, I used to ask them, they used to come and help us 

out and that was quite good.  My niece came to help us out, my nephew, my sister’s son 

came, they all came, just temporary, and they came and all went, so they know where we 

work, how we work and so that’s really good. 

 

HL: When a sixteen year old comes in just on a Saturday, what training do they receive? 

 

RN: Yeah, the training very basic, basic training. When you first come to work here, you are 

set up and you start marking, but when you are here a long time, then you set yourself up, but 

in the beginning when you come here, you are set up, and we show you how to mark and 

very, very, very, very basic simple work you do.  Was them days, we used to have thousands 

of earrings, millions of earrings a week, you know, so that was quite easy to mark.  It’s when 

you go enough forward to mark some other stuff it’s quite intricate, but otherwise the basic 

stuff is quite easy. 

 

HL: What’s involved in setting up? 
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RN: It’s like a press, you’ve got to set up a press, you know, you’ve gotta find out the support 

tool, the right tool, the right punches, how to mark it and you’ve got to make sure it’s all 

tightened up, you’re not loose, you know. So once you are all set up nice and tight, and it’s 

not moving around, your gonna put a plate on or an earring on and just stamp it, it’s easy, so, 

it’s quite easy. 

 

HL: Can you talk about your union membership? 

 

RN: I’ve always been a union member for a long, long time, ever since I started working in 

the Colgrip Castors, everywhere, so we just stayed in the union, you never know when you 

need them, that’s why I’m still in it, so ... 

 

HL: Have you ever been involved? 

 

RN: No, no, no, no, no.  I’m a silent partner [Laughs]. No. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the main changes that you’ve experience since you started at the 

Assay Office over twenty six years ago? 

 

RN: There’s not a lot of changes, the only thing there’s changes, like people coming and 

going, but the presses are the same, the work is the same, the only thing I can say is I used to 

be a basic marker and now I’m a Supervisor and I’ve got more responsibilities, and apart 

from that, everything’s the same. I’ve been in the same place, the same room for the past 

twenty six years. 

 

HL: How do you feel about that? 

 

RN: I’m happy, I’m happy – I’ve always been happy and I enjoy my work and that’s it. I’ve 

always enjoyed my work what I do and any challenge they give me or anything, any new 

customers come in, be not scared of taking anybody on, so just bring it on! 

 

[End of Interview 00.28.39] 


