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HL: This is Helen Lloyd, on the 16th March recording the memories of Patrick Fuller at 

Weston Beamor. Tell me about your background. 

 

PF: My family are a longstanding Birmingham family, been very much involved in 

engineering, my great grandparents had a number of different things from owing a newspaper 

called the Morning Post to owning coalfields in the West Midlands and East Midlands to 

running engineering companies in Birmingham, so there was quite a mixture of things. They 

lived in Moseley, Wake Green Road. They were very strong members of, I think it was 

Moseley Methodist Church and stalwarts of that. Having said that, my great grandmother was 

a Tolkien and was an aunt of the well-known JR Tolkien, and my side of the family seemed 

to have taken over more from the Tolkien’s in the Midlands and we were one of those 

families that were split on religious grounds, not that it made much difference in those days, 

but like many other Birmingham families, Birmingham was always a mixture of minority 

religions, in different shapes and sizes. My father and, my grandmother married my 

grandfather when she was forty-two and she had my father as her first child, when she was 

nearly forty-four, which back in those days was unusual for someone to have. And then 

unfortunately she died, some six years later and my father was actually brought up much 

more by the maternal side of his family, rather than his paternal side. My grandmother’s 

uncle very much brought my father up, and my actual grandfather, I think moved back to 

Ceylon to do tea, which he’d done originally. My parents, my father went to school in 

Birmingham, at Hallfield, he then went on to Bedford School and was due to go to Oxford, 

he’d got a scholarship to Oxford, the war came along and he went to fight in the war. After 

the war, he was keen to take up his place at Oxford and I think his uncle, by that time, who 

was running the businesses which my father, by default had finished up being a half owner 

of, said you can come and help me run these businesses. Due to the way the family worked, 

my great grandparents had always thought they had a daughter that was never going to get 

married, so with all the families financial affairs, she had been left as the major shareholder 

of everything, just with the intention that made sure her brother made sure she had an income 

and it was never to work. Due to her a) getting married and having a child and the wills were 

never changed, so by the time she died, my father inherited all her share of everything which 

made him, very marginally the major shareholder in most things the family owned. He did 

reasonably well, I suspect after the war, when the coalfields were nationalised because he was 

paid the compensation that came through from that and my parents married, they lived in a 

large house in Carpenter Road, in Edgbaston, where they stayed until my mother died and my 
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father stayed on for some time afterwards. I’m one of four children, the eldest, I was sent 

away to school at the age of six and a half, down to a Catholic prep school in Seaford in 

Sussex and from there onwards went on to a Catholic school called the Oratory School near 

Reading, which really I was following the Tolkien side of the family where most of their 

children, well certainly the boys had been educated there. Having had a somewhat mixed 

prep school education, very Jesuit run and I struggled, [00.05] it turned out somewhat later 

that I was highly dyslexic, and in some ways the best break came for me that I failed my 

common entrance school I should have go, and finished up at the Oratory, which turned out 

to be a very happy, friendly school and I had a brilliant headmaster who began to explain to 

me that I had an alternative brain that works in a different way and I just had to think things 

through in a, not such a conventional way as others. It’s something that’s well catered for 

today, but in those days, I used to get beaten for being thick. I enjoyed that schooling very 

much, I was very happy there, made very good friends there and a lot of those are still very 

close friends to this day, but when I came to leave, it was a different time, it was a time that 

probably the top fifteen percent of those who were clever in the country went to the 

universities and the rest of us found our careers by one means or another. As I said I was very 

lucky, I had an outward going, forward thinking headmaster and when my father came up to 

see him about future career, he said there’s no point in Patrick going into engineering, he’s 

not a mathematician and it’s not his field and he suggested, much to my father’s horror, that I 

actually went to work for an acquaintance of his. The acquaintance turned out to be a 

Canadian multimillionaire called Garfield Weston that owned a company called Associated 

British Foods, that was number of things from Sunblest bakeries to Twinings tea, some 

wagon wheel biscuits, a whole cross section. It was brilliant for me. He, it turned out was 

highly dyslexic himself and he had become friendly with three or four headmasters of 

appropriate schools in the Thames valley and had been to them and said he was looking for a 

particular kind of boys and I was somewhat fortunately because I fitted that mould along with 

the others, because he wanted us to come into his business. I joined and I had to sign a 

contract to work for him as a management trainee for four years, I think I was paid eight 

pounds a week. We went to college at Kingston Tech to do an HND in Business Studies, but 

really our education was learning on the job and very quickly, whether it was working in a 

Sunblest bakeries or Finefair supermarkets, I was beginning to learn the basics of business 

and what made it work, how you made your profit, how your stock turned over and you made 

your margin and everything else like that and I think it was, it stood me in good stead ever 

since. It was four very happy years, at the end of it, I decided to move on and I found there 
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were people interested in employing me and I moved into the paint and wallpaper business, 

which was very, very different.  I’d spent some time on a section with Read International 

with Crown paints and wallpapers, but to a certain extent that taught me for the first time how 

fashion how came into things, because wallpaper collections were put together on a two year 

life cycle, mixtures of the designs were changed according to what the taste was at that time, 

the colours and it was very important that they did change, because they wanted them to 

move on and I discovered that the wallpaper collections we usually put together by a formula. 

A third of the collection was the best sellers from the current catalogues, a third of it was 

brand new designs coming in and a third of it was going back into the back catalogue and 

bringing some of the those patterns up to date, but also bringing them out in different 

colourways to suit the period of time. That stuck very quickly in my mind. I then came to 

work for one of the largest wallpaper and paint distributors in the UK, a company called S.J. 

Dixon, based in Wolverhampton and I worked in Birmingham, I was then sent up to Stoke 

where they had the largest wallpaper distribution centre in the UK, and I was given the job as 

being responsible for the stock in that. My time in Stoke-on-Trent was actually very happy 

and suddenly discovered an awful lot about the china business as well as the paint and 

wallpaper business I enjoyed. [00.10] I have to say it was a peculiar place to work, or to live 

in, and during my time up there, although I made good friends, I rarely spent a weekend up 

there. Due to my dyslexia, I’ve never been very good at sport, as much as I like ball games, I 

cannot connect with the ball, I just miss the whole time, but also when I was in Stoke-on-

Trent I was in digs with some wayward sons of one or two potters and they persuaded me to 

go skiing and I discovered that I thoroughly enjoyed skiing and from a sporting sense it began 

to move me into more individual sports, away from what you might refer to as competitive 

sports. I’ve skied right up until about two years ago, sorry to say I think my skiing has come 

to the end because I took a fall that was painful and I’m not sure I want to go through that 

again. Having said that, the other sport I’ve always been involved in, for quite a long time is 

sailing and I enjoy that, I have my own boat. Now I take time off in the summer to go away, 

I’m not particularly interested in racing, but I enjoy cruising and I generally like going to the 

places that might not be so popular with everyone else. I’m not very good in the sun, so 

sailing in Northern Europe suits me very well, up in the North West Scotland, around Ireland, 

even up into the Baltic where I was last year and I enjoy it and for two months every summer, 

my boat becomes our home. 

 

HL: Tell me about your time at S.J. Dixon. 
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PF: It was very happy, I worked in, their headquarters was in Wolverhampton, I worked 

primarily in Birmingham and then Stoke-on-Trent and then back in Birmingham. It was a 

very nice, family run business, very successful in its own way and Brian Dixon, who was the 

member of the family that I was responsible, is a good friend to this day, I would say and I 

enjoy seeing him although my career has grown forth since then. I left them mainly to go to 

Johnstone’s Paints. I’d been to lots of paint factories and paint factories generally in those 

days were fairly dark satanic mills and although you though they were very high tech, they 

weren’t. Arrived at Johnstone’s Paints for an interview and couldn’t believe seeing, what 

looked to me about the most modern paint plant I’d ever seen in Western Europe. Was run by 

four brothers, very different and they had never sold a tin of paint outside Yorkshire and 

Lancashire, and my job was to expand their sales through the rest of the country. I enjoyed 

that very much, I was given complete freedom to get on with it, we were very successful and 

I enjoyed my time with them very much indeed. It was a very different business from S.J. 

Dixon. S.J. Dixon was fairly quiet, it was a family business, this was a much louder family 

business, there were no secrets, you were left to get on with it. Everyone knew what was 

going on and it was much more open kind of company, which I think I enjoyed, very much 

so. I enjoyed that openness and we were very, very successful and they were very keen for 

me to move to London because since I’d joined them I’d got married to Vivien and Vivien’s 

family had a small jewellery manufacturing business in Birmingham, her father died a year 

before we got married and Viv herself had trained as a radiographer. I think there was a 

frustration in it, because actually in those days girls weren’t expected to go to university, on 

the whole, and she would have quite easily got into university and enjoyed it, but her parents 

said no you go and be a radiographer, she did that. I’m not sure she found it that satisfying 

cos really at the end of the day, she would rather have been a doctor. But having trained in 

Birmingham and then worked in London for a time she came back, her father was struggling 

with the onset of decimalisation and VAT. And Vivien came back in to help her father in the 

business, firstly to go through the decimalisation and then with the onslaught of VAT. She 

enjoyed it and she began to get [00.15] more and more involved, very much in an 

administrative role. When her father died she had no choice but to carry on with the business. 

I carried on with Johnson’s Paints which I enjoyed very much indeed, I was extremely well 

paid but I was coming under increasing pressure to move to London. They wanted me down 

in the South of England, very much so to lead the charge or to continue the charge from there. 

We had a problem and we’d only been married about eighteen months and we’d come to a 
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couple of conclusions, what we had in Birmingham in comparison with what we were going 

to get in London from a house point of view and most probably from a style of living was 

very different but also Vivien chirped up and said, if we have to move, Mom will have to 

come too.  Viv took delight in saying she ran a small business to keep her mother in whiskey 

and a BMW car at the time. And in fairness Viv had done a reasonable job in it, they 

employed about eleven people, I think they had a turnover of about 150,000 at that time. But 

at the same time Vivien said look, “You’re sales and marketing, why don’t we join forces?” 

And although I was successful at the jobs I’d done whether it was with, in the paint and 

wallpaper business, in food industry, I wasn’t the kind of person who had the qualifications 

that was going to get on to the board of those kind of companies. I quite relished the idea of 

having a go at it myself and after a lot of thought on the fairly substantial reduction in our 

income, we joined forces and I moved into the jewellery industry round about 1980. 

 

HL: What were your impressions of the Jewellery Quarter in 1980? 

 

PF: The jewellery industry had come through a boom period and I think we were at the tail 

end of that boom period. These companies they, you thought large companies were working 

from little old houses that had been peoples private houses and become offices and what had 

been the garden had gradually been built over and workshops had been, I remember awful 

parking problems here. In many cases there were too many very expensive cars owned by 

various owners of the jewellery companies, all double parked round the Jewellery Quarter. In 

some ways I feel that was a major part, first part of the decline in UK jewellery 

manufacturing, for the simple reason that actually they had made a lot of money quite easily, 

it was very easy for them to sell jewellery in a certain volume. Also it was the first time, 

probably since the war they could afford to go on nice holidays and one thing and another 

like that.  I think many of these family businesses, people enjoyed their current wealth and 

they went and took exotic holidays, certainly in the periods after Christmas through to the late 

spring because there wasn’t much work around in the jewellery business at that time and they 

left the factories in the hands of their managers, who I don’t think were particularly well paid. 

I think it was, in some ways fairly standard then, that the lemels, which were the scraps of 

gold, things like that that people kept and to a certain extent that was treated as their holiday 

money rather than paying them proper wages and holiday pay. I think too many of those 

owners of prosperous businesses took their eye off the ball. Also we began to see the 

emergence of multiple buyers, whether these were the likes of H. Samuel or various other 
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groups that were around, James Walker being another one, and the start of mail order 

catalogues, whether than was Argos, Littlewoods and others that came to the forefront, these 

people placed huge volume in the marketplace. Due to nine carat gold, they primarily, it was 

all manufactured in the UK, mainly because in the gold market elsewhere, nine carat was not 

a standard alloy and fourteen and eighteen carat were much more, so anything from North 

America was primarily done in fourteen carat and to a certain extent the rest of Europe was 

mainly eighteen carat. The UK had an eighteen carat marker but it was relatively small, nine 

carat being the major metal [00.20] and it continued very successfully at that point in time. I 

think I came in on that, or just at the changeover at that period of time, joined Viv in Weston 

Beamor, which was most probably the first jewellery casting company doing it as a 

subcontractor work within the jewellery, my father-in-law had brought some of the 

technology in from north America. Lost wax casting had been around ever since the times of 

the Greeks, so there was nothing new in that, but to start to use it as a mass production 

method was new and he did that very successfully for a number of years through the fifties 

and sixties. And I think he trained most of the other jewellery casting companies, whose 

managers had worked for him and then gone off and set up their own, because actually the 

start-up costs were not outrageous and we also saw a change that those companies that were 

coming in where able to supply their own gold, and that meant that nobody was actually 

having the fund the gold. Weston Beamor had always had a license to sell gold and initially 

had built up for the simple reason it was one of the companies with a license that it could 

supply gold and we were doing the casting but we were supplying the gold that meant we 

were making a margin on the precious metal as well as on the manufacturing charge.  We 

were slow to see that change coming in, in the market place, we were highly respected. We 

were trusted with our customers patterns, very much so, but when I came in, I did what I refer 

to as a SWOT analysis, strengths and weaknesses and I found that was great, everyone 

thought we were very honest, very straight forward, but in all honesty, we weren’t the best, 

we weren’t the fastest and we weren't the cheapest. But we had some very loyal customers, 

based in Birmingham and in Hatton Garden. I have to say a high proportion of them were 

Jewish families that had dealt with us for a long time and in fairness were fairly loyal to us. It 

was an interesting time. I found the jewellery industry when I came into it very, very difficult 

indeed, because we would run a factory for twelve months of the year and we’d run at loses 

for nine months, hoping that between September and Christmas we’d made enough money to 

cover the losses that we’d made in the rest of the year and you had this horrendous thing that 

you laid staff off every January and then there was panic to take them all back on at the latter 
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end of the year. Well, from my experience in the other trades and industries I’d been in, the 

idea of being forward planning, and when I went to see most of the manufacturers who were 

our customers and say can you give us estimates of what you might require in the future, cos 

we can actually prepare for those estimates in the quiet period. That was something unheard 

of in the jewellery industry, they were suspicious of it, why would you want to know what 

our estimates are? And I would say, “Well we’re part of your production team.” They say 

“No, we will decide at the last minute whether you are prices are correct to do it.” There was 

always a panic, every September to get things done, because the customer’s wanted it in for 

Christmas, sometimes you suddenly had this, trying to get everything through a tight funnel 

when there actually wasn’t that much capacity or spare capacity available, so there was a 

rush. Anyway, I found it very difficult, with people, they were suspicious of why I should 

want that, my trying to explain to them that I was part of their supply chain didn’t wash, they 

thought it was suspicious. The other thing that I discovered, that although we were working 

for most probably thirty or forty different manufacturers, they were all making the same 

components and the settings for the diamonds were identical to all of them and they made 

them according to the diamonds they’d bought in a parcel. And I said, “Well we should make 

ranges of settings”, just as GKN made ranges of screws, nuts and bolts and rivets to fit the 

various jobs, every manufacture, engineering company didn’t make their own screws and 

rivets, they’d buy them in. I was told in no uncertain terms that we were not allowed to do 

that, we were only a subcontractor, but I thought this is a crazy way of going about it and 

Vivien said “Well we can’t do it under the name of Weston Beamor, because our customers 

would walk away, those claimed that we were trying to copy them.” So I pulled together 

ranges and we had master patterns made for a range and we launched it under the name 

Domino, because we couldn’t have had a brand name that was further away from anything 

was as traditional as Weston Beamor. I then went round the same manufactures trying to sell 

it and they said “No, no, no we make our own”, but then I started to travel from John 

O’Groats to Land’s End knocking on the door of every designer maker, small manufacturer, 

because there were small manufacturers all over the country. I found, and certain retailers 

with their own workshops, and they  were suddenly delighted to be able to get these 

components off the shelf because up until that point, in many cases they’d been making them 

by hand.  And through the fifties and sixties, due to the fact that gold is soft, you’d get old 

rings and the claws were worn out and if you, diamond was loose, it was taken into a jobbing 

jeweller to be repaired and he would re-tip the claw with lead which was equally soft, if not 

softer than the gold. Well suddenly, I use the story that, fine in the fifties we’d used to drive 
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round with re-tread car tyres on our cars and nobody today would dare drive round with re-

tread tyres on their cars and I said, “It’s about time actually you put new settings in these 

rings because diamonds were far more valuable that the gold.” The jobbing jewellers, the 

retailers, took to that straight away, while the manufacturers were not terribly interested in 

listening to me. We picked up business all over the country, we had no minimum order, but 

actually, suddenly we found that jobbing jewellers work twelve months of the year that it’s 

not seasonal, it carries on, so suddenly we were able, a) we had a business that kept going for 

twelve months of the year, but also we were able to make stock, which we’d never been able 

to before because our customers wouldn’t trust us, with doing that. The business continued to 

grow, Weston Beamor continued doing the work it did, but the two were kept well apart as 

separate businesses. Weston Beamor, in all honesty, struggled. Domino, luckily, grew and 

grew and grew and we were fairly, I’m trying to think of it, entrepreneurial, we bought out 

very smart catalogues, which contained all our components. Gradually over a period of time 

we moved in to diamond ring mounts, which were diamond solitaires and three stones and 

eternity rings, that had no stones in because the retailers could buy their own stones direct 

from Antwerp or in London. In Birmingham there were stone dealers who could supply them 

very quickly indeed and we began to see a change in the fortunes of us, as a business. We 

flourished ever since, quickly, suddenly we were employing fifty people and we were 

growing, we were growing out of our factory, which had been in the company’s second 

factory in Tenby Street North, we moved to a new building, well not a new building, but a 

new building first in Frederick Street.  The business was growing so rapidly at that time, we 

outgrew Frederick Street in about four years, and an opportunity came up for us to buy where 

we are based now, in Vyse Street, giving us a huge amount of extra space and it was owned 

by bullion dealer Edward Day and Baker, who’d merged with an American company and in 

time merged with Johnson Matthey to become Cooksons and they did not require two bullion 

refining plants within a hundred and fifty metres of each other. At that time there was a 

growing large manufacturer in Birmingham called Gallery Jewellery, that was part of 

Abbeycrest and I think Cooksons at that point in time really, or Knight and Day, wanted to 

make sure that Abbeycrest to buy their factory and because I was, or we were very friendly 

with the management [00.30] at Knight and Day, we were able to buy it off them, very 

quickly and quietly. Fine, it was suddenly thirty-six thousand feet and we’d moved from four 

thousand feet, and everyone, what are we going to do? As a business it was most probably the 

best property deal we’ve ever done because we are still in the building now, we still have 

most probably in it have eight thousand square feet we can develop still and we gradually 
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we’ve used the rest of it.  One thing over that time, right from the early days with Vivien’s 

father, they have never, ever been frightened of investing in new technology and always 

testing it. Didn’t mean they got it right, and sometimes it was a rather painful process as you 

got this new technology to work and your customers get frustrated, for the simple reason the 

quality wasn't what you…but you persevered with it and it came ok in the end and as a 

business we continued to constantly reinvested back in the business, with casting machines, 

with wax pots and other things we were doing at that time. 

 

HL: What made Domino different? 

 

PF: Well, other than offering a) components that were very easy for people to use and do, we 

bought about a couple of other things. I spoke about our catalogues but we began to introduce 

or invest, we invested very heavily in something called the Handbook, which was, the first 

one was nearly four hundred pages of shanks, settings and components for jewellery. And 

that became, in many ways, we had to get it right and we had to invest a lot in it and to get it 

right meant we were going to have to ask our customers to pay for it and at that time, in 

fairness it was so unique and it was such a sales tool with them, our customers did buy it off 

us. And it continued to grow and we are now in our fifth version of it, published in English, 

French, German and Flemish. But that wasn’t only enough, we had to look at little niches in 

the market, Weston Beamor had always persevered in casting platinum and platinum really 

was a niche market, very small indeed. Manufacturers generally, on the whole, were not 

interested in it because it was a more difficult metal to mount and polish and to set into. 

Having said that, as we offered it more and more, the small workshops and retailers saw an 

opportunity to actually differentiate themselves from the multiple buyers, because the 

multiple buyers were not interested in platinum. We persevered in it, I have to say we had 

tremendous help also, at the same time from Johnson Matthey and from the Platinum Guild 

who were very interested in trying to move platinum forward as a metal. It is the purest of the 

precious metals, its ninety-five percent pure in comparison to the alloyed golds and 

consequently for that it has a number of characteristics that made it very good to go with 

diamonds. A) it has strength, white gold, well a) gold is yellow and to alloy it to make it 

white, really you finished up with an alloy that looked more like a battleship grey than a 

white, while platinum came out looking white. It was much more of an insurance policy 

because your diamonds were safe in it, if they were set in it and because we made it available 

in the easy things to do, such as, all the settings and shanks, it grew, because it wasn't that 
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difficult. Prior to this, the Platinum Guilds had always done their promotion on very haute 

couture jewellery, one offs, fantastic pieces but actually in real terms, there were only going 

to be one or two people who could afford to buy them. They suddenly realised that if we 

started at the other end of the scale and it became more readily available to all the small 

people and they began to feel confident in working with it, a) it was more exclusive to them, 

there was less price competition in it and the market grew to the level that platinum in the 

bridal market in the UK at this point in time has a very secure position of its own, and we’ve 

seen white metals come through very strongly indeed over that period [00.35] of time. 

 

HL: Can you talk about changes in the jewellery industry from the late 1980s through the 

‘90s? 

 

PF: Changes were coming though fairly quickly. I was an outsider, and consequently I've 

never been frightened of knocking on doors and looking for business, but like all businesses 

it’s a case, to a certain extent, the people you know and how you know them and I began to 

take a certain amount of interest in the British Jewellers Association, because it was a 

conglomeration of different manufacturers meeting together on a regular basis to talk. I found 

that I meet a lot of people though it, I also began to understand, there was an association 

called the National Association of Goldsmiths, which was a trade body that looked after the 

retail side of the trade while the British Jewellers Association looked after the manufacturers 

and the supply side, not only of jewellery manufacturers but silversmiths, stone dealers and 

all the associated trades in it and in those days it was a fairly vibrant trade association. I think, 

at the same time, they were very keen on looking for newer people in to the trade coming to 

the forefront and I wasn't the only new boy on the block that was coming, there were others 

setting up in different kind of jewellery manufacturing areas and there were a number of us 

who came to the forefront, with maybe had slightly different ideas of how the business should 

move forward and how we were going to move forward. During that time I had an occasion, 

the NAG was really a major organisation, they were the ones that had all the financial support 

from DeBeers, the World Gold Council and the platinum gold because they were the people 

who were actually dealing with the consumers and they used to have very big grand 

conferences in smart seaside hotels, up and down the country. And I can remember the BJ 

being invited to one of these in Torquey and while they were all staying in a wonderful hotel, 

we in the BJ were staying in a three star hotel, down the road somewhere. But having said 

that, it was quite a change, because the group of us that met, not saying for the first time but 
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got to know each other, were very much involved in the way the BJ was going forward in the 

future, and we actually found the NAG quite enjoyed talking to us, in a different way. When 

the NAG had met the BJ in the past, there was usually a blazing row over somebody accusing 

somebody on the other side of the table of having not paying them for three months and it all 

got quite personal, unpleasant and we didn’t feel quite the same way, yes everyone needs to 

be paid and one thing and another like that, but actually we all have a joint responsibility to 

move a trade forward and it wasn't only me, some of the others felt exactly the same. And in 

some ways the emphasis had gone too much on the retailers responsibility rather than the 

suppliers responsibility, some of that still runs today, we are still a trade unlike jolly nearly 

every other consumer trade, that actually the manufacturers come up with the ideas, the new 

products and the retailers follow. Today you find retailers are somewhat reluctant, they think 

they know their market best, in reality, in today’s market, a lot of suppliers have to do a lot of 

market research, spend a lot of money on designers and trying to find the illusive new trend 

that is going to change our business. So it was an exciting time, particularly for me, I was 

fortunate, I was asked then to become vice-chairman of the BJA and while I was in that I was 

asked to join the Hallmarking Council. They were quite major things in those days, the 

Hallmarking Council was responsible for, as a platform to pull the Assay Offices together. 

Four Assay Offices that all run independently but the one body they met was on the 

Hallmarking Council and the Hallmarking Council was made up of the four Assay Offices, 

but a cross section of people from the trade, the NAG, through the retailers, were allowed to 

put two people forward to sit on the board, two from the BJ from the manufacturing side, two 

from antique dealers, two from bullion dealers and then the other things that were very 

important was the [00.40] consumer associations that were very much involved. You came 

onto the Hallmarking Council for a three year term and then you left after nine years. 

Unfortunately I think that has changed now, I don’t think the trade associations are asked to 

put people forward and I think the Hallmarking Council has lost some of the cutting edge that 

it has because I’m not trying to be rude, it’s become an easy option for civil servants or 

retired civil servants to find others to fit on it who actually look at it most probably from the 

civil service point of view rather than consumer protection or driving an industry forward. As 

a tradition it’s fantastic because it’s kept a level playing field. Also during this time we had 

huge problems in Europe over the Europeans, or certain of them were not in favour of 

hallmarking and wanted to change it, we had directive after directive over the qualities of the 

metal, some of them didn’t accept that nine carat was gold, others, could we get the same 

standards all the way through. We came through it, but it was quite a dynamic time, it was 
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interesting and in fairness for those of us involved we got to know the European suppliers as 

well and talk round the table and the Assay Office were very, at the forefront of this and the 

Hallmarking Council was at the forefront of it. We look back on it today and now it seems 

much easier, but there were major differences in hallmarking. It was never a problem within 

Europe because within Europe there were no negative tolerances, but the problems arose 

primarily with the Italians, and if the major American consumer or buyers would come and 

would put such pressure on the Italians because there is no negative tolerance in America, 

fourteen carat can be thirteen carat and it will pass the test. Ten carat can be as low as eight 

carat and pass the test and at times things that were fifteen or sixteen carat were marked as 

eighteen carat. The Americans saw no need to change what suited them very well, but the 

Italians, some of the less reputable manufacturers in Italy would water down the gold to stay 

competitive with the Americans to keep their business going. Italy wasn't the only one, due 

to, after the war, there were a lot of Turkish guest workers in Northern Germany, and when 

they’d all made a certain amount of money, they moved back to Turkey and set up jewellery 

businesses there and if the Italians were prepared to water down the gold, to a certain extent, 

some of the Turks were. I’m not saying that is altogether the case now, but certainly the 

Americans and anyone dealing for them, and if you go around factories, as I do in different 

parts of the world, you can see production lines with different, if you see fourteen carat above 

it, you know that its American, if you see five, seven, four or whatever it is, you know it is 

actually plum gold with no negative tolerance. And that’s why America, Britain’s has always 

done quite well in selling in America, but traditionally British jeweller manufacturers did 

very well in the old commonwealth countries to a certain extent, that has fallen by the 

wayside, a) it’s become more expensive to go and sell in those places and sometimes the 

orders were never big enough to cover the expenses. We look at the Caribbean and it’s a very 

different market now, the cruise liners go in and it’s not the traditional old fashioned market 

that it was. America is still a huge opportunity for people, who are stunning designs, their 

haute couture market is good and certain UK suppliers like, and designers, like Steven 

Webster and Elizabeth Gage do very well in America to this day because they are selling an 

art form of jewellery rather than a commodity. 

 

HL: You’ve talked about the four Assay Offices working together, can you now talk about 

your distinctive memories of the Birmingham Assay Office? 
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PF: I think, Roger Burman was chairman of the British Hallmarking Council and I think 

Roger, in all fairness, spotted the people who were speaking out quite plainly from a 

jewellery perspective and a jewellery manufacturing perspective on the Hallmarking Council 

and I suspect it was through my involvement in that I was then asked to become a Guardian 

of the Birmingham Assay Office. John Bettinson was our chairman at that [00.45] point in 

time. The board had followed on in a very traditional way, Bernard Ward had joined it prior 

to me as an Assay Master and Bernard was very dynamic. Bernard had been a professional 

footballer, he had had, been brought up in the bullion business, through thick and thin, 

through Engelhards, up in Sheffield and he was the breath of fresh air that was required in 

Birmingham. At the same time he understood how to get business of manufacturers, he knew 

how the Assay Office should work and he also was bright enough to understand, that yes it 

had a statutory duty but it had to be well in tune with its supply chain responsibilities. 

Birmingham, and I think the other Assay offices, prior that had become very dictatorial. If 

products were sent up and they were under carat they were smashed, well that sounds all very 

well, but sometimes people had put a huge amount of hand work into it and it didn’t need 

breaking like that. The hallmarks were used with a stamping tool and the stamping tool 

bruised or damaged, in many cases, the pieces of jewellery and often they were damaged 

beyond repair so all that work had been wasted. In the past the Assay Offices had taken the 

view, that’s hard cheese, we’ll do what we’ve got to and Bernard actually saw no, this is an 

unacceptable way to go on, we have to work hand in glove with our customers to get it right. 

He was very fortunate that he was working very well in London, there was David Evans who 

was the Assay Master in London, and there’s two driving forces, they got on very well 

together and Bernard was very comfortable in leaving David Evans to do the international bit 

and the negotiating on hallmarking figures. And Bernard by no means played second fiddle, 

but played a slightly different fiddle to David Evans and it was a bit Tweedledum and 

Tweedledee, but it was very effective force backed up also by Robin Buchanan-Dunlop, who 

was clerk to the Goldsmith’s Company in London the three of them worked closely on all 

these issues at the same time, we had the same issues, whether there was going to be a future 

for hallmarking due to the directives in Europe. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the run up to the European directives? 

 

PF: We in the trade and the Assay Office were pretty much, on the whole, speaking as one. 

We then had to get support, or the Assay Office and the Hallmarking Council worked, and 
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the Goldsmiths Company particularly, in getting support off MPs, because not every MP, 

there was a period that everything was going to be deregulated regardless, and the 

Hallmarking council was seen as an unnecessary thing. Well, it was a quango, but it was a 

quango that cost the taxpayer nothing because it was paid for between the four Assay Offices. 

It fairness to all of them, they all worked together to fight the directive and gradually we got 

MPs on board, we had a fight in the UK to get MPs to agree, let alone in Europe. And also we 

had a number of members of the trade, who I have to say, were not in favour of it and fought 

fairly closely to fight their corner to not have hallmarking, to them they only saw it as a 

restrict practice on trade and they didn’t particular see it so much as a consumer protection. If 

I had one thing about Assay Offices, were I might query it, is the consumer protection is a 

very important part of hallmarking, but Assay Offices, in my view, have never publicised it. 

The public understand hallmark but they don’t actually know what it means. I think if they 

knew more about it, they would actually ask more and more questions. The other thing is that 

also we found a change, that we used to have a weights and measures, who used to go around 

shops, inspecting and checking that things were hallmarked and if they weren’t, they used to 

take the appropriate retailer to court to do it, and it had publicity in the trade magazines and 

everything. All of those kind of things stopped and it was Parliament that stopped them in 

many cases [00.50] and I think the Assay Offices, to a certain extent, lost a bit of their bite at 

that point in time.  

 

HL: Where there any other issues in the 1990s apart from this looming European directive? 

 

PF: Yes, I think, I spoke earlier about the damaging or when hallmarking was done, a certain 

amount of damage was done to the articles, in the placing of the punch mark. We were seeing 

new technology coming into the industry, and certainly abroad, of laser marking and I can 

remember on the Hallmarking Council, the Assay Offices being quite keen and there was 

quite an argument, cos some of them didn’t want the laser marking, others did, they wanted 

laser marking really to deal with the large volume that came from the mail order catalogues 

and the major multiple suppliers, multiple retailers. I can remember arguing on the 

Hallmarking Council very strongly that actually I could see a benefit it laser marking, but did 

it have to be at the lowest common denominator of price, because the Assay Offices were 

very keen to make laser marking very inexpensive. My argument was just the opposite, no it 

costs more to do it, it saves an awful lot of time and hassle and doesn’t damage the products, 

so charge a market price and wait and see how many of us pay for that. Because there might 
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be as many of us small suppliers who will pay for it as multiple suppliers, and my view was 

that you had a better system, there was less damage, it was nice and clear and if you have that 

sometimes you don’t get to the lowest common denominator, it has a value. I used to argue 

that quite strongly with the Assay Offices and the Hallmarking Council. Laser marking came 

in and in the majority of cases it came in, in very competitive form, for the multiple users of 

it. Having said, much to their disgust they had to then also offer it to the smaller customers, 

like myself and many others, who actually saw a benefit in it and as it is nowadays, you can 

have it laser marked and I think there is more laser marking going on, because the vast 

volume is being sourced globally and its coming already manufactured from overseas and 

none of the retailers what to pay for damaged goods to be re-polished up after being laser 

marked. In turn with that, that is bringing other issues in too, and I suspect the next major 

thing that followed in the 2000s really, was the thought process that we should have, in-house 

Assay Offices. This was partially coming about because of the European directives and that 

people had certain international standards, I can’t remember the ISO standards and the EN 

standards, if their factories pass certain levels of that, there’s no reason why they shouldn’t 

hallmark themselves. In many ways that wasn’t going to work in quite the same way in the 

UK, because here traditionally the UK industry had bullion dealers and we bought alloyed 

grain from our bullion dealers, while in other parts of Europe they were dealing in fine gold 

and would do the alloying themselves in a factory, while for us in Birmingham and London 

there was no need for us to do that because we had bullion dealers a few hundred yards away 

from our factories, we could buy gold when we wanted it and it would be delivered very 

quickly indeed. The Hallmarking Council allowed Carrs in Sheffield, who were a silversmith, 

a very large one, to do a trial run on laser marking, the Sheffield Assay Office was given 

permission, Carrs was inspected by outside inspectors appointed by the Hallmarking Council, 

to do it. It was huge advantage, I can remember going to see the Carrs plant, working 

extremely well, and the moment I walked in a saw how it was operating, I thought what an 

advantage they have over all their competitors. Carrs was the, I won’t say thin end of the 

wedge, it was the starting point on it. Since then Birmingham started to look at where, which 

factories had the volume big enough to do laser marking on some of the gold products and 

that followed, very quickly indeed. Generally, I think it can be said that all the Assay Offices 

now have, to a certain extent have marking done in a number of their clients. [00.55] Some of 

them are importers, some of them are still manufacturers, some of them might not have the 

volume that merits an Assay Office, but are quite prepared to pay for it, because it is a market 

advantage. So we’re beginning to take hallmarking in certain areas, away from the cost per 
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unit, but actually what it does for that company and what it’s worth to them and a private 

negotiation between themselves and the various hallmarking establishments. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the role of the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths during the twenty-

first century? 

 

PF: Well, The Goldsmiths Company, to shorten its name has been very much a trade 

benefactor. Actually over the centuries, it has always run the apprenticeship schemes, for 

silversmiths and goldsmiths to come through and jewellers and that has become harder and 

harder in recent years. But having said that, it’s such as stable financial institution that in the 

history of the Birmingham Assay Office there have been times when the Goldsmiths 

Company have underwritten the Birmingham Assay Office, as when we’ve had certain 

difficulties with the way that we went about trading and this was before my time of being 

involved. Having said that, they lent money or undertook to finance the Birmingham Assay 

Office through difficult period and in some ways they took a mortgage on our silver 

collection. That was repaid some time ago and Bernard Ward, in many ways, made huge 

efforts, along with the chairman, and at that time, who was John Bettinson, followed by 

Roger Burman, to build up closer relationships with the Goldsmiths Company, which they’ve 

done and in many ways the European side of the directive was very much run in harmony 

with the Hallmarking Council, but the Goldsmiths Company pulled it together. From a trade 

point of view, the Goldsmiths Company made great efforts to introduce the major UK 

manufacturers and suppliers with their opposite numbers in Europe and I can remember 

various prime wardens having, or giving, very large dinners in Basel, during the Basel Fair, 

where it wasn't only the British hallmarker, British manufacturing jewellers were there, but 

the French were there, the Italians were invited, the Germans were invited, and the Swedes 

because some of the European countries do have hallmarking, in a slightly different way, but 

it’s in their systems. The Dutch do and I think they played a very positive role in bringing the 

whole of that movement forward. I think it changed to a certain extent, slightly when first 

Bernard Ward retired from Birmingham, David Evans sometime later retired from London 

and Robin Buchanan-Dunlop retired and suddenly we had the Goldsmiths Company not 

getting involved and in fairness to Michael Allchin, he stepped into the void and took up 

some of these issues in leading Birmingham forward in that area. I think it was misconstrued 

by London at times, that he was stepping on their toes, in fairness, it wasn't that, the different 

personalities of the new team running the London Assay Office just were not as well known 
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or hadn’t worked in quite the same way as the others had and in fairness to Michael Allchin, 

he did a good job there. Having said that, the Goldsmiths Company, I think, has woken up to 

that, I think they’ve been very supportive of the trade generally, and have invested in 

something called the Goldsmith Centre in London, for helping young designer makers get a 

foot on the ladder and relations with Birmingham are back on an even keel in the way that 

they should be, in my opinion. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the seasonality of the industry that you’ve already mentioned but 

also in relation to the work of the Assay Office? 

 

PF: Yes, there have been changes in the seasonality of it. In fairness the consumer now 

[01.00] buys jewellery all times of the year, I’m still seeing there is always an uplift to 

Christmas and we’re, or have come through a fairly buoyant financial market and people 

have been feeling comfortable with it, jewellery has had a very good run on it. Having said 

that, it is cyclical and we always have down periods that come, and to a certain extent we’ve 

seen not only down periods in gold, but silver has come more into the forefront and we’ve 

seen more silver jewellery than ever. An awful lot silver jewellery is under weight, so 

consequently does not have to be hallmarked. The seasonality has also come about as the 

market has become global. Where, when I first joined the trade, people, the main purchasing 

period was the run up to Christmas, there was a huge rush to get things made, actually, it’s 

gone through a period where its evened itself out and suppliers have been just in time 

throughout the whole of the year supplying retailers, so the rush at Christmas, is still there to 

a certain extent, but not in the way it has been. I would say in the last, when I say, two or 

three years, the market has been more difficult, so we’ve seen a hint of that beginning to 

come back in it again, because we’ve had disastrous runs up to Christmas whether it was 

Black Friday or snow storms or whatever like that, really do seriously affect how consumers 

buy and if we lose a Saturday or two before Christmas it has a disastrous effect. Having said 

that, the other major change we’ve seen coming though into the market places, it’s not only 

people buying jewellery through traditional retail outlets, the television shopping channels 

have come to the forefront in a much bigger way than ever before. The mail order catalogues 

are still there, but the internet has changed it and the internet is making life an awful lot easier 

for some designer makers but also for a number of internet retailers. So the public can 

actually see a wide choice of jewellery and in many cases a wider choice than is sometimes in 

the shops, and can get it. The other things is, I think, as a traditional trade, sometimes the 
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British consumer, and I talk about the UK, is not nearly as conservative as what we see in the 

traditional retail jewellers’ shop. Jewellers shops do have a habit of buying constantly what 

they bought last year, or saw last year, while actually looking for new products and they’ve 

been a bit shaken, more recently, with the huge success of Pandora and Thomas Sabo, who 

have come up with fashion lines, and have been extremely successful at selling these rather 

than what we might refer to as diamond jewellery. So it has had an effect on the seasonality, I 

think it’s a number of things, it’s manufacturers got better at supplying just in time, retailers 

are better at ordering, but there is a much wider market out there than there has ever been 

before and I think that is helping the market to a certain extent. 

 

HL: Can you talk about the opening of your own sub office? 

 

PF: The opening of the sub-office, having been someone who has watched sub-offices being 

opened elsewhere in the trade, and the first time I saw the first one I saw was at Carrs and I 

saw what a market advantage it had over every other competitor in the silversmithing area, it 

was only a matter of time in my view before it actually came into the jewellery side of it. It 

saves an awful lot of time in the production process, I can see. In the early days the 

Birmingham Assay Office was founded because Matthew Boulton and other silversmiths got 

fed up in waiting for their goods to come from Chester or somewhere else, and then they 

were damaged on the way or thieves had stolen them and one thing and another like that. 

Nowadays, it is actually, we are in, I spoke of a much more just in time market, we have to 

get things through an awful lot quicker than we have done in the past and the efficiency of 

running a manufacturing unit, that quality checking onsite makes a huge difference. It means 

somebody isn’t having to take parcels down to an Assay Office, the production flows much 

more efficient and much more in line with what we would like to see today. In my view, it 

doesn’t affect, there will always be haute couture manufacturers, who want specialist marks 

on their things, it think to a certain extent the [01.05] Assay Offices, we’ve brought marking 

down to a minimal level, in my opinion it’s too minimal. In the past we used to have date 

stamps and there were larger stamps and one thing and another like that. I think some of those 

still have a very valid place to play today and fine, the will be and there are people who will 

quite happily pay for those. Jewellery, and really good jewellery, and silversmithing, and you 

only have to watch the Antiques Roadshow to discover the number of people who want to 

know when something was actually made, who not only who it was made by and everything 

else like that, I think that is part of the story and the credence of jewellery and we should 
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bring it to the forefront. Having said that, an Assay Office here in our own plant is that we 

have a very varied mixture, the majority, we are primarily platinum and eighteen carat 

producer, consequently we in some cases don’t have the volume that keeps, our products are 

not ordered in thousands at all, there’re ordered in ones and twos but actually to have an 

Assay Office here makes our process much more efficient, as I said, we’re just in time, 

people can’t wait but actually it has more of a financial advantage to us rather than  the actual 

cost advantage.  I said earlier that it’s up to the manufacturers and suppliers to make their 

own arrangements with the appropriate Assay Offices, which sometimes will not come down 

to the cheapest possible common denominator of a price per piece. And we here are very 

pleased to have an Assay Office here, we’ve acquired some bits of laser marking and other 

bits of equipment in here that Birmingham were not over keen to put in here and we have 

come to an agreement with them that we share the cost between the two of us, we’ve paid for 

it. They have the use of it, we don’t have the use of it, our staff are not allowed to us it, but 

it’s to our advantage that that equipment is used in the Assay Office’s facility here. 

 

HL: And can you talk more about your own role in the Assay Office? 

 

PF: Well, a number of things in our trade, sometimes it’s a bit of a mystery how one’s name 

comes up to be invited, firstly to become a Guardian. And there’s an honour in it and out of 

the Guardians of the Assay Office in Birmingham, a third of them from the trade and when I 

say from the trade, it doesn’t matter if it’s a silversmith or a jeweller. And I think it’s quite 

important there is that percentage there to do it. The Goldsmiths Company is very similar in 

that they refer to it as the mysteries of the Goldsmiths Company. I have to say sometimes it’s 

the mysteries of the Assay Office as well. The Guardians of Birmingham have been made up 

of a mixture of the great and the good of Birmingham as well as the, I wouldn’t say the great 

and the good, but a selected number of people who have been involved in it through the trade. 

To a certain extent, often they’ve come through because they’ve been involved with trade 

association, whether it’s the British Jewellers Association and have shown an interest in it. I 

think, if you’re involved in the Assay Office, you have to pull your weight and you have to 

have something to offer and I know today, when they look for Guardians, they’re looking for 

what they can offer the Assay Office in improving the service and how it operates rather than 

just you’re a jolly nice chap and we’re pleased to have you on board. I became a Guardian 

under John Bettinson, after being involved in it and I’m not somebody who’s not frightened 

on being fairly vocal on certain subjects that I feel passionate about. I was invited to become 
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a Warden, and the Wardens, I think traditionally it was slightly stepping into dead men’s 

shoes. I think it’s been brought much more up to date today and one of the things that I've 

been keen on and certain chairman of the Assay Office have been is making sure out of the, I 

think its thirty-six Guardians, there are opportunities for those Guardians to come on through 

and serve as Wardens, over that period of time. I’m glad to say the Wardens of the 

Birmingham Assay Office in the past have not only represented manufacturing jewellers, but 

they’ve also represented the retailers, [01.10]  jewellery retailers and silversmiths and there’s 

been a combination, I’ve worked in my time at the Assay Office with a combination of all of 

them. And that’s worked to the benefit of all of it, we look for the outside members of the, or 

the non-trade Guardians and Wardens for their experience in industry and in general life and 

the wider world and pearls of wisdom come out of them. The Assay Office is quite a complex 

establishment, because it’s non-profitable or in theory that, it’s invested heavily back into it 

and so it does. It has quite a lot of people working for it and a lot of those people appreciate 

the pensions and other things they get from the Assay Office. During my time in it, there 

have been times, certainly when we’ve been worried that certain Chancellors of the 

Exchequers might be interested in what the Assay Office owns, because although it have 

been difficult moments in the past, it now has built up reasonably substantial funds, but those 

funds are owed by nobody and it’s very easy, we’ve certainly known when chancellors are 

looking for money, can I help myself to that. I’m not sure there’s anything in the way to stop 

him from doing that but we are well aware of those issues on it. But generally now the Assay 

Office, certainly in Birmingham, they’re going through another phase, they’re bringing 

themselves up to date, they’re looking at the future, in Stella Layton, we’ve had our first lady 

Assay Master, an extremely competent and successful business woman, the same time who 

understands precious metals inside out, they’re moving into a new Assay Office and they 

need a whole range of business skills to help them on their way and they need the right 

people. I think it’s very important they search for them and look for them in the way and its 

changing now, they’ve advertised for when vacancies come up rather than slightly old 

fashioned way that people where recommended to them, I think that’s a good thing. 

 

HL: And can you talk about your role in the New York Assay Office? 

 

PF: Yes, well when Michael Allchin came Assay Master, he suddenly had to find a whole 

host of new activities the Assay Office could do, because we were beginning to find our 

traditional role and business was drying up. And he brought about a number of very 
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important initiatives in Birmingham, the lab, testing other things than precious metals, 

AnchorCert and the valuation of stones, verification of them, giving a valuation service. The 

other thing that came up at that time, and I say with slightly mixed feelings, but the Wardens, 

or the non-trade Wardens felt that it was very important that the biggest consumer market 

was America and we should go for it. When I say the non-trade ones, the trade ones were 

somewhat more cautious on the idea for the simple reason we knew that Americans had 

undercarated, there had been no major demand for hallmarking, and it was a different kind of 

market. And if they’d been dealing, traditionally, in undercarated gold for centuries, trying to 

get them to suddenly conform would be trying to push water up the hill. Having said that, the 

Assay Office was, we started the process of looking, we were very fortunate in somebody 

called John Politi, who was extremely well-known within the American trade. And there had 

been changes in Birmingham and an American company called Stern Leach had taken over 

Night and Day and Johnson Matthey and become Cooksons, a number of their executives 

worked very well in the UK and John Politi being one of them, at the same time we were 

looking for an Assay Master in New York. He was way out in front for the simple reason he 

was very well connected within the jewellery industry, understood the benefits of a 

hallmarking system and set about setting up the Assay Office in New York and looking for 

clients. The Hallmarking side of it was always going to be difficult, [01.15] the vast majority 

of the American trade were not interested in it, the only people who were going to be 

interested in it were going to be American’s international jewellers, the likes of Tiffany, who 

in all honesty, make nice jewellery to international standards, not American standards and 

consequently, it was no issue for them, but trying to convert others was difficult. Having said 

that, John did find there was quite a lot of business to be picked up in America, working with 

scraps and lemels for the assaying of them, because they were very keen to get very accurate, 

straightforward assay on it and we were trusted. I don’t know, I think it was a hard task to 

made an Assay Office pay, as I said, when it was started trade members of it were brought up 

in the discussions, their worries about it, that this was not a traditional thing in America and 

America might have some things, but we always thought it was going to be a struggle to turn 

it into reality. I think we gave it the best shot that we did, but there’s a point in any 

commercial operation that you have to look at the figures and the figures were not doing us 

any favours, the same time we weren’t in a position to afford making a loss on that any 

longer than we did. You know, I look at that period and it was a period of change, Michael 

Allchin brought in a lot of new ideas and fine, America was one that didn’t work, but I have 

say, AnchorCert, Safeguard and the Lab in many ways have done and they are beginning to 
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pay their way and things. They do fluctuate a bit due to market circumstances and one thing 

and another like that, but they were very important initiatives that have stood the Birmingham 

Assay Office in good stead and there’s a future for them and I’m thankful that we went 

through that period. We are entrepreneurial, we have to try these things and we don’t have to 

be frightened if something fails and I wouldn’t hold it against Michael or the Assay Office for 

what they did and I look back now and I think, that one might have gone slightly awry but the 

others have come and seen the Assay Office through what has been a fairly bleak time at that 

period. 

 

HL: Can you talk about how these new developments sit with the Assay Offices traditional 

non-profit making role? 

 

PF: Well, the Assay Office is one of those things that in the UK we have certain institutions 

that you might put a question mark by to a certain extent and you look at it today, and I think, 

yes. And when I said it was none-profit making it has to make a profit, but the profit is 

invested back, it doesn’t have shareholders as such and it has a responsibility for the 

community it works within, and when I say the community it works within, this is wider 

community, because it is a consumer protection primary, and all the jobs it’s doing are very 

much looking at the protection of the consumer. I think it has to make a profit because it’s got 

to reinvest back in it, the equipment required, assaying nowadays is very different from the 

way it was done in the past and thank goodness the investment has gone back in the whole 

time, is keeping it in a fairly sound position. And part of that is moving to new Assay Office 

here in Birmingham which will be exciting and enables that Assay Office to move forward 

for some time to come, dealing with the future, requirements of people in the trade, at the 

same time the other consumer activities it gets involved in, it’s into testing and it’s testing for 

the sake of the safety, in certain cases, and the integrity of the products that go through that. 

In my view, today, we need that and the market is wider for that than it most probably has 

been before, and we have an institution, and I say it’s an institution, that is there for that 

purpose. I always get concerned and I was concerned, earlier I mentioned that in the past we 

were somewhat nervous of certain Chancellors of the Exchequers looking for ways, this is an 

institution owned by nobody that has quite large assets, yes but it [01.20] is owned and it is 

part of Birmingham’s history and heritage. Nobody queries, fair to say, none of the Wardens 

or the Chairman or even the Assay Master, are looking for get rich quick attitudes towards it, 

they are all there for exactly what it stands for, they understand what it stands for and they 
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will fight it, and they’re no different than the other Assay Offices, whether it is London, 

Sheffield or Edinburgh, fine Birmingham, we’ve moved maybe sooner than some of the 

others due to a wider range of testing but the testing is done with the consumer in mind. 

 

HL: And can you talk about recent developments in your own business? 

 

PF: We have been fortunate that we have continued to grow as a successful business in a 

manufacturing area that has really declined. Within Domino and Weston Beamor we have 

never been frightened of investing very heavily in new technology. Weston Beamor’s 

primary offering, manufacturing services, manufacturing and design CAD, rapid prototyping 

services, to today’s designer makers. And that is proving to be a relatively successful market, 

it’s not like when we were making huge volume for others it’s for some time to come before I 

see that kind of volume coming back into the UK, if it ever does, because we’re in a global 

market. Having said that, whenever there is a global market there is opportunities for 

designers, we are in a creative industry, fashions do change, not only do fashions change, but 

people actually like the stories about what we are making and that’s important too. We’ve 

been very lucky here, we’ve moved into these two premises some years ago, but we started 

off and certainly under our current managing director was very keen that we opened up a 

creative suite that actually looks like a retail premises in our factory. That is done for a 

particular reason, in some ways you are going to see, we are seeing too many jewellery 

retailers looking exactly same as they did thirty or forty years ago, while the rest of the high 

street has changed about them and consequently as a supplier we feel it’s part of our 

responsibility to try and bring some of our retailers along that route that they have to reinvest 

back into their shops, not only in the stock but the way the shop is looking, their display, their 

fittings and fixtures. Our creative suite is part of that process. Also I mentioned earlier, that I 

felt for some time that the retail trade didn’t follow what the manufacturers were thinking, but 

we spend the whole time and we have a whole team here looking at the market, we’re trying 

to find what the elusive consumer would like to buy next. We watch the changes in the 

market, not only financial, but the way people’s lives, living standards, and just the style of 

their life and it does vary. And we’ve been lucky on that, we’ve built it up, we employ now, 

or we were employing in Birmingham about a hundred and twenty people. We had space and 

we were beginning to think what can we do elsewhere. We were very keen on taking on 

apprenticeships, because we found if we didn’t have enough setters or finishers, or mounters 

in the trade, there would be no future market for us, people can buy the stones, but if they can 
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buy stones but not get the setters, it’s useless. We’ve spent quite a lot of time and effort 

increasing the number of apprenticeships we’ve had, taking on young people. I think the age 

in this business has come down, from where I would say at one point we were in the mid-

fifties, were certainly down in the higher thirties now, it’s important that we encourage young 

people to come into it and it’s important that a lot graduates come into it. I think at the 

moment we have about forty graduates working in the company from a cross section of 

universities and schools of jewellery. But all of this has given us that we feel confident about 

the market going forward, the changes in it. And three years ago we were approached by 

another company called Gecko, who was in another section of the jewellery industry, if we 

were interested in them. The approach came because I was very friendly with the owner of 

that business and [01.25] when we first looked at it, we said, fine, it’s a very nice business but 

it’s not in our field. Not only that, it was at a time, I’m not sure we could afford the price that 

they were wanting to sell it for. Having said that, we kept in touch and we kept the 

conversation going and it came up again, about eighteen months later and we took a little bit 

more interest in it, we knew that it didn’t conflict with any of our particular markets cos it 

was very much into silver and nine carat fashion jewellery and costume jewellery. These are 

quite different markets that have been successful in their own way. They had an established 

design team and I think what really made us look up and think a bit more seriously was when 

Andrew and I went and actually looked at their purpose built premises up in Essex, and there 

was a real wow, this was a seriously modern, up-to-date distribution centre that had a future. 

We thought that anyone who has invested to this extent in this there had to be a serious 

reason to look at the business and we took actually speaking to them far more seriously, it 

then turned out actually they had had other people interested in and people wanted the 

business but didn’t want the structure of the business. Well, in fairness to them, they’d had 

about sixty staff who had worked with them and many of them had been with them since the 

start of the company, it was a young staff. I think we were the only people who were 

interested in taking on the staff, it didn’t clash with our own, we didn’t have people who 

could run that kind of business and I would say looking back in it now, we were very 

fortunate with the people we took on with the business, when we took it on, we think it has a 

good future. We’ve had to invest a certain amount into some of the logistic supply and IT 

systems that have been used there, but generally it’s a business that we feel confident about 

and in some ways has greater opportunities to grow than our traditional business. 

 

HL: And can you talk about current changes in the jewellery trade? 
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PF: I think the major one that’s happening at the moment is the two trade associations are 

talking about merging. Whether it’s the British Jewellers Association or the National 

Association of Goldsmiths, fine, all of us are interested in what the consumer wants and how 

we go about it. The BJ has always looked after, what I would call the manufacturing and the 

supply side, whether it’s the gold or stones, and auxiliary products that come down that route 

and has taken a great interest in training and other sides of it, aspects of the trade, particularly 

with designer makers more recently. The NAG has looked after very much the interests of the 

traditional independent retailer. It runs extremely successful training schemes for retail 

members of staff, from all over the country do it and that is important as well. But I think 

what is happening now, the time to have two trade associations of this, it’s right that we 

should begin to pull them together. And we’re not the first country to do this, in other 

countries you find the trade is represented by one body and it is better united that way and it 

actually moved forward better. I think it’s time for the UK to do that. We’ve seen similar 

things happen now in France and Italy, where trades associations have joined forces to 

actually bring a certain amount of strength and a mixture of skills, because we’re all dealing 

with the same customer, were ever we are in the supply chain, so I think that is a very 

positive thing forward. I think the other thing that has made it possible, the British Jewellers 

Association is a member of the British Jewellery and Giftware Federation that has gone 

through this process with a number of trade associations, all with similar giftware areas, 

where the central body provides overall services for them all, but it doesn’t take away from 

individuality of the different trade associations. I genuinely believe that is an advantage for 

the UK [01.30] jewellery trade and I look forward to seeing that go forward. I think, looking 

forward, the same issues going to be the same to a certain extent, because I’m not sure if I 

can see so clearly, a successfully around the UK in my opinion, most probably does not 

require four Assay Office and I understand the feelings and it’s a very, very hot potato when 

you discuss it, because they all have their own traditions and reasons why they are there, but 

having said that, I feel there’s a bit of rationality that’ll come there. Quite how it comes 

about, I’m not one hundred percent sure at this moment in time but originally yes, Sheffield 

looked after silver because the major silversmiths here, Birmingham looked after, the volume 

side of it, Edinburgh, there’s always been a strong Scottish silver trade making Celtic 

jewellery of its own and most probably can continue, so it is a small outfit, it’s run in a very 

efficient way and it most probably can continue to do that. The Assay Office in London is a 

major player, it’s a major player because it’s part of the Goldsmith’s Company, it’s part of a 
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huge long tradition going back into that, jolly nearly the thirteenth century, that I don’t 

believe we can sweep under the carpet. Also has been part of the Worshipful Company of 

Goldsmiths, it’s financially very secure, because like I was talking earlier the institution of 

the Birmingham Assay Office, the Goldsmiths Company in London is an institution in its 

own right. Unlike some of the other livery companies, have supported their trade for a long 

period of time and again, the benefit of that, is very secure investments and the kind of 

financial support that gives them long term future. Whether we will see some of them merge 

or begin to work together, more closely, I would like to think that’s the way forward. When I 

was talking about Birmingham, Birmingham has always, had the volume end of the trade, I 

think the Assay Office has always been very dynamic here, and it’s cost base, is probably far 

more in line than maybe some of the others. And the investment they’re putting in to their 

new Assay Office is guaranteeing it, also the other thing that will secure Birmingham is the 

huge amount of work that has been put in, in the last few years in its subsidiary things, 

whether it’s the laboratory, whether it’s the AnchorCert etc and I think that will hold it there. 

There is always going to be and for some time to come, because Birmingham still has the 

structure here, we have bullion dealers here, we have an Assay Office here, we have a work 

force that’s here, and I think it’s becoming, to a certain extent, harder and harder to do that in 

London, the other thing is we have a major jewellery school, slap bang in the middle of the 

Jeweller Quarter here, that’s equally important. So, and people come from all over the 

country to go to that school, not only all over the country, all over the world, and I would say 

the school’s had mixed period of time. When it became very designer minded and if you’ll 

excuse the expression, a bit arty-farty, but it’s coming back to its roots. You know people 

have to, good designers have to know how things are made today and to a certain extent how 

to make them by themselves, and the industry has got to employ them. We have a number of 

graduates from the School of Jewellery working here, it’s not only that they’ve learnt to 

design and make it, but once they’ve had that training, it does qualify them for a whole host 

of other jobs, whether it’s administration, sales, languages, their knowledge of stones, their 

knowledge of metal, that actually they can find very rewarding jobs within the industry. 

 

 [End of Interview 01.34] 


