
















[ SOME REFLECTION - NO REFRACTION 

Reminiscences 
by Alec E. Farn, 

a Vice-President of the 
GAGTL 

Recently I had a request from the 

insurance group concerning my pen­

sion which asked for an independent 

witness of my continued survival. I 
was somewhat surprised but realized 

that this was a sign of the times in 

which trust is less widespread than it 

seemed before. 

The request stimulated retrospec­

tion on my part on the years spent 
in the Laboratory of the Diamond, 

Pearl and Precious Stone Section of 

the London Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry, better known in 
Hatton Garden as 'The Lab'. 

I was employed for nine years 

before the 1939-45 War in the retail 

jewellery and pawnbroking trade 

followed by six years' service in the 

Army, 1940-46. I joined the Hatton 

Garden laboratory in 1946, the 

same year as Robert Webster and 

was the veriest tiro to three giants of 

gemmology, namely Basil Anderson, 

C. J. Payne and Robert Webster.

I am no longer closely in touch

with the world of gemstones, deal­

ers, merchants or any of the colour­

ful kaleidoscope of personalities in 

Hatton Garden who visited the lab­

oratory either clattering downstairs 

to the semi-basement of number 15 

or puffing upstairs to the second 
floor of number 55. 

I think the most impressive aspect 

of those early days when I was the 

junior was the trust that existed 
between the trade members them­

selves and the staff members of the 

laboratory. Trust was implicit. It 
wasn't something which suddenly 

happened. My very small room at 

No 15 faced directly onto the door 

with the small 'Judas window' at 
which callers appeared. We weren't 
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The author, second from left, working with the laboratory team in the postwar years. 

very security minded at that time, 

but that changed when we moved to 

number 36 Greville Street circa

1976/77 where we installed closed 

circuit TV on advice from the 

police. 

At number 15 the basement was 

approached by a wooden staircase 

which reacted like a sounding 

board. One pearl merchant in par­

ticular was always in a hurry; and 

he could easily be recognized by his 

heavy hurrying tread as he literally 

thundered down those stairs. As I 

opened the small hinged window he 

would thrust a pearl necklace 

through into my hands and say, 

'When?'. If I asked, 'How many 

pearls?' he would reply, 'I don't 

know - I've only just bought them'. 

On telling him when they would be 

ready he would thunder just as nois­

ily up the stairs back to 'The 

Bourse' in search of further busi­

ness. 

Another easily recognized footfall 

was that of a particular taxi driver. 

His was the slow, heavy tread of an 

older man plus the clink of his 

cabby's badge against a coat button. 

The cabby was employed by one of 

Hatton Garden's most eminent mer­

chants who had the entree to all of 

the finest jewellers in London's West 

End. The taxi served as a secure 

protected means of carrying jew­

ellery of considerable value around 

the West End and the precincts of 

Hatton Garden. The taxi driver was 

a lugubrious individual, very proud 

of his employer and the trust placed 

in him to deliver and collect jewel­
lery from the laboratory. There were 

other readily recognized messengers 

who carried quantitites of valuable 

jewels and jewellery to us for testing. 

They too used taxis and often came 

from the important auctioneers with 

consignments containing a large 

proportion of pearl necklaces and 

pearl-set jewellery. Pearl testing 

became my responsibility following 

the retirements of B.W. Anderson, 

C.J. Payne and Robert Webster.

In the earlier days, we did our

own bookkeeping and had a daily 

25 


















