
THE CASH REGISTER 

I watched an episode of “The Repair Shop” the other day. I find it a fascinating 
programme as various objects of great sentimental value are repaired and brought 

back to life without some necessarily losing the look of years of use. 
 

One such item was a very old cash register. It was in a sorry state, but the restorers 
were able to get most of the mechanism working again and the familiar sound of the 

bell as the keys were pressed to “ring” up the sale price. Of course, it was in “old 
money” (pounds, shillings, and pence). 

 
This brought me back to my childhood when going to the shops was a much more 

sensory experience. Not only had you the smells of the shop but you had the sounds as 
well and the wrapping of the item, especially meat. 

 
I remember in one of the shops where we bought our groceries a special Cash Book 

was kept with carbon paper to record the transaction in duplicate on the next page. An 

account was kept for regular customers who would pay at the end of the week or 
whatever arrangement was agreed between the shop owner and the customer. Part 

payment could also be agreed with no penalty.  
 

But when going to certain shops there was a fascination for me, when the person 
serving at the counter rang up the price and as soon as the keys were pressed, the bell 

sounded and the drawer with the cash sprang open. The shop assistant then fingered 
through the coins separated within the drawer and with the speed of a practiced hand 

the change was delivered in jig time.  
 

The more sophisticated machines could tabulate multiple transactions and the 
assistant would then calculate the change on the basis of the whole sum and the 

money tendered. In other shops the shopkeeper might use a book with a pencil or biro 
– usually held behind the ear – and add up the sums in quick order. 

 

Occasionally disputes would arise over the calculation and could lead to sharp 
exchanges, but overall the business went smoothly. If one arrived home without the 

proper change, a short interrogation followed and if it was established that the 
shopkeeper had erred, a prompt return to the shop was ordered – despite protests – 

or an admonition to watch out for this happening the next time. 
 

There could also be another explanation! Perhaps some of the change was held back 
by oneself and if it wasn’t noticed or tacitly accepted, one was a winner! However, if 

untruths were told, it was usually spotted, and punishment was meted out.  
 

All this comes to mind when thinking of the manual Cash Register. Soon these manual 
registers were replaced by electric registers and now they are so sophisticated that 

shops, especially supermarkets, can track purchases and offer special deals on your 
favourite items or lure you to buy other products with tempting offers.  

 

What hasn’t changed is the cash drawer that springs open with a dull sound when the 
transaction is completed. While most payments are made by card – tap & pay – or 
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keying in a PIN number, there are still occasions when cash is handed over and 
change provided. Even here the machine calculates everything from discounts on 

special offers and what change is due according to the amount tendered. 
 

Also, my fascination with the process of calculating what change to remove from the 
cash drawer hasn’t diminished. I never felt I could trust myself to provide the correct 

change and so I marvelled at the shop assistants and how they dispensed the change 
so swiftly. 

 
Now, I content myself with the nearest thing to the cash register drawer – the cutlery 

drawer!! 
 

Slán 
 

Fr. Liam 


