
How much is your old Tech worth?

Box Out:

Case Studies:

- Paperweight containing computer chips used for Apollo missions - bought for 
$15. Current value : $4,000. Picked up by HAM radio enthusiast Steven Emery. 

- NES Video game “Action 52” - Original retail price on release in 1991 : $199 
(around $346 today). The cartridge was so expensive due to having 52 different games 
to play but was unpopular due to glitches. Boxed versions of the game with manual sell 
for over $500.

- Apple Lisa - Original retail price in 1983 : $9,995 (around $24,000 today). This 
computer predated the Macintosh, and was worked on briefly by Steve Jobs. One of the 
early Lisa machines sold for $44,000 at auction in November 2013.

- Casio Casiotone MT40 keyboard - Original retail price in 1981 : $150 (around 
$400 today) Previously sold on eBay for around $1,000. Has a built in “rock pattern” 
which has been used in nearly every major reggae song for the past 30 years. 
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Main Article:

In May 2013, one of the few remaining functional Apple I computers sold for auction in Germany
for the staggering amount of $671,400. The machine dates back to 1976 and was simply a 
circuit board built and signed by Steve Wozniak himself.

In the seventies, personal computing was the sole domain of the techie and computers, for want
of a better word, would not work out of the box but required buyers to supply their own 
keyboard, monitor and even power supply. 

At the time the retail value for the Apple I was a beastly $666.66, or around $2,800 today. To put
the original owner Fred Hatfield’s original investment into context, had he chosen to spend his 
$666.66 on buying gold instead, his bullion would be worth roughly $1700. An investment in the 
S&P 500 would have netted him a mere $11,700. 

Retro Tech therefore as an investment has the potential for truly staggering returns. However 
before running to the attic, is there anything about vintage technology that makes it particularly 
valuable, or does it increase in value across the board?

Veteran Tech collector Terry Crouch offers his opinion:



"As in all things, it is the rarity or provenance that creates the value. I suspect that in 
general it is the 'clever' bits that have most value - as in vintage cars, where although 
almost anything old will sell, it is the quality product that commands the highest price."

Rarity does indeed seem to be a driving factor when considering the value of old technology. 
For instance Wozniak and Jobs only produced around 200 of the Apple I in their garage. Mike 
Willegal's online virtual "museum" of Apple I computers states that prices at auction have 
fetched from $17,000 for non functioning models to $236,000 for a functioning older model, sold
in 2015.

The “Connect Wireless Components” website has the following advice to offer before blowing 
the dust off your MITS Altair 8800 and listing it on eBay, on which products are likely to be 
valued by collectors :

“– Computer chips and machines from the early 70s. Anything later than that and you’ve 
just got a recycling problem.
– Serial numbers from early in the production run.
– Software without the manual and packaging has almost no value.”

Price appreciation can be difficult to calculate fairly as firstly inflation must be taken into account
and also vintage technology like all collectable items is very much driven by the laws of supply 
and demand. For instance Roberto Baldwin reporting for tech website wired, noted that if you 
invested in an “Interact Home Computer” in 1979 for $300 (around $863 in today’s dollars), it is 
now selling for around $8,000 on eBay:

“The company went bankrupt after selling only a few thousand units. This unit comes 
with all the goodies, including the cassette tapes needed to load awesome late-'70s 
programs onto the computer. All you need now is a lava lamp and a Bee Gee’s album to 
complete the 1970s experience.”

Terry Crouch offered his views on how vintage devices can appreciate in value:

"Each day more and more interesting equipment is being disposed of.  Fairly recently, an
Elliott 803B computer from the 60's, was found in a skip, so it is likely that values will 
rise.  On the other hand any offer is worth accepting if the price is right and it creates 
storage space.  Possibly the rarest things of all are the manuals, which always got lost or
thrown away."



Terry and the Connect Wireless website may well be on to something with regards to manuals 
as the Apple I Computer which sold for a six figure sum in 2013 included a typewritten manual 
from Steve Jobs himself, which no doubt made it more appealing to discerning collectors. 

Home Computers however are by no means the only devices that have previously sold far 
above their original retail price in recent years.

Jumping back to the 1980’s the Casio CA-503 Digital Calculator Watch which was released in 
1984 complete with a built in Space Invaders game retails for around $1,000 on eBay, over ten 
times its original retail price.

The watch has a “rarity rating” of 7/10 on the “Game Watch Guys” website run by John Lorena, 
specifically for collectors of 80’s digital watches that had playable games. When asked by BL 
Magazine how he amassed his collection of over 200 watches, John answered:

“I get them mainly from auctions sites like eBay but also yard sales, auctions, friends, 
contacts, etc., all over the place! Keep your eyes peeled, you never know what you'll 
find.”

The sheer level of obsession John shows would put even mosts philatelists and numismatists to
shame. Websites like his where niche items of retro tech are lovingly catalogued are not 
unusual. 

For instance, a quick search of Google reveals the ‘Antique Tech’ website which has an active 
forum for buyers and collectors wishing to sell their goods. There’s also a dedicated IRC 
Channel and Retro Tech chatroom on Yahoo!.

Given the ubiquity of technology today, it’s also worth wondering whether there is any sense in 
trying to buy and hang onto devices as they come out. Tech website CI wireless has this to say 
about keeping any of today’s technology:

“Put simply, today’s gadgets are mass produced on too large of a scale. But there may 
be a few exceptions. The key is to get the first of the first of the first (i.e. the first serial 
number of the first model of the first make of an item). Then keep the original packaging, 
and seal it in the original box to boost its long-term value.”

Famed collector Steve Emery also adds:

“If you have a more recent system that was mass produced," he says, "it's likely that you
don't have a collectible; you have a recycling problem."

Terry Crouch seems to echo Steve Emery's sentiment:



"In, say, a hundred years time, when there  very few left, there may be a value, but the 
pace of change means that they may well be things to look at, rather than to use."

Taking this advice to heart, it would seem that a protoype version of the Oculus Rift (ideally 
signed by the inventor Palmer Lucky himself!) is likely to fetch much more in thirty years’ time 
than a 1st Generation Apple Watch, which could well end up as a glorified paperweight. 

Ultimately, for those who do not wish to collect for the love of it, liquidity will be the main factor 
when it comes to realising an investment in a vintage games console, eighties digital watch or 
ancient home computer. For budding collectors/investors the advice seems to be that it’s 
important to snatch goods off the production line as soon as they are made to realise the 
greatest returns. 
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