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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Gadgets, gizmos and gimmicks


When I first decided to write this book, I didn’t really understand how to quantify what a gadget, gizmo or gimmick was. I mean, you could classify so much into each of those slots. A gimmick could be the air freshener pumped into that car showroom you visited, making your willpower crumble to that new-car smell. Gizmo was the name of one of my hamsters (I’m pretty sure everyone has a hamster called Gizmo, who quickly gets renamed to something more offensive when you hear it spinning in its wheel night after night). A gadget could be anything that does something useful: a spanner, an Amiga 500, a loincloth. So, I took some inspiration from some quotes, and then I had a long, hard think about the three Gs, and decided that the best way to solve this dilemma would be to just grab a dictionary…
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Dictionary definition


Gadget: a small mechanical or electronic device or tool, especially an ingenious or novel one.


Gizmo: a gadget, especially one whose name the speaker does not know or cannot recall.


Gimmick: a trick or device intended to attract attention, publicity or trade.


So, a gizmo is just a gadget for forgetful people, and a gimmick is a trick that’s actually masquerading as a gadget. In short, they’re all gadgets. Excellent.


With that in mind, I believe the following GGG classifications are appropriate:


GGG definition


Gadget: a small mechanical or electronic device or tool, especially an ingenious or novel one.


Gizmo: a gadget that’s somehow more incredulous than a typical gadget.


Gimmick: a gadget that’s somehow more frivolous than a typical gadget.








Let’s get to it


As you may be aware, I’m someone who spends a lot of time in the past and, nostalgic feelings aside, that’s mainly because we can learn a lot from the past; we can still reap a lot which can affect us today, often quite dramatically. The past is such a wonderful place. It’s filled with stories that intrigue, with memories that trigger emotions, and items that give us instant feelings of nostalgia. Stories might be something we have to imagine, with their reality locked away in a time that has been travelled through, while memories are just a story that’s personal to ourselves, but items are different. Items can travel through time with us; they can still be held, looked at and wondered upon, releasing new memories and new stories in the process.


Sometimes, those items are quite specific and personal to us; other times, they’re things which made the world stand up and stare. But in most cases, nostalgia is often attached to possessions which, more than anything, simply fascinated us. So, what could be more fascinating than items which fit into the categories of gadgets, gizmos and gimmicks? Sure, these three words are rather abstract in their naked form, lacking context and tangible grounding. But even in their basic presence, they hint at a world of wonder and intrigue; a world which these days we take for granted.


Look down at your desk or slip your hand into your pocket and you’ll likely find a device we call a mobile or cell phone. Almost everyone has one, and almost everyone expects a world of possibilities from it in just a few presses. Video, music, information, tracking, maps, recording, a camera; it’s almost as if actually talking to people is now just a secondary feature on these miraculous devices. They’re positively packed to the brim with gadgets, gizmos and gimmicks.


But there was a world before, a world where this functionality wasn’t packed into one sleek device tucked neatly into your jacket pocket. It was spread across a multitude of bulky vessels; vessels which weren’t just chosen for their ability, but for their colour, their name, their sophistication and, of course, to get one over your mates. You might argue that not much has changed, but the reality is that kitting yourself out in this paraphernalia felt more akin to picking your battle dress, whether you were getting ready for a business meeting or dropping by the arcades to see your friends. These devices were often made to be seen and to be gawked at, not just slipped away into a pocket.
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My bumbag


Snigger all you want. These words might sound amusing, and perhaps even more so if you use the Americanized version (‘fanny pack’), but there’s a good reason why I’m talking about my bumbag. You see, in the late ’80s and early ’90s, I had one, and it went with me almost everywhere. Sure, I used it to keep cash and a pair of shades in, along with various leaflets of wherever I’d visited, but it was also used to store technology – the technology I deemed utterly essential. So essential, in fact, that it couldn’t just be left at home; it had to be kept safe and sound in a bag, wrapped around my waist and positioned just above my groin, for absolutely rapid access when needed.


And so, with just four items, you can see why personal gadgets have always been important. Here was a selection of ‘essentials’ that I could use to record, investigate, remember and entertain/avoid, and it was all nearby, ready to rock. The thing is, this isn’t even a relatively modern phone thing; this is a thing that has transcended the ages. I might be talking about the ’80s in this instance, but travel back another 30 years and you’ll encounter a different set of gadgets. Another 30, another set, and so on. Now, I’m not going to go back to the start of time, because we’d be here for years, but I am going to go a little way back before stepping firmly into the ’60s, a time when I think these personal gadgets started to get really interesting.


So, join me as we journey through time and take a look at the most significant, peculiar, fad-inducing, but also most personally appealing gadgets, gizmos and gimmicks, and see how they helped shape not only those of us who used them, but also the world around us.
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Boots 110 film camera


Just like today, you never knew when a photo opportunity might arise. My 110 film camera was not only compact, but a fresh roll of film would give you 24 shots. Those 24 shots seemed like a crazy amount back then, but each one had to count. There were no retakes and no ability to see whether the ‘shot’ came out correctly. You just had to snap, and wait.
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Spy Tech Binoculars


Likewise, what if I needed to view something that was outside the limits of my natural sight? It happens more often than you may think. That’s why I often carried my Spy Tech Binoculars. Using a foldout system, this handy gadget stowed away neatly and also incorporated a compass, mirror and magnifying glass in case a smaller but equally as important situation arose. Essential.
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Casio Databank


I may not have had a mobile phone, but I could certainly track down a pay phone. All I needed then was a phone number to call. Luckily, my Casio Databank held 200 names and phone numbers, so if a problem arose and I urgently needed to call, say, my neighbour when I was getting chips from down the road, I damn well could. ‘Mark! There’s a wanted poster of you on the shop door. Stay clear!’
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Systema LCD racing game


I may not have been able to afford a Nintendo Game Boy, but if boredom should strike, at least I had my Systema LCD racing game. Any situation where waiting was imposed upon me could be resolved with a quick blast on my favourite portable handheld.











Early gadgets


Where do you start with the history of these things? You could go back to the Stone Age and refer to a usefully shaped stick as a gadget, something that a cave dweller could use to hit bees out of a tree (I’m sure that’s what they did, right?). You could suggest a pot made simply to hold ingredients, or to be slung over a flame, is a gadget, or a gizmo. You could perhaps talk about a sharpened flint, used to make a throwing spear, as a gimmick (depending on how open-minded you were to new technology), or a gadget if you knew how to use it (albeit a lethal one). Fundamentally, if something seems impressive at the time, and gets a job done, it fits the bill. Context is absolutely crucial in the world of gadgetry. So, the definition of a gadget is a rolling one, changing with time, society and the individual. With that in mind, let’s go over a somewhat random selection of what might constitute some older gadgets, while attempting to cover a generous era of time.
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The wheel


Before anyone realized that you could stick an axle between them and get from A to B, it’s possible that potters were using round slabs as potting wheels, in or around 3,500 BCE. That’s a gadget in itself. But although the exact origins of the wheel remain unclear – with the possibility of several genesis moments – it’s currently Mesopotamian civilization that’s credited with its invention. Yet it would take refinement and significant innovations, such as smoothing tools, the hub and axle, before the wheel was universally useful.
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Brooch


What might seem like a fashion choice in today’s world was actually incredibly significant back in 2,000 BCE. Imagine wearing a robe and not knowing when it was going to flap open at a moment’s notice. Now imagine wearing a robe clasped by your fancy new solid-metal brooch and you’ll understand the full power of this ancient clothing gadget. Society would have barely progressed without it!
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Navigational compass


Early compasses first appeared around the 9th century in China. A reference to a ‘mysterious needle’ appears in the Chung Hua Ku Chin Chu, written by Ma Kao in 923–6, with a more concrete reference in 1088 written by Shen Kuo, who described how geomancers magnetized a needle by rubbing its tip with lodestone and hanging it from a single thread of silk.










[image: image]


Kodak Brownie Camera


Jumping forward a thousand years, 1900 seems practically yesterday. The Brownie was a camera made by Eastman Kodak, consisting of a basic ‘cardboard box camera’, with a meniscus lens. It was the first of its kind to introduce ‘snapshots’ to the masses. Whereas before, having a photo taken was a huge, laborious and time-consuming affair, this straightforward and low-cost ($1) camera opened up a whole new world of static photography.








Teasmade


I’m starting with this gadget, because it’s the quintessential gadget. Tea has, and always will, provide the fundamental backdrop to my life. Wherever I’ve gone, whatever I’ve done, tea is always there as a warming token of life. It provides a moment to stop and appreciate what surrounds us; a moment to relax, to regain composure, to revitalize, to begin the next adventure. It’s also an absolutely essential elixir to begin the day. The problem is, how do you even go about starting a day if the tea isn’t already brewed and waiting? This was a conundrum so utterly essential to British life that a gadget was created to solve it way back in the 1930s. After all, what’s a gadget if not an accessory to improve your life?


That’s what William Hermann Brenner Thornton thought, and with a name like that, how can you argue? Having made a prototype in 1932 from painted plywood, on 23 January 1934, he patented the ‘Tea Waker’, an electrical apparatus for making tea and coffee at a predetermined time. The Tea Waker made use of counterweights and mercury switches to activate at the correct time, and a syphon to carry boiling water to the teapot from the boiler, which deactivates the heating process as it becomes lighter through water transference. When it does this, it then activates both an alarm buzzer and light to wake you, ready for a freshly brewed cup of tea.


Clearly, it wasn’t only Thornton who thought this an excellent idea, with the British Vacuum Cleaner and Engineering Co. Ltd buying the patent and marketing it under the Goblin brand as the ‘Goblin Teasmade’ in 1938. For an extra 10s 6d, this device came with two earthenware cups, saucers, a sugar holder and a cream dispenser.


Released: 1938


Cost: £5 15s 6d


Type: Time


GGG: Gadget




Factoid


When William Hermann Brenner Thornton submitted patent application ‘GB19340002287 19340123’, for ease, he shortened his name to William Harry Thornton. I bet that saved quite a lot of ink as well.








The Hobday Brothers’ electrical catalogue of the same year shows the miraculous new device, highlighting the following functions:


1. It boils the water.


2. It makes the tea.


3. It lights the lamp.


4. It wakes you up.


I’ve been trying to get my kids to follow this process on my behalf for years to no avail, so it’s easy to imagine how utterly impressive this was at the time. So, as well as being incredibly useful, it’s the reason why it was (and still is) definitely classed as a ‘gadget of desire’.
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Teamaking into the future


Goblin would go on to create many iterations of its Teasmade, from the post-war D26 model – which sounds like a Star Wars droid – marketed in 1947, to the instantly recognizable 1970s versions, at probably the height of the teasmade fame. By that time, the somewhat disparate-looking apparatus was replaced with a neat, integrated package, featuring chunky buttons, a block-plastic light and flush-fitting kettle and teapot at the rear. This, in fact, was the version my mother had, and I liked it so much that I eventually stole it, positioning it close to my bed, ready to help me negotiate a rather demanding 6.30 a.m. paper round before school (I can’t fathom how I managed that, especially for just £7.50 a week).


Despite TV game shows buying up most of the stock in the ’80s and ’90s for prizes, the teasmade still managed to make it through to the present day, in almost the exact same form. My only gripe is that, even with years of refinement, they still haven’t created a version incorporating a mini fridge that can also dispense milk into your freshly poured cup – along with sugar and a quick stir, of course. But the millennium is young, and I still hold out hope. Unless Bullseye makes a comeback, at least.
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Regency TR-1


Regency: a word that sparks connotations of sophistication, Empire style and general glamour. It also happens to be the name gifted to the first commercial transistor radio, which perhaps didn’t roll out with the same fanfare you might expect.


Before 1954, the humble transistor had been used mainly for military applications and the oil industry. However, Texas Instruments saw the opening that others didn’t, and wanted an established radio manufacturer to produce and retail a portable radio based on its NPN (negative-positive-negative) transistor components. The problem was that no major manufacturer believed it was worth the time. Ed Tudor, president of the smaller antenna company known as Industrial Development Engineering Associates (IDEA), was the only chap with enough vision to predict that transistor radio sales would top ‘20 million radios in three years’.
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The original designs for the TR-1 (Transistor Radio) included a number of expensive transistors, which were necessary to boost the signal to acceptable audio levels. However, given the target audience, it was unlikely that such a high-priced product would work in the market, especially among its vacuum-tube competitors. So, IDEA decided to slim down the expensive components, which, while making the


TR-1 much quieter than would have been preferable, allowed it to go on sale for just $49.95 (I say just in jest, as that is around $500 in today’s money). Still, weighing 340g (12oz), it was rather handy, and you could get it in black, white, red or a rather fetching ‘cloud grey’, introducing the trend of portable ‘gadget customization’ that would help us reflect our character for years to come.


Released: 1954


Cost: $49.95


Type: Audio


GGG: Gadget


[image: image]





[image: image]





Factoid


You can still purchase the same 22.5V batteries used in the TR-1 today. They sell for roughly $20, just in case you’ve got an old transistor radio laying about.





Twenty million radios in three years?


The TR-1 had several advantages in the market, the first being that it was substantially smaller and therefore portable compared to vacuum-tube radios. The second was that it had a much better battery life: the TR-1 incorporated a 22.5V battery which allowed up to 30 hours of operation. The third was that this was cutting-edge technology which felt like the future; it may have looked like a simple box with one dial for tuning and one for volume, but in time, hundreds of small devices based on transistors would be in circulation, giving the buyer a bragging right among (possibly) dumbfounded friends.


Unfortunately, being the first to market brought some technological issues. The first, of course, was the inadequate volume level (even when turned up to 11). The second was the instability of the tuning on certain frequencies. And the third was the poor sound quality when compared to that lingering tube technology.


Still, this was new technology, and like most new technology, nothing was going to stop its progress. It sold 100,000 units in its first year alone.
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Philips EL 3300


The ’60s were a revolutionary period in electronics, mainly because of the introduction of the metal-oxide-semiconductor field-effect transistor (MOSFET) in 1959 by Mohamed M. Atalla and Dawon Kahng. Transistors would pave the way for all the electronics we now take for granted, but as we’ve already seen, in the ’60s, they were largely shaking up our relationship with audio. In 1962, you could listen to or record sound through a reel-to-reel tape recorder, which was nice, but the phonograph record remained the main medium for consuming music. By 1963, this was still largely true, but with the introduction of the Philips EL 3300 cassette recorder and the compact cassette, the future looked to be much more, well, compact.


Now, if I were sensible, I would dedicate this section entirely to Philips’ compact cassette itself, but I decided this book would be for gadgets that can be operated as they are. The cassette, of course, can’t just be flung in the air and appreciated (unless it’s a terrible ZX Spectrum game); it needs a device to read or record to it, and for Philips, the EL 3300 was exactly that. For North Americans, it would come a year later, with a slightly updated model under the Norelco brand: the Norelco Carry-Corder 150.


Featured at the 1963 International Radio Exhibition, the specification was basic, incorporating a chunky button that can be pushed to play, fast-forward and rewind the cassette, a volume button to the right, and a record button to the left, utilizing its built-in microphone. Output is through a single speaker towards the rear of the unit, all powered by 1.5V ‘C’ batteries. I say ‘basic’, but these were actually all the standard elements we would continue to see on compact cassette recorders going forward, with hundreds of clones copying this initial device. In a way, this was the IBM PC of tape decks.

OEBPS/images/f0013-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg
In this book, I’'m going to explore this forgotten land,
which may have been bulkier, more garish and, in some
ways, a lot simpler, but it was also, well, cooler.





OEBPS/images/f0011-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg
Wakes you with

tea in hed! 1l
il |||
* LIGHTS THE ROOM |

* WAKES You P
*TELLS THE TIME

1950s





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg
o
1
E
2
<
Q
S
)
€
@






OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ilex

L

A Potted History of Personal Tech
FROM THE BEST-SELLING RUTHOR 0F [EUHE TEEMH






OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg
Pearlized
colours






OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg
€ Bright light!
Bright light! J
Gizmo
Gremlins, 1984

i Go, go, Gadget
mini suit!
Go, go, Gadget
mini shoes
and mini hat! J

6 You gotta Inspector Gadget
‘The Incredible Shrinking
have a Gadget’, 1985
gimmick. J
Ethel Merman
Gypsy, 1959
£ What is so
brilliant about
the gadgets
is their £ oh yes, | love

gadgets. )

Roger Moore

simplicity. J

Desmond Llewelyn






OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Contents



		How to use this ebook



		Gadgets, gizmos and gimmicks



		Let’s get to it



		My bumbag



		Early gadgets



		Teasmade



		Regency TR-1



		Philips EL 3300



		Sinclair Micromatic



		Stylophone



		Canon Pocketronic



		PhoneMate 400



		Hewlett-Packard HP-65



		Sinclair Black Watch



		Victor HR-3300



		Speak & Spell



		Sony Walkman



		Rubik’s Cube



		Sinclair ZX80



		Casio C-80



		Casio GM-10



		Polaroid 600



		Sony Watchman



		Tomytronic 3D



		Tomy Dingbot



		JVC GR-C1



		Sony Discman D-50



		Apple Macintosh



		Sinclair C5



		Questron Pen



		Motorola Bravo



		Casio DG-20



		Tiger handheld games



		Spy Tech Binoculars



		Nintendo Game Boy



		Motorola MicroTAC



		Atari Lynx



		Hexaglot-T150



		Dycam Model 1



		Psion Series 3



		Talkboy



		Sony MZ-1



		IBM ThinkPad 700C



		Amstrad NC100 Notepad



		Magellan Trailblazer



		Tamagotchi



		Nokia 8110



		Nokia 9000 Communicator



		Toshiba Libretto 50CT



		Laser pointers



		PalmPilot



		Furby



		Apple iMac G3



		Diamond Rio PMP300



		Apple iBook



		Nokia 3310



		Amstrad E-mailer



		Nintendo Game Boy Advance



		Apple iPod



		Sanyo SCP-5300



		Nokia N-Gage



		BlackBerry 6210



		Sony Librie



		TomTom Go



		Apple iPhone



		Amazon Kindle



		Panasonic Lumix DMC-G1



		Raspberry Pi



		Google Glass



		DJI Mavic Mini



		Oculus Quest 2



		We’ve been on a journey



		The modern-day bumbag



		Picture credits



		The gadget givers



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		3



		4



		5



		7



		6



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		19



		18



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		45



		44



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		57



		56



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		67



		66



		68



		69



		70



		71



		73



		72



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		101



		100



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		109



		108



		110



		111



		113



		112



		114



		115



		116



		117



		119



		118



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		157



		156



		158



		159



		160



		161



		163



		162



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		183



		182



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		195



		194



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		207



		206



		208



		209



		210



		211



		213



		212



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		1



		2















OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
=, &
Hoxztalg:a Herd's +
LROGETS
GIZINMOS E

" GIMIMECKS
A ©

e

4+ oo

> K\Q‘-"{"{h

- EE3

K
I —
+ :

] A Potted History of Personal Tech

FROM THE BEST-SELLING AUTHOR OF (13170 T (=0







OEBPS/images/f0011-04.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0010-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0013-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0011-03.jpg





