TRENDING COLLECTIBLES







                         Jerome C. Ford

     On this table is a 1926 Underwood manual typewriter for sale.  Beside it is a PreColumbian pottery figure.  On that table over there is an Ikat purchased in the Philippines just after World War II.  Beside it is a late 19th century Chinese ceramic plate portraying a 5-toed dragon against yellow background.  On the third table is an unopened Star Wars figure sitting beside a vintage Superman comic book.  If you went to an estate sale, flea market, or antique show, what items would you recognize and what do you know about their present value?
      People have individual tastes and desires to own different items that give them enjoyment.  Some are followers, interested in being part of the “in crowd” who is up to date on items they own.  Some are collectors who do not care what anyone else thinks about what they like.  Others are resellers, not having an interest in acquiring items for their own enjoyment but rather dedicated to buying items currently in relatively high demand, with a view to making a profit in the resale market. They try to sense what people are interested in and then seek to buy these items for resale.  
     Resellers are always taking a chance when buying an item.  They do not want to “overpay” for it.  Since I have been in the estate sale business for 39 years, they, as well as the public in general, often ask me how much I think they can fetch when they resell.  Some endeavor to make 50% profit.  Sometimes, they are content with less profit if they have a potential customer who will buy the item quickly.  Some find that they make more money by the quick turnaround resale with only a slight markup over purchase price  instead of holding out for a higher percentage profit.

     Public tastes change over time.  The saying “What is new becomes old and what is old becomes new” is very true.  People often see items at sales that they remember their grandparents had.  Perhaps they see an item they enjoyed when they were young.  Nostalgia is their reason for wanting to purchase the item now.  Think of how color preferences, clothing and furniture styles have changed in the last 50 years.  Think of the history of recorded sound devices and recordings has changed.  What historically were the periods of audiocassettes, CDs, DVDs?
     What are the dictates of public taste?  Throughout the 19th century in Europe and the United States, it was graphics, pictures, published in magazines and books that were the greatest influence on public taste.  Fashion magazines have long controlled and promoted public taste. A second influence of public taste is simply seeing or learning about what 
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people “of good taste” buy and own.   The desire of people with less money to spend to
own what “rich people” have feeds the market in “lookalikes”, like Gucci handbag knockoffs.  The third strongest influence is novelty, newness.  Being up-to-date for many people requires buying the latest cellular phone, the latest audio equipment, the latest model motor vehicle.

     The history of market crazes is fascinating.  Do you remember reading about the tulip craze in 17th century Holland?  Do you remember the craze for Cabbage Patch dolls and beanie babies?  The collector wants to be on the inside track and be able to buy before the market price rises.  Likewise, the reseller wants to be on the upswing in the market and to get out before the market crests.  Note the story of the bullion price of gold and silver in the later 20th and early 21st centuries.  Many dealers were caught with a lot of sterling silver that they could not sell at a profit because they did not correctly predict the downswing of the market.
     The publication of a book or magazine article also creates crazes.  This happened in the later 20th century for lunch boxes and German Black Forest wood carvings. A single person collected American metal lunch boxes in good condition, then published a book on them, thus creating a market that did not previously exist.  He sold out his book and his collection and within 2 years the craze was over.  Similarly, when a book was published on Schwarzwalt (Black Forest in Bavaria) wood carvings, suddenly all the dealers who had pieces sought to sell them at high prices and to buy ones from owners to resell.  Interest in them lasted perhaps 2 years and also the supply dried up, so those two factors together ended the high market.

      Movies also lead to crazes.  A person called me when the movie “Titanic” came out asking how much I thought he could get for his brass Titanic launch medallion.  I told him he could probably get $400 if he sold it in the next 4 months, $200-$300 if he sold it 4-6 months later, only $100 if he offered it for sale after 6 months.  So this is the story of the longevity of interest in some items.  There was a craze for Star Wars souvenirs, when the latest movie came out.  More similar movies prompt renewed interest.
      I originally compiled three categories of trending.  They are “high” market trends, “mid-market” trends and “low” market trends.  As I kept thinking of items to put into these categories, I realized that the low market trends are in many cases only slightly higher than other items that may as well be called “dead” because there is very little interest in those items at present.  Over three decades of selling items has allowed me to observe however that another dictum is true:  “The pendulum swings both ways.”  I will comment more on this later in this article.

   “High market” trends, by my observations, include the following:  American baseball souvenirs, FIFA souvenirs, items deemed “exotic” from foreign countries, multicolor items, new styles of purses/handbags, vintage commercial advertising, vintage Coca-Cola 
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items.  Other items are African masks, Native American art, Inuit stone carvings, Chinese
stone carvings, Mediterranean colored pottery, sports memorabilia (especially vintage wood shaft golf clubs and wood tennis rackets), colored Murano glass, matchbooks, good quality vintage costume jewelry, movie souvenirs, vintage holiday greeting cards (especially those portraying Santa Claus), fountain pens, alcoholic drinking containers (mixers, glasses, tankards, steins), vintage clothing of high quality, men’s cufflinks, vintage road maps, vinyl records (LPs but not 45rpms), matchbook covers. 
     Among vintage clothing, there is growing demand for men’s hats such as cowboy hats/Panama hats/dress hats, women’s wide-brimmed hats and vintage hats with feathers and fake flowers.  Now that comic books have been catalogued and evaluated, there are ones recognized as particularly high value, but most are not.  Among sterling items, antique items plus Georg Jensen (produced in Denmark and the U.S.) are particularly sought after.  Among silverplate items, ornate serving pieces and candlesticks are preferred.
     “Mid market” trends include high quality crystal produced by Baccarat, Lalique, Val St. Lambert.  Depression glass is also a mid market trend.   Other items are limited edition prints, vintage postcards, vintage board games, vintage cash registers and typewriters, juke boxes and electronic games that still work, Arts-and-Crafts movement items (pottery, glassware, furniture), hand-hammered copper items, bronzes, Scandinavian design “mid-century” furniture.  Large vintage travel posters are still of interest not so much as historical items but as wall decorations.  Vintage Barbie and Ken dolls in excellent condition plus their clothing are still sought after.  
     “Low market” trends include what are called “Persian” rugs, porcelain dinnerware sets, Lenox, Noritake, Lladros, clear cut crystal, Waterford, wall/mantle/tall case clocks, brass items including large trays/candlesticks/bowls, beanie babies, table linens, handmade quilts. 
     “Dead market” includes Hummels, Royal Doulton figurines, Toby mugs, heavy/large/dark-colored furniture, silverplate tea services, later 20th century silverplate, pewter, vintage wall clocks, tall case clocks, individual teacup/saucer pairs, Playboys (except for 4 issues).  Dolls made in the last 40 years plus foreign dolls are of little interest.  Bradford Exchange plates are dead except for those depicting Russian legends.  
     Now let us consider the dictum “The pendulum swings both ways.”  For a time Goebels stopped making some Hummels.  It has now recommenced production.  I have detected a slight upswing in interest in them.  Also noted by American buyers are the ones that are characteristically German like the New Year’s figure and the Oktoberfest figurine.  I predict that the same will happen for Royal Doulton female figurines because they are of high quality.  
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     However, I do not see eventual renewed interest in silverplate tea services nor individual cups/saucers because our living style has changed.  The resale value of sterling
ultimately depends on the bullion value of silver and not changing public taste.  Two “sleepers” are Olympic souvenirs and aluminum ware.  Olympic pins are of good quality. 
      One rare Olympic item is the ceramic bell sold during the 1936 summer Olympic games held in Berlin.  It is rare because it was at those Olympic games that the American black runner, Jesse Owens, won 4 gold medals, before the very eyes of Hitler, who attended the games (remember the promotion of the Aryan race?) and also because the bell shows a swastika.  Note, however, that such an item is difficult to sell because Ebay will not allow posting it for sale. If you do not have a ready resale possibility, you will be stuck, unable to sell your item.
      Do you remember those “sweaty” dimpled aluminum lemonade tumblers?  Most aluminum trays, bowls, and tumblers made in the U.S. in the 1940s-1950s have survived in good condition.  They mark a period in history when a metal was put to new uses.  It may be equated to Bakelite, which was a new material made into jewelry and eating ware.   So, the time to buy these is now, when the market is low.
      The pendulum is swinging slowly back for antique furniture.  Some younger people who have traveled abroad or studied furniture styles are now interested in one or a few pieces because they see both quality and history in them.  However, they are not interested in a lot of it.  It will be another 10-20 years before such interest increases significantly.  Estimate that a generation is roughly 18 to 30 years.

Forever to remain of high interest to specialty collectors are ancient coins, gold items, antique porcelain and crystal in good condition, “rare” books, antique maps, maritime ships’ logs, plus all that is known as “fine art”.  Vintage and antique automobiles as well as Harley Davidson motorcycles and apparel are always sought after.  Ivory is impacted by U.S. federal as well as state laws regulating the sale of carved ivory.  In Virginia, for example, if both the owner and the potential purchaser are bona fide Virginia residents (easily proven by a driver’s license), then they can legally sell/buy.  However the ivory cannot be sold/bought by a non-Virginia resident.

So, the joy of collecting continues for many people who enjoy the hunt and the thrill of discovery.  Noting the present interest in market trends comes from seeing what people are buying and not buying.  Predicting the future collectibles is like looking into a crystal ball.
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