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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.


[image: image]
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.
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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.
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