
speculators; fortunately that type of 
person seems more attracted to the 
Olympian heights of the market, such 
as contemporary art. The popularity 
of collectible items depends on many 
factors, but I believe that there are 
three main cycles in the world of toys 
and trains that govern the market: the 
intrinsic quality of the piece, the de-
mography of the potential collectors 
and fashion. 
For toys and trains, the ‘Golden Age’ is 
often regarded as circa 1890 to 1914, 
principally relating to German exam-
ples made by Bing, Märklin, Carette, 
Schönner, Rock & Graner and others. 
Whilst toys of this era are long sep-
arated from their original owners, I 
still meet the very occasional ‘Horn-
by Boy’ of the 1930s – now in their 
90s – who revelled in another great 
era in toys, when the Meccano Com-
pany produced a magnificent range of 
constructional toys, Hornby 0 Gauge 
trains, Hornby-Dublo and Dinky Toys. 
Recently at Special Auction Services a 
pair of Dinky Toy Trade Boxes of the 
first and second issues of the legend-
ary Dinky Toy 28 Series Delivery Vans 
from 1934, never before offered at 
auction together, sold for £39,000.  
Although never rising to pre-war 
heights, Meccano products continued 
to thrive after the last war, bringing 
great joy to those of us brought up 
in the 1960s; for us post-war Dinky 
Toy fans, a Trade Box of 12 Triumph 
2000s made in special colours for the 
Standard-Triumph company, prob-
ably the only one in existence, sold 
recently in the same sale as the Dinky 
Toy 28 Series Vans for £9,000. 

I will confess straightaway that I am 
an auctioneer. Asking an auction 
house employee about the state of 
the market can be like asking a farm-
er about the outcome of his harvest 
– we are often ‘rainy day’ people, 
particularly when it comes to placing 
cautious catalogue estimates. On the 
other hand, I do believe that most of 
us maintain a cheerful demeanour 
when dealing with our clients and 
all the multifarious items that they 
bring to us. As I deal with items that 
come from childhood nurseries, I 
find it particularly important (and 
natural) to treat people sympathet-
ically when the doting gifts of early 
years or their treasured collections 
amassed in later life are exposed to 
strangers like me.  At the other end of 
the sale process, it is still refreshing 
to note that these much-loved items 
are usually bought by collectors 
and specialist dealers, rather than 
speculators; fortunately that type of 
person seems more attracted to the 
Olympian heights of the market, such 
as contemporary art. 

The popularity of collectible items 
depends on many factors, but I be-
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We also enjoyed such other pleasures as Corgi  Toys, 
started in 1956,  and Spot-On,  started in 1959. 

Sadly,  l ike the sunny summer days of  childhood,  au-
tumn and winter always come. For the 1930s boy it  was 
the Second World War and for the 1960s boy it  was 
the collapse of  the European toy industry in the face 
of  Far Eastern competition.  When I  started in the toy 
business in 1981,  I  saw 1970 as the tipping point for 
quality and saleability and all  these years later I  sti l l 
do.  Broadly speaking,  up to that point ,  toy manufactur-
ers were led by quality not price and toys were sold to 
children to play with and destroy if  required; after that 
point ,  toys such as Lledo,  OOC and EFE were made to 
a price and frequently marketed to nostalgic adults as 
‘collector’s  items’  – which most are definitely not – and 
produced in their mill ions,  of  which a vast proportion 
survive in mint ,  boxed condition. 
A case that shows how the three factors work would 
be the fine Corgi  Toy gold James Bond Aston Martin 
DB5 made in 1965 and the superior si lver version with 
added features made in 1967; these were made to the 
highest standard and generally sell  in the £150 to £250 
region at auction. 

 To win the franchise from Eon Productions,  Corgi  Toys 
had to produce a top-quality product .  By comparison,  in 
1976 George Lucas conceived Star Wars as a marketing 
opportunity where the merchandising would outstrip 
the fi lm gross.  As a result ,  the toy market was deluged in 
cheaply-made plastic f igures from the Far East .  But ,  to my 
elderly chagrin,  the right rare versions in original  pack-
aging can make thousands of  pounds,  because the brand 
is  strong and younger collectors are so keen on them, far 
outstripping in value the older quality toys; 

naturally there are many excellent fakes about too.  In a 
sense,  fashion has replaced the solid older values,  with 
fads l ike Beanie Babies appearing in the 1990s and then 
vanishing again.  Today,  as with so many areas of  collect-
ible items,  the young are just not interested in clutter; 
they lead mobile l ives with their world in a screen,  so the 
future will  be interesting.

ABOVE: Corgi Toy gold James Bond Aston Martin DB5 
made in 1965

ABOVE: Corgi Toy silver James Bond Aston Martin DB5 
made in 1967
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The trend in toy trains is  sl ightly different .  The German 
‘Golden Age’  trains have long been the province of  the 
wealthiest global  collectors,  as have fine scratch-built 
models,  such as this beautiful  period 3½ in.  Gauge mod-
el  of  the GWR ‘Majestic’  locomotive and tender.  In the 
UK, Hornby 0 Gauge trains,  created in 1920 and peak-
ing by 1940,  have long been our most collectible vintage 
brand.  However,  as old age is  now thinning out collectors 
as well  as the original  owners,  demand has softened re-
cently,  particularly for pieces in worn or restored con-
dition.  The finest ,  mint and boxed items will  always find 
a market ,  particularly the exceptionally rare items that 
turn up from time to time.  Another factor has been the 
advent of  0 Gauge electric ACE Trains,  created by Allen 
Levy,  one of  the most influential  men in the publishing 

history of  old toys and now a very successful  manufac-
turer.  Collectors could now buy a large range of  pow-
erful  well-designed locomotives and roll ing stock that 
followed on where Hornby had left  off  in 1940 and then 
went far,  far further in range and quality.  No longer did 
they have to risk running older,  valuable models and oth-
er manufacturers in China and Korea have followed suit; 
this has further softened demand as these new models 
have created their own momentum. The volume market 
is  now in 00/H0 Gauge,  created as a table-top railway by 
Bing in the early 1920s,  improved by Märklin and Trix 

in the 1930s and, remarkably, improved still further 
by Meccano in 1938 with their Hornby-Dublo range. 

This reached its peak in 1964, when high development 
costs forced the firm into the arms of the great Triang 
company. From this developed the successful company 

that we know as Hornby Railways today. In common 
with the other UK market leader, Bachmann, it pro-
duces locomotives that are no longer toys, but highly 
detailed and accurate model representations of the 
originals. Surprisingly, because they are DCC chipped 
and thus operate with the latest running technology, 
they sell at auction for only a modest discount to their 
typical £100 to £150 retail cost and are usually more 
popular than their predecessors from the 1980s and 
1990s.


