
Rewinding to the battle between VHS and Betamax

NOSTALGIA

T
hese days we can watch a
favourite show while com-
muting to work, program
a Sky+ box by mobile
phone and we’ll soon be

able to download programmes
we’ve missed to a computer.

It’s a far cry from 30 years ago
when video cassette recorders
(VCRs) were first sold in the UK.

In October 1977, there was
only one machine available for
home use – the Philips N1502.
For our first comparative test in
July 1979, machines typically
cost £600, which would be equivalent to
more than £1,800 today. A three-hour
tape cost about £12, more than £35 in
today’s money. Machines were heavy – our
firstwinner, the Sony Betamax, weighed in
at a chunky 20kg.

Ah! The Betamax. Yes, this was the time
when the format battled VHS for control of
our recording needs.

Which? member Steve Swift, who rent-
ed a Betamax at the time, said: ‘It was 
truly a fabulous machine. It’s only recently
been exceeded in recording quality by 
DVD recorders and PVRs. It generated
flawless freeze frames, which took VHS 
20 years to master.’

Sadly, he dropped it down three flights
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of stairs and found that even after
repairs itwas never the same again
as the chassis was bent out of shape.
Steve told the rental company he
dropped it while ‘dusting’.

Betamax was technically supe-
rior, butVHS machines were cheap-
er and the format became
established in high-street rental
stores more quickly (70 per cent of
VCRs were rented in 1980).

We reported in 1982 on another
new type of recording machine in
‘Laservision – video of the future?’, in
which we featured the £500 Philips
VLP700. Dinner plate-sized discs gave

you half an hour playing time before you
flipped them over to get the same 
on the other side.

We thought the picture quality was
‘pretty good’ but were more impressed by
its ‘still frame’ and the ability to whizz effort-
lessly round the disc.

We were unsure it would catch on,
though, and advised you to rent not buy,
and this time our instincts were correct.

These days it’s the VCR that seems to be
on the way out. You can buy a DVD recorder
for less than £100 and have better picture
quality, while the PVR, which needs no tape
at all, will probably be the device most of us
adoptwhen ourVCR chews up its last tape.

SLIM CHANCE Our 1967 slimming

supplement said:

‘An averagely built

man, 5ft 8 in tall

who weighs 14 and

a half stone with his

clothes on, is

carrying as much

extra weight round

with him as a very

heavy suitcase – so heavy that he’d

have to pay excess baggage for it 

on an aeroplane.’

The way we were
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