Vinyl Record Collecting is Groovy


No one gets sentimental over a CD, and eight-tracks an cassette tapes are a nostalgic novelty.  However, vinyl records will always have a special place in many collectors’ hearts. Records shaped many of our formative years.  Some who may not have been raised on the medium are now finding appreciation for it. The sound quality, though imperfect, or perhaps because it’s imperfections,seems more authentic, less digitally mastered or remastered.

And because so much of our music is now accessed digitally, the act of carefully pulling out a record, placing it gently on the turntable, setting the needle within the record grooves, and letting the music play is special. It's done with intention.  So, as with listening itself, shopping for vinyl also has to be done with intention, especially if you’re doing so secondhand.

 Here are a few tips for navigating the vinyl-filled milk crates at your local estate sales, 

Estate sales are a great place to find bargains on not just various individual records but full collections of records. But unlike used record stores and other secondhand shops, the vinyl at estate sales may not have been thoroughly checked for quality and playability. So it’s important to know what to look for, since chances are good you won’t be able to play them ahead of time.

Warps: This one seems the most obvious, so let’s get it out of the way first. A warped record is a bad record. Unless you want to own it simply for the album cover art, or because you want to toss it in the oven and mold it into a bowl-shape so you can have your very own funky chip n’ dip, you should avoid warped records.

Scratches:  Another obvious one, but with a little more nuance. A well-loved or even kind-of-liked record is going to have some scratches. Deep gouges will render the record unplayable and worthless. Diagonal scratches, those that span multiple tracks, are the most vicious. But smaller superficial scratches may not be a deal breaker.

Pay close attention to the edges, since that’s where the needle hits most solidly and most often. If you can feel it, you can hear it. Now, this might go against many a collector’s rules against touching a record, but you will want to clean them before rocking-out commences. 

Water damage. You can notice water damage on the actual vinyl album or jacket.  Avoid such records, as mold can grow and spread to other records in proximity.

Ring Wear:  A circular impression on the jacket due to improper storage.

Condition Levels:

Get familiar with the concept of grading. The value of a record depends on quality and rarity, and grading scales are used to measure the quality of any given record. “Goldmine created a grading guide for record quality years ago and it has become a staple of the industry,”  scale ranges from Mint (absolutely perfect) to poor (cracked, warped and basically unusable). In between are a range of scores for playable records, from those that have seen better days but still make good music, to those what are just under the bar as far as perfection is concerned. 
Your best bet is to first collect what you love, and then determine where to go from there. If you collect only in the hopes of finding the most valuable records, will you really, truly enjoy your collection?

