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Fine old cars are becoming increasingly sought after by investors looking for decent 
returns, as well as motorists hoping to turn heads on the highway. By Jackie Cameron

Wheels of fortune
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There is a gleaming, red, two-door sports car standing  
idle on a manicured lawn at the edge of a pristine forest.  
The vehicle is empty, but it is clearly looking for an occupant, as the headline above  
it reveals: ‘Every little boy has dreams ... have yours come true?’ 

There won’t be a shortage of takers for this set of wheels recently advertised in a 
car-club newsletter. It is a classic Ferrari: breathtakingly exciting to drive and finally 
within reach of many who ogled at it but were far too young to afford it when it came  
off the assembly line in the 1960s. 

‘People buy on nostalgia,’ notes Norman Frost of Frost Brothers Knysna, which 
specialises in collectable cars dating as far back as around 1900. Some buyers like 
tinkering with old engines and restoring decaying chassis to their former glory. Most  
of them, however, like climbing into these cars and going for a ride – even if that  
means spluttering and bumping along at 30 km/h. 

‘They are fun to drive. It is how some people get an adrenalin rush,’ says Frost of  
the appeal of owning a motor car from another era.

There are different definitions of what constitutes ‘vintage’. Collector Brian Bruce  
says that, for him, vintage cars are those made from around the time of the First World 
War to before the Great Depression in 1930. Prior to this came the Veteran Era, spanning 
from 1890 to about 1915 and incorporating the Brass Era from 1905 to 1915. Those 
vehicles produced in the Post-War era from 1946 to 1975 are generally referred to by 
collectible-car fanatics as ‘classic’. 

A retired CEO of a multinational company, Bruce will soon be ready to open the doors 
of his own car museum, where he plans to display at least 30 vehicles and thousands of 
model cars. Although he believes many of the older motor car varieties can be excellent 
investments, he says his intention is to showcase his collection to give back to society by 
sharing his joy and appreciation for these machines.

‘I have never wished to own a small collection of high-value, rare and pristine classics. 
This would be too self-indulgent,’ he says. Instead, Bruce explains he is on a quest to 
engender the same enthusiasm that he has for these cars in the wider community. 

He is concerned that a time might arrive when the classic car becomes ‘as threatened 
as the rhino’. He explains, ‘Classic cars are an expression of heritage; if this thought is 
not embedded within the psyche of the societal majority, they will not be protected and 
are at risk of becoming endangered.’ 

For now, though, he need not worry that interest in vintage cars or their more modern 
successors is waning. Quite the opposite. Says Nico van den Heever, principal of Vintage 
Car Importers in Cape Town, ‘Two years ago we were getting about two enquiries a week. 
Now we are receiving at least one serious enquiry a day’. 

This interest isn’t just coming from South African investors. Buyers from elsewhere are 
snapping up cars in SA and shipping them home. A weakening rand makes prices here 
look more attractive than those overseas, and returns are potentially more exciting than 
can be expected in the shorter term from the usual assets, such as listed stocks and bonds. 

For now, hefty taxes and customs duties mean you have to do your calculations carefully 
before buying a car elsewhere and bringing it into South Africa though. An easier and 
cheaper way to buy, say vintage-car enthusiasts, is usually to join a club and seek out your 
vehicle through word of mouth. 

Eric McQuillian, vice-chairman of The Vintage and Veteran Club, Johannesburg, says, 
‘Listen out to what’s on the market. They generally only get advertised when club members 
don’t want them.’ He recommends only buying in areas where corrosion isn’t a problem 
and urges caution, saying, ‘The rogues are out there, covering up rust or doctoring engines 
and transmissions.’ And an engine can cost far more to fix than the value of a vintage car, 
he warns. He estimates that there are 100 000 cars dating up to 1965 in South Africa. 

Although there are some vintage cars out there that won’t change hands for less than 
R3 to R5 million, there are many more around the R1 million mark and below. Most 
people pay cash, although there are financial deals available. 

Restored, these 
cars go for close 
to R1 million 
and more, with 
expectations that 
they will keep 
climbing towards 
R1.5 million
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Older men who grew up financially comfortable dominate the ranks of collectable-car 
investors, no doubt because they are harking back to the days when they played with the 
miniature versions. But there is an appetite developing among South Africa’s growing 
middle class. ‘There are many people who want to drive flashy cars, but there are too 
many of the new cars. If you drive a new Aston Martin, you may get one person looking 
your way, but a 1960s Aston Martin or an MGA will attract more attention,’ says Van den 
Heever, who defines ‘vintage’ more loosely as cars dating from 1965 and earlier.

Buyers in the market to spend R300 000 and up on a car are also pondering the 
benefits of a classic vehicle in good condition that will, at the very least, maintain its value 
and possibly turn a profit in the long run. ‘When you drive a new car out of the show- 
room, it immediately loses 20% of its value and another 10% for each year you own it.’ 
So you can lose R120 000 on your new car in three years, says Van den Heever.

These buyers aren’t interested in the century-old vehicles best suited to Sunday  
picnic outings and vintage-car rallies. Stately old Bentleys and MGBs have their place, 
but probably not in a younger person’s portfolio.

Particularly hot right now are Mercedes-Benz SL-Class Pagodas of the 1960s.  
Van den Heever says you can pick up one of these in South Africa for R600 000 to 
R1.2 million, but they can be on offer for far more elsewhere, such as in the UK. You 
could land a decent-quality vintage Pagoda in SA three years ago for R350 000, says 
the classic-car expert. Today, you will pay R600 000 for ‘scrap-heap quality’. Restored, 
these cars go for close to R1 million and more, with expectations that they will keep 
climbing towards R1.5 million.

Vintage Jaguars have always been in  
the spotlight and are set for continued 
gains as a new model revives interest in 
the marque. 

However, don’t assume that the oldest, 
most unusual cars are the ones you should 
seek out. As Bruce notes: ‘Very rare cars 
are often like aliens and don’t necessarily 
fetch premium prices, because there is 
such a limited specialist market.’ 

‘Certain cars are a big mistake to  
buy, such as four-door American cars,’ 
cautions Frost. Go for a sports car, is his 
recommendation to new entrants to the 
vintage- and classic-car arena. Even if it 
doesn’t deliver returns, it should at the 
very least get your blood racing and your 
pulse pumping, taking you back to a time 
when driving such a car was only possible 
in your imagination. And isn’t that, after 
all, the ultimate reason for investing in a 
fine vehicle? 


