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1 Abstract

The Tandy Color Computer 3 (a.k.a CoCo 3) is an 8-bit home computer that was designed by Tandy
Corporation and sold in Radio Shack stores starting in the fall of 1986 until its discontinuation in
1990. The CoCo 3 was initially manufactured in Korea, and later in the United States. There are
notable differences between the Korean-made and U.S.-made products, and these differences are
examined using two samples. Conclusions related to quality are proffered.

2 Introduction

Tandy announced the availability of the Tandy Color Computer 3 on Wednesday, July 30, 1986
at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City.[1] This was the most advanced (and last) com-
puter in Tandy’s Color Computer line, touting a significant upgrade in video and memory over its
predecessors.

The manufacturing of this computer initially took place in the Republic of Korea, where Tandy
had existing factories for the Color Computer 2. Tandy announced plans to relocate production of
the CoCo 3 from Korea to the United States on Thursday, November 12, 1987 at the company’s
annual stockholders’ meeting[2], citing a 7 percent manufacturing cost savings expected by the
move. The next year, Tandy began work on a new facility in Fort Worth, Texas. The move was
opportune and timely, given the unrest that would follow in 1988 between Korean labor factions,
negatively impacting production at Tandy factories there.[3]

With a planned completion of July 1988, the U.S. based plant added as many as 500 jobs to
support the manufacture of circuit boards, molded plastic cases, and components for the CoCo 3
from U.S. suppliers.[4] While it is difficult to estimate the total number of CoCo 3s manufactured
on each continent, field observations note that Korean CoCo 3s are more plentiful than American
CoCo 3s. This is further supported by the fact that the switch from the Korean to American
factory took place midway in the CoCo 3’s retail shelf life, and presumes declining sales in its last
two years of 1989-1990.
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3 Comparative Analysis

Although CoCo 3s from both Korea and the United States are functionally the same, there are
notable differences which provide clues around Tandy’s decision to move production from overseas
to home.

Both Korean and American CoCo 3s are attainable on the open market today. For the purposes
of this paper, the author examines two specific CoCo 3s sampled from the available population:

• 128K Tandy Color Computer 3 SN 1299880 (Made in the U.S.A.)

• 128K Tandy Color Computer 3 SN 1144677 (Made in Korea)

3.1 Packaging

The Korean CoCo 3 (right in Figure 1) is packaged in a predominately white box with red lettering
and graphics. The illustration on the top cover of the box shows the outline of a CoCo 3, and the
sides of the box give a summary of features.

The American CoCo 3 (left in Figure 1) is packaged in a sturdy white box with blue and red
lettering and graphics. Featured on the front top of the box are two children sitting in front of
a CoCo 3, while the sides depict graphics and lettering oriented towards younger computer users.
This more ”kid friendly” packaging aligns with Tandy’s promotion of the CoCo 3 as a game machine
towards the end of its retail life.

3.2 Badge

In Figure 2a the word ”TANDY” on the American CoCo 3’s badge is slightly larger than it is on
the Korean CoCo 3 in Figure 2b.There is also a space between ”128” and ”K on the American
badge, where there is none on the Korean badge. The American badge also has the red/green/blue
color bars shifted out of alignment. The author notes that this is the only CoCo 3 that he has seen
with this anomaly.

3.3 Power Button

On the American CoCo 3, the power button in Figure 3a does not protrude out as far as it does on
the Korean CoCo 3 in Figure 3b (both buttons are in the OFF position to demonstrate maximum
length). This difference in length points to procurement from a new parts supplier.

3.4 Case Bottom

The bottoms of the cases reveal different warranty and identification stickers between the American
CoCo 3 in Figure 4 and the Korean CoCo 3 in Figure 5. The grey ”half-sphere” rubber feet on

Page 2



CoCo Call for Papers 2019 ”Last” Chicago CoCoFEST!

Figure 1: Packaging of an American CoCo 3 (left) and a Korean CoCo 3 (right).

(a) American CoCo 3 Badge (b) Korean CoCo 3 Badge

Figure 2: Badges on American and Korean CoCo 3s
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(a) American CoCo 3 Power Button (b) Korean CoCo 3 Power Button

Figure 3: Power Button on American and Korean CoCo 3s

the American CoCo 3 are glued onto the bottom of the case, whereas the Korean CoCo 3 uses
interlocking, black plastic feet that are larger in diameter. The author has observed in the past
that the glued-on rubber feet of the American CoCo 3 have a tendency to detach and fall off over
time, and indeed that is the case for one of the feet in Figure 4.

3.5 Power Cord

The power cord is of noticeably lesser quality on the American CoCo 3 (left, Figure 6). The blades
are thinner and more malleable on the American power cord compared to Korean power cord (right,
Figure 6), and the shape of the plug is less fluid. The strain relief on the American power cord is
not as long and the insulation is thinner and more flaccid than the Korean power cord.

3.6 Motherboard

Upon opening up both machines, the internal differences are pronounced. On both the American
and Korean CoCo 3s, the motherboards have identical identification numbers, and appear to be
exactly the same. The components, however, vary in appearance.

3.7 Resistors and Capacitors

While the values of the resistors and capacitors on both CoCo 3s are the same, there are some
noticeable visual differences. The American CoCo 3 has smaller ”blob” capacitors which are yellow
in color, while the Korean CoCo 3 has slightly larger blue capacitors in the same locations. Likewise,
certain ceramic disc capacitors on the American CoCo 3 are orange in color, and on the Korean
CoCo 3 are green.
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Figure 4: Bottom of case on the American CoCo 3.
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Figure 5: Bottom of case on the Korean CoCo 3.

Page 6



CoCo Call for Papers 2019 ”Last” Chicago CoCoFEST!

Figure 6: Power cords of the American (left) and Korean (right) CoCo 3s.
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Figure 7: Memory chips in the American CoCo 3.
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Figure 8: Memory chips in the Korean CoCo 3.
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Figure 9: Rubber cap in the Korean CoCo 3.

3.8 Memory

The Korean CoCo 3 has Korean-manufactured 120ns Samsung RAM chips (Figure 8), while the
American CoCo 3 has U.S. made Micron Technology 120ns memory (Figure 7). The author has
also observed American CoCo 3s in the field with 150ns Micron Technology RAM chips.

3.9 Integrated Circuits

Most integrated circuit chips, particularly the GIME, have different markings and logos, probably
due to newer runs of those chips. In the sample set, both CoCo 3s have GIME chips from Korea.
The American CoCo 3 ROM chip is made in Mexico. The author does note, however, that later
American CoCo 3s contain both GIME and ROM chips made in Mexico.
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Figure 10: Lack of rubber cap in the American CoCo 3.
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3.10 Case Internals

One additional difference internally has to do with the area where the keyboard rests on case. The
Korean CoCo 3 has two small round black rubber washers on either side of the pegs where the
keyboard rests, in addition to a rectangular black rubber ”boot” at the bottom of the keyboard
and a round rubber insert directly underneath for support (Figure 9). The American CoCo 3 has
none of these (Figure 10).

4 Additional Observations

In July 2015, the author acquired an American CoCo 3 with an opaque beige ”PRODUCT OF
U.S.A.” sticker on the bottom. However, the feet were not the glued-on grey ”half-sphere” types,
but were instead the black round feet found on Korean CoCo 3s. In addition, the electrical plug
was the more durable black wire and blades, along with a Korean style TANDY badge. The serial
number of this particular CoCo 3 was 1277278, which is less than the 1299880 profiled here.

This was likely one of the early CoCo 3s manufactured in the Fort Worth factory after the move,
made with parts that were originally stocked for the Korean factory. It is reasonable to expect that
there are other CoCo 3s in the field assembled in the same manner.

5 Conclusions and Future Research

The CoCo 3 was nearing its end of life as it moved from its home manufacturing base in Korea to
the United States. The overseas move gave Tandy the opportunity to reduce manufacturing costs
and to source parts state side with new suppliers.

Based on the above empirical observations, coupled with Tandy’s desire to cut costs, it can be
reasonably concluded that quality suffered with the transition from Korean-made to American-
made CoCo 3s. The Color Computer manufacturing plant manager in the U.S., Kenji Nishikawa,
was well known for keeping costs down[5], and this effort shows in the later American CoCo 3s. The
omissions of rubber stoppers and washers, along with the replacement of the more durable pinned
plastic black feet with the grey ”half-sphere” rubber ones which were glued on, show compromises
were made which affected quality. Even the fact that the above badge had a misprint reflects
carelessness on the part of Quality Control (as noted prior, the author maintains that this is the
only CoCo 3 that he has seen with such a badge defect).

Future research suggestions include determining U.S. based suppliers for components of the Amer-
ican CoCo 3, interviewing factory workers and management who were involved in the Korean to
U.S. manufacturing transition, and collecting and analyzing more samples that may offer additional
avenues for study and comparison.

Page 12



CoCo Call for Papers 2019 ”Last” Chicago CoCoFEST!

References

[1] “Tandy Corp. introduces 5 new PCs,” Star Tribune, p. 56, July 31 1986.

[2] “Tandy picks board member,” The Odessa American, p. 47, November 15 1987.

[3] “Union unrest prompting Tandy move,” Victoria Advocate, p. 8, August 26 1988.

[4] R. Alm, “Made in U.S.A. labels making comeback,” Daily Press, p. 66, December 6 1987.

[5] B. G. Pitre and B. Loguidice, CoCo: The Colorful History of Tandy’s Underdog Computer.
CRC Press, 2013.

Page 13


