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  Christmas was always a big event at our house, which may seem a bit strange when you learn what an unusual family I had. The stock image of Christmas Day is one with all of the kids romping down the stairs in their striped pajamas, the younger ones with feet in their sleepwear, to rip open the brightly colored packages under the tree. Then the whole extended family gathers around a huge dinner table that groans under the weight of a Christmas dinner fit for a medieval king.

  Well, things weren’t quite that way at my home.

  To begin with, I was an only child, so if any romping around the Christmas tree were going to be done, it was my responsibility to do it, as my parents looked on. In the afternoon, when we traveled to my grandmother’s house for dinner—an epic journey of about 20 feet, since she lived next door—and at the peak of our extended family, there were all of eight people around the table. Some of the older family members started dying off by the time I was four years old, so Christmas dinners became simpler and simpler, with smaller and smaller tables, as the years passed.

  Nonetheless, my parents—especially my dad—were crazy over Christmas, beginning even before I was old enough to fully appreciate it. My dad, who was a junior high school English teacher, kept a journal of my activities for the first six years of my life. Somewhat unusually, he wrote these journals in the first person, as if I were the one doing the speaking. Perhaps he had an inkling that I would grow up to write about my life and experiences. From that journal of my first Christmas, in 1963, here is what he (speaking as me) wrote:

  “I was nine and a half months old when my first Christmas came. I sat in Santa Claus’s lap at G-E-S and pulled his whiskers.”

  I should probably interrupt him here to explain that G-E-S was a large discount department store here in Birmingham, Alabama, much like today’s Sam’s Club, in that one had to have a membership card to shop there. G-E-S also had outlets in Ohio and Missouri, and in some other states it went under the names of G-E-X or G-E-M. Now, back to Dad’s journal:
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    Yep, this is me on my first Christmas. It would appear that I have that particular Santa Claus in a rather delicate predicament. Ho ho OH, right?

  

  “I was extremely excited over the lights for the Christmas tree. Also, I was so thrilled over the live Christmas tree. I even cried when Daddy had to carry the tree back into the yard to cut it off because it was too tall.

  “I received many toys. Among them was a wind-up train; horse on rollers; two telephones; turtle on a string; and a pounding board. Some clothes were also among my gifts.”

  For the next six years, he kept a thorough, ongoing list of what I got each year. In 1964, my biggest present was one of those horses on springs that had taken the place of the formerly reliable old rocking horses. I immediately named mine Alfred, after the main character in a Whitman Tella-Tale book, The Pony That Couldn’t Say Neigh, which had quickly become my favorite story. Looking back at it now, the story follows much the same pattern as Dumbo or Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer or any number of other tales wherein the hero’s seeming disability or handicap turns out to be his crowning glory. I think the reason the story of Alfred appealed to me so much, even at a year-and-a-half old, was that the title character did not end up using his unique abilities to save his fellow barnyard denizens or make better friends with them, but to succeed on his own merits and leave the rest of them behind him in the dust. A psychiatrist probably could read a lot into my love for that story.
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    Now it’s 1964, and for my second Christmas, I’m getting the horse on springs, which I named Alfred. This was also our first artificial tree; notice the foil light reflectors in the shapes of stars.

  

  My dad’s journal entry for 1965 gives only the slightest hint that we had just moved into a new house, which was built on the same spot as the house where I had spent my first two Christmases. This house is now the museum I live in today. Dad wrote:

  “I got up at 8 o’clock and went down the stairs and peeked into the den to see what Santa Claus had left under the tree. [Our previous house had neither stairs nor a den.] He left a fire engine I could ride in; a blackboard; a wagon; Building Boulders [which you may recall as a tie-in with The Flintstones]; wind-up giraffe [which scared me half out of my wits—maybe that’s why I’m a halfwit today]; puzzles; and some “blown-up” toys.’
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    Here we are in 1966, in the house my parents built the year before. Yes, I still have this tree and 90 percent of the original decorations, but I no longer have that Yogi Bear shirt I'm wearing. Not keeping it was a big boo-boo.

  

  After 1965, he dispensed with the narrative and simply listed the toys I received. The names of some of them will probably sound familiar to some of you as well. In 1966, I received a Romper Room tricycle with a figure of mascot Mister Do Bee mounted on the front; when a button was pressed, he would spout various prosocial phrases, such as “Did you drink your milk?” Mister Do Bee was not the only talking toy I received that year; I also was given one of Mattel’s longmarketed Bugs Bunny dolls. Staying within the cartoon realm, I got a Kenner Change-A-Channel TV Set, which was a miniature movie projector that showed 8-millimeter silent films on its screen. Other gifts were an electric train and a set of ABC blocks, which I usually used to construct replicas of stores such as Woolworth’s and W. T. Grant, using the blocks to carefully spell out the sign on the front of each. Some people are of the opinion that I was a rather different sort of kid—you think?
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    Not only are the toys I got in 1968 memorable—notice the Lite-Brite—but these days you won’t often see the type of rope garland that is on that tree.

  

  The lists grew longer for each succeed ing year and included many toys that are now in my above-mentioned museum. How many of you remember Hasbro’s talking Snow White telephone, where a spin of the dial could connect you with Snow herself or any of her seven vertically challenged companions? Mattel brought out its own version, the Mattel-O-Phone, where you could hear short renditions of Peanuts comic strip episodes over the receiver. I had them both at one time or another. There was Remco’s battery-operated robot version of the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz, and a Mickey Mouse watch in the days when it was no longer considered “cool” to have Mickey’s picture on the dial; only his name was printed there to keep the tradition alive. In 1968, I got a new record player to replace the one I had been using for years; this model was the first I ever had that would play LPs in addition to 45s and 78s.
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    By 1971, the old rope garland had been replaced by more standard tinsel, but it was the same tree. I think every single toy in this photo still resides in the museum in which I live.

  

  As we move through the pages that follow, each one seeming to bring back more memories than the previous page, you will no doubt catch me doing some more reminiscing about the highly personal role some of these Christmas traditions played in my life. Since I am the last surviving member of the family, with no heirs, these memories have taken on a meaning they could not possibly have had before. When I go, they will go with me, and that will be the end of them. It is my sincere hope, as well as that of my publisher, that you will be able to rekindle your own warm, fuzzy feelings and pass them along to your loved ones. And a Merry Christmas to everyone, everywhere!
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  This question is for all of you baby boomers who are standing by to dive into the rest of this book and wallow around in Christmas nostalgia until you are weeping with pure joy. Ready for it? Okay, here goes: When you think back to your childhood, and Christmas was drawing closer and closer with each day marked off the calendar, what was the first thing on your mind? Just like the teachers we used to watch on Romper Room, I can hear your answer right now. Here it comes:

  “TOOOOOYYYYSSSS!!!!”

  Very good, students. Yes, while Christmas meant many other things, both spiritual and material, when you were a kid, admit it—it was the thought of getting all those things you ever wanted, and never needed, that kept you busy marking pages in the Sears catalog and prevented you from going to sleep on Christmas Eve. Toys were available the rest of year, for birthdays and other such special occasions, but none of those events produced the overflowing cornucopia that could be found under nearly any middle-class Christmas tree on the morning of December 25.

  We all grew up at a most opportune time in American history. It was the soldiers returning home after World War II that began the baby boom in 1946, and psychologists and physicians referred to the first wave as the “welcome home” babies. Unlike past similar events, though, this time it did not slow down after the first nine months. Postwar prosperity had created a nation where people could, for the first time, truly indulge and spoil their children with oodles of toys in neat suburban neighborhoods, in homes that looked like the one in which the Brady Bunch lived, providing plenty of room to play. Dads worked and moms stayed home, and all seemed right with the world. The prosperity slowly ground to a halt in the 1970s, but by then even the youngest baby boomers had reached their teenage years, and there were fewer kids coming up behind us to really notice the difference.
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  In this chapter, I am not going to be talking about the histories behind the creation of our favorite toys. Those stories, fascinating as they are, have been related in many other books and television documentaries already. No, I am simply going to give an overview of some of the main genres of toys most of us received for Christmas at one time or another. If your particular prized possession is not mentioned, it is certainly not because no one cares about it; there just isn’t room for everything that could be found on those well-stocked department and variety store shelves of the 1950s through the early 1970s.

  Now, if you were a girl, it’s likely that at some point you wanted a doll. Ah, but the question then became what kind of doll? There were the traditional baby dolls, which sometimes did nothing but open and close their eyes, but more often wet their pants frequently, such as the immortal Betsy Wetsy. Bob Hope once made reference to a doll—that actually was marketed—that got diaper rash. “It comes with a bottle of liquid you pour on the rash and it disappears,” Hope deadpanned. “They oughta try it on the guy who thought it up.”

  There were talking dolls, including Mattel’s Chatty Cathy. Randi Reader talked “for a full seven minutes,” according to the ads, no doubt leading some kids to invent creatively violent ways to shut her up. Little Miss Echo contained a hidden tape recorder, so as to play back whatever was just said to her. One can easily imagine little brothers causing Little Miss Echo to make all manner of ill-mannered remarks to her owner. Ideal Toys made kissing the main feature of its Kissy dolls, which puckered their lips when their arms were moved. For those who thought dolls had already done everything, the 1963 Sears catalog offered a doll identified only as Dr. Ben Casey’s Patient. The accident-prone plaything came with arm and leg casts, crutches, candy pills, bandages, and Band-Aids. I kid you not.

  Mattel made all the other dolls hang their heads in embarrassment when that idealized teenager Barbie made her debut in 1959. Sooner than you could say “checking account,” Barbie was joined on the shelves—and in little girls’ toy rooms—by so many family members and friends that it would take a genealogist to keep up with them all. There was longtime second-banana boy friend, Ken, along with Barbie’s best friend, Midge; her less-than-best friends Francie, Stacey, and Christie (who coincidentally happened to wear the same size clothes as Barbie); her kid sister, Skipper; and Skipper’s friends Ricky and Skooter—and that does not even include Ken’s circle of brawny buddies.
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    As a kid, I always wanted to build my own amusement park in the backyard. Since that wasn’t practical, I ended up getting one of these Child Guidance Kid die Land sets for Christmas 1967.

  

  Some parents felt that Barbie’s sexy look, which obviously had helped her make friends and influence people beyond what was considered to be healthy, was eroding good old American ideals—so in 1962, Ideal answered with the Tammy doll, a sweet, wholesome little teenager instead of a conniving fashion plate like Barbie. She came with her own crowd, but instead of rockin’ and rollin’ teenyboppers, Tammy was joined by a respectable Mom and Dad (you’d never catch Barbie hanging with her parents!), brother Ted, and sister Pepper. Sears very cagily stayed above the fray, selling a dollhouse that it frankly advertised would fit either Barbie or Tammy. Smart chaps, those guys at Sears.
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    This was just a small portion of Mattel’s vast doll line in 1967. Look closely, ladies, and you just might see one of your own cuddly childhood play pals!

  

  By the late 1960s, like much of the rest of society, dolls started to get a little weird. Unlikely as it seems, much of their newfound funkiness came from Barbie’s home turf, Mattel. The company had already started the only slightly bizarre Liddle Kiddles and followed them up with Skediddlers. The latter had moving legs that appeared to walk when pushed along by a stick in the figures’ back. Skediddlers came in the shapes of various cartoon characters, most notably the Disney crew and the Peanuts cast. However, no Mattel product could fit the “anti-Barbie” mold as well as the short-lived Upsies and Downsies.
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    Barbie was beside herself—and Ken and Midge were beside her, too—in this ad from 1963.
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    By 1967, Barbie’s circle of friends and relations was growing, and so were her career ambitions. Montgomery Ward allied itself with Braniff Airlines to employ Barbie as a stewardess.
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    Mattel’s Liddle Kiddles were not overly strange, except for their outsize, staring eyes. Their big selling point was their tiny size, which encouraged kids—and their parents—to buy more and more of them.
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    One of the weirdest concepts to hit the doll industry was Upsy Downsy Land, with its groovy Day-Glo colors and psychedelic characters.

  

  Don’t look at me that way; I’m telling the truth here. In 1969, Mattel introduced the weird world of Upsy Downsy Land, where half the population walked normally (the Upsies), and the other half walked on its hands, with feet waving in the air (the Downsies, natch). Realizing that the whole concept might be a bit weak, Mattel rolled out the secret weapon of molding the figures, and their various accessories, in blindingly loud Day-Glo colors. These made the toys fairly leap out from their surroundings on toy shelves, but did not ensure success. After only a short time, the Upsies and Downsies were sent back to whatever magical realm had spawned them, as if they had been part of a bad drug trip. (Considering the psychedelic trappings of Upsy Downsy Land, and the era in which it appeared, it is impossible not to think that Mattel’s designers had the nicknames “uppers” and “downers” somewhere in the backs of their minds.)

  Now for a statement that may well rock the foundations of the world: Boys played with dolls too. Oh yes, they did—only the toy makers were intelligent enough to not refer to them by that name. In 1964, Hasbro blew reveille on its bugle and rolled out G.I. Joe, who was really nothing more than a rough and tough counterpart to Barbie and her many different outfits and accessories. The jingle in the TV commercials was set to the tune of “The Caissons Go Rolling Along”: “G.I. Joe, G.I. Joe, fighting man from head to toe . . .” Since no one wanted to admit that Joe was a doll, the term “action figure” was born out of the necessity of some way to describe him.

  G.I. Joe came with outfits representing every branch of the military and then some, and equipment ranging from jeeps to canteens to implements of warfare. That caused a bit of a problem as the 1960s wore on and people began to get sick and tired of the real-life war in Vietnam that was being played out on the TV screens daily. G.I. Joe was no longer the heroic figure he started out to be, and in the 1970s he was converted into a more action-adventure style character. Instead of waging war, he participated in archaeological digs and such. In the 1980s, his warlike personality returned, and he was given a whole set of patriotic companions with whom to share his violent adventures, but by then his team could easily be lost among the crowd of imitators that had muscled their way into his territory—Transformers, He-Man, and on and on.

  Although model kits were not an exclusively male phenomenon, they were most commonly constructed by males. Aurora was the leader when it came to models, which the company referred to as “hobby kits,” and produced everything from airplanes to sailing ships to replicas of famous movie and television characters and their accompanying vehicles. One of Aurora’s best-selling lines was its Prehistoric Scenes, capitalizing on the long-established love affair between kids and dinosaurs. Aurora did not limit its antediluvian animals to sauropods, though. Many others, from a woolly mammoth to a giant bird, stamped across the plastic landscape.

  
    [image: image]

    Aurora’s Prehistoric Scenes model kits were the joy of many junior dinosaur buffs. And speaking of buff, take a peek at the sexy Cro-Magnon Woman in the bottom row. Yabba dabba doo!

  

  The fine print in Aurora’s advertising cannily stated that at times, animals from different time periods would sometimes be depicted together for “more excitement and play value.” They did not address the occasional appearance of beasts that never existed at all. Aurora’s version of a Cro Magnon woman, for example, was a total babe in her brief, Raquel Welch–style outfit, but she was modeled recoiling in horror from a totally fictitious two-headed snake. With critters like that lurking about, no wonder they had so much trouble in the Garden of Eden.

  Aurora did not have to be concerned with historical or biological accuracy when it came to its best-remembered series of model kits, the Classic Movie Monsters lineup. Originally marketed in the early 1960s, the undead cast was resurrected in the latter part of the decade and given certain parts that glowed in the dark. As the series title suggested, most of the figures were replicas of the creepy creeps brought to life on the silver screen: Universal’s Frankenstein monster, Dracula, the Creature from the Black Lagoon, the Mummy, the Phantom of the Opera, and other horrors. The vaults of other movie studios were raided for Godzilla and King Kong, and there were even a few creatures of non movie origin, including a witch and the skeletal remains of the Forgotten Prisoner. As out of place as these might have seemed under a Christmas tree, they were in high demand at the time, and judging from the prices for which they sell on the collectors’ market, they are in even greater demand forty years later.
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    When Aurora was not digging up prehistoric beasts for its model kits, it was resurrecting the living dead for its models of famous monsters of filmland. Each one had certain parts—easy to discern here—that glowed in the dark.

  

  Other than dolls and kid warfare, the vast majority of toys that could be found on shelves and under Christmas trees were unisex, equally appealing to both boys and girls. Board games were always popular sellers, some of them sticking around for several generations. Who doesn’t remember Candy Land, with its illustrated board that looked good enough to eat? Just the paintings of the Peanut Brittle House, Gumdrop Mountains, and Ice Cream Floes were enough to set the players to drooling in earnest. A different type of drooling for an older crowd was produced by Twister, which encouraged players of the opposite sex to entangle their bodies in creative configurations as they strained to reach the required colored polka dots.
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    Parker Brothers had some of the most famous, and also some of the most forgotten, games in toy history. If you didn’t have Monopoly or Clue, chances were that one of your friends did.

  

  Even in the world of games, there were occasional clearly drawn lines of demarcation: Mystery Date was the quintessential girls’ game, preparing young ladies for the true game of Russian roulette they would be playing when seeking out a real-life suitor. The commercials showed adolescents giggling over the game, while a lounge singer performed the jingle: “Mystery Date, are you ready for your Mystery Date? / Don’t be late, it might be great / Open the door to your [GIRL: Sigh] Mystery Date!”

  There was an important sub-genre of games that, like Aurora’s monster models, appealed to those kids who enjoyed scaring themselves out of seven years’ growth. The Transogram toy company’s Green Ghost and Ka-Bala games were meant to be played in the dark, and there were any number of other variations on the horror theme, including Which Witch and Mystic Skull, “the game of voodoo.” Any of these games could be counted on to provide at least synthetic creeps, while those girls who were busy playing Mystery Date had to contend with the genuine creep who might be behind the secret door.
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    Hasbro had a hit with Mr. Potato Head and his family in the early 1950s. Many people have forgotten that for years, the facial and body parts did not come with a plastic potato, forcing us to steal spuds from Mom’s vegetable drawer in the refrigerator.

  

  Boys and girls alike could become junior mad doctors with the Operation game, using tweezers to remove the various diseased organs of patient Cavity Sam. While prying for Sam’s “wrenched ankle” (a monkey wrench), “water on the knee” (a bucket) or “writer’s cramp” (a pencil), if the tweezers touched the surrounding metal edge, Sam’s red lightbulb nose lit up and an alarm buzzer sounded. An even more morbid pastime could be enjoyed with Clue, which gave players a chance to solve a murder: “It was Colonel Mustard in the kitchen with a candlestick.”
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    Punching bags came in the shape of every conceivable cartoon star. The odd thing about this 1971 lineup is that not a single one of them was the type of character any normal kid would want to punch in the snoot.

  

  Games based on licensed characters were popular as long as their namesake figure remained in the public eye. One of the longest running was Uncle Wiggily, based on the seemingly endless series of short stories by Howard R. Garis. The Uncle Wiggily game has been on the market continuously in one form or another for so many years that most people who are familiar with it today have no idea it originated in children’s books. Most other characterbased games experienced a season or two of popularity and were then replaced by the next crop of characters.

  Character licensing was the only distinguishing feature of the many different types of plastic punching bags, or Punch-Me’s, that allowed kids to work out their frustrations by hitting something other than their younger siblings. Each figure had a weighted bottom so it would bounce back up after a hard punch. The odd thing about these toys was that for the most part, the characters chosen to be depicted on them were hardly the type to normally inspire violence. What sick kid would have any desire to whale away at such comical friends as Yogi Bear, Bozo the Clown, Fred Flintstone, Woody Woodpecker, Mister Magoo, or (heavens to animal cruelty!) Flipper? And let’s face it—any kid needed to be placed under psychiatric watch if he deliberately chose to punch Superman, Batman, or Popeye. For a truly disturbing concept, none of the other punching bags could approach a generic character called Scatter Brain, the top of whose head was a transparent container filled with colored balls. Hitting this mug in the mug would cause his “brains” to rattle and bounce.

  Not all kids had an insatiable urge to hit something, and for those of a more creative bent, there were toys that appealed to their inner (or outer) artist. Old standbys such as paint-by-number sets were joined by Kenner’s Sparkle Paints (which were definitely a joy to all parents when the necessary glitter ended up embedded in the shag carpeting) and Hasbro’s Stardust Velvet Art. Silly Sand, which took messy art to a new level, was another way for kids to express themselves. Then there was Lite-Brite, with a bulb behind a screen that illuminated colorful pegs as they were pushed through the required holes. As with almost any other toy, once Lite-Brite had established itself, it began mutating into new forms. There was a “moving” version with two levels of pegs instead of just one, so that moving them back and forth made the peg figures appear to move in the manner of neon signage. Before it was over, Lite-Brite had come out with additional refill pages featuring Bozo the Clown, Bugs Bunny and his looney pals, and the Peanuts gang.
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    This is the same Lite-Brite you saw under my tree in one of the photos in this book’s Introduction. You may be able to make out an actual 1970 Christmas seal glued in the center of the box.

  

  Now let’s turn our eyeballs to a classification that could probably be called “optical toys.” The oldest and most durable of these was the View-Master, which had been around since the late 1930s but became a true toy super-seller during the baby boom years. Stereopticon photos were nothing new; even as far back as the turn of the century, many households had viewers and their flat cards, with two photos shot from slightly different angles, as a parlor diversion. The View-Master put the scenes into reels, in vivid color, so that peering through the viewer gave them startling depth and the type of luminosity that could usually be seen only by watching a motion picture on a big screen.

  View-Master made much of its income by producing reels (and soon, packages of three reels totaling twenty-one scenes) for tourist attractions, where they were always popular souvenir shop items. Where the company really took off, though, was when it bought out a smaller stereopticon company known as Tru-Vue in 1951. That company had been doing basically the same thing, but its slides were elongated cards rather than reels. Tru-Vue’s ace in the hole was that it held the license to produce scenes from the Disney movies, and once View-Master inherited those rights, the television- and cartoon-based reels and packets knew no bounds. The company kept marketing reels (as View-Master) and cards (as Tru-Vue) well into the 1960s, when the cards were finally discontinued.

  The Kenner company got the prize for the most variations on the optical toy theme. It began with the Give-A-Show projector in 1960. Most baby boomers had at least one example of this toy, which was reissued in a new edition each year. The battery-operated projector was not much more than a glorified flashlight, with color slides of various television and cartoon favorites. (It must have been frustrating to Kenner to have the rights to practically every cast of characters in the media, from the Looney Tunes bunch to Captain Kangaroo to the Hanna-Barbera menagerie, but not any properties from the wonderful world of Disney.) Like the View-Master reels, a Give-A-Show Projector story was told in seven frames, usually with dialogue indicated in captions at the bottom of each picture.
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    The number of different subjects available as View-Master reels really made the mind reel. These are just a few, ranging from Disney films to Hanna-Barbera characters to famous tourist attractions.
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    Kenner’s Give-A-Show Projector, with its rows of slides, and Easy-Show Projector, which ran 8-millimeter films, turned kids everywhere into would-be theater impresarios.
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    The See-A-Show was Kenner’s stereopticon answer to the much more successful View-Master series.

  

  Kenner realized that still images had only limited entertainment value, so the logical next step was the Easy-Show Movie Projector. Now, instead of strips of slides, the projector came with actual silent 8-millimeter films of the cartoon stars. The trade-off for this increased potential was that the films had to be in black and white rather than in color. It is safe to say that many children got their first exposure to the true nature of animation, and motion pictures in general, by studying the frame-by-frame progression of the action in these toy films. The Easy-Show films came with two separate features on each reel, pairing Bozo the Clown with Casper the Friendly Ghost, or Lassie with Porky Pig, for example.

  The Easy-Show Projector then doubled the fun with Kenner’s Change-A-Channel TV Set. Now the projection mechanism was housed in a miniature boob tube, and the films came with four features per reel, two of which were printed side-by-side on the film stock. By flipping the channel dial, kids could switch back and forth between the two simultaneously playing cartoons. As a kid, I wondered why they didn’t go ahead and throw in commercials too, since it was supposed to be so much like watching television. Kenner even had its own lower-tech version of the View-Master with its See-A-Show viewer. It harked back to the earliest days of stereopticon photography in that the scenes were printed on card stock instead of film. The effect was not all that great, but quite a few cartoon characters made it into See-A-Show slides who never graduated to the Give-A-Show format.
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    Kenner’s Gloppy, a clone of Play-Doh, came packaged in molds shaped like Hanna-Barbera cartoon superstars Yogi Bear and Fred Flintstone, and not-quitea-star Gloop, one of the weird cast members of The Herculoids.
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    Having already gummed up the works with Gloppy, Kenner introduced the phosphorescent Glow-Globs, which, as you can see from this ad, dispensed with jolly character molds and tried to be spooky instead.

  

  Actually, Kenner was pretty good at coming up with clones of other companies’ successful toys. We all know about PlayDoh, that colorful putty with the distinctive smell that was good for modeling figures and abstract shapes (and if what you were molding didn’t come out looking like you’d planned, you could always claim it was the latter). But how many of you remember Kenner’s version of Play-Doh, known as Gloppy? Not many, huh? Gloppy did not stay on the market for long, and what attention it did attract was due to the fact that it came packaged in molds shaped like popular Hanna-Barbera cartoon stars. There was also a Circus Gloppy set, but if Secret Squirrel and Fred Flintstone couldn’t move the stuff, a generic lion and elephant didn’t have much of a chance. Kenner stuck its hand in the glop again with Glow-Globs, publicized as the “weird new modeling gunk that glows in the dark.” Basically a phosphorescent version of Gloppy, Glow-Globs came in molds shaped like ghosts, skeletons, and other haints.

  Lest it be thought that Kenner was only good at copying others, let the record show that the company was equally talented at stealing from itself. You ladies recall playing with Kenner’s Easy-Bake Oven, the aquacolored kitchen appliance that cooked food over two 100-watt lightbulbs. Like a doll, it was one toy brothers would not go near, unless it was to eat whatever Sis had EasyBaked up for them. But what about those boys’ dads, who could be found on spring and summer evenings cooking up hamburgers on the backyard grill, with a chef’s hat and “Kiss the Cook” apron to make the ensemble complete? Kenner thought about them and introduced the Easy-Bake’s guy equivalent, the Big Burger Grill. It used only one lightbulb to cook the equivalent of a manly meal, but apparently boys decided it was better to leave the grilling to dear ol’ Dad, since the Big Burger Grill is hardly a candidate for the Toy Hall of Fame these days.
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    While girls were using their Easy-Bake Ovens to cook like Mom, their brothers could emulate Dad with the Big Burger Grill. “Hold the onions, son. I got a hot date with your mama tonight.”

  

  Naturally, Kenner was not the only company to involve itself in a bit of copycatting around. For any toys that were more than moderately successful, it was likely that knock-off imitators would soon appear. Lego blocks, those plastic bricks with the many connecting teeth that could be used to build any variety of shapes, were widely copied. Lego was obviously the inspiration for Mattel’s Tog’l, another variety of interlocking plastic blocks. Unlike the oblong Lego pieces, Tog’l blocks were mostly square, with occasional triangular pieces for corners. They also showed some debt to the wooden Tinkertoy sets by including green plastic tubes that could be used to connect one structure to another. During the late 1960s, Tog’l sets grew to enormous complexity, even including motors to make working models of various amusement park rides. Eventually Tog’l crashed and burned, leaving only memories and what appears to be a thriving Internet fandom among former youngsters.

  Never one to let a good idea go unchallenged, Kenner’s response to Lego was Flintstones Building Boulders, which were huge and made from white Styrofoam with small specks of color embedded. They did not resemble rocks nearly so much as the name implied, but like Lego and Tog’l they had interlocking teeth for constructing buildings and other imaginative structures. Through some mutually agreeable deal with Kenner, during one season of the prime-time Flintstones show, the opening sequence featured a brief shot of baby Pebbles playing with her Building Boulders set.

  Like the Building Boulders, there are many toys that baby boomers may remember primarily from their incessant television commercials rather than from actually owning the toys. One example might be the gumball-machine banks that came in the shapes of various cartoon characters’ craniums; the commercials made catchphrases of sorts out of “Penny for a gumball, Mickey!” and “Thanks for the gumball!” Besides Mickey Mouse, Popeye, Bozo the Clown, Scooby Doo, the Pink Panther, and others, the banks also came as plain plastic spheres, exciting no one’s imagination.

  
    
    [image: image]

    Mattel’s interlocking Tog’l blocks tried to give Lego some competition but came crashing down like a quickly constructed figure. While it lasted, though, Tog’l even issued sets with motors so kids could build their own amusement park rides. The toy had been discontinued before I got old enough to have one of those advanced sets.

  

  Unlike some other manufacturers, the Marx toy company made its commercials into a sort of unified whole, thanks to their employing the same narration style and, in most cases, the same narrator, Claude Kirchner, formerly best known as the ringmaster of the Super Circus series in the 1950s. After that show had folded its tent and moved on down the road, Kirchner became a local kids’ show personality in New York City, but his Marx commercials were a mainstay of network television for many more years. Whether it was the remote-controlled green ghoul called the Great Garloo, the ball-spitting dragon King Zor, the Electro-Shot Shooting Gallery, Rock’Em Sock’Em Robots, or any of their toy shelf companions, each commercial of the 1960s would somehow include Kirchner barking the name of the item, followed by the two words “BY MARX!” as loudly as possible.

  Marx continued using this style into the early 1970s. Late baby boomers may well remember the constant Saturday morning commercials for the Big Wheel (“BY MARX!”), that all-plastic ride that was no more than a glorified tricycle. Its commercials generally began running about the time the new cartoon series premiered each fall, stretching all the way to Christmas. The spots seemed produced specifically for airing during that period, as they showed kids in coats and sweaters, gleefully spinning their Big Wheels’ big wheels among colorful fallen leaves.
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