
TINY TOYS 
TAKE OVER TOLEDO 
And the rest of the country, too, as a mania for models 

and a desire for die-casts drive up prices and enthusiasm 

I
t's 8:15 Sunday morning, 
March 12, and Dean Ohl
man has been in line for 

an hour. He 's driven from In
dependence, Mo., and still has 
another quarter hour in the 
chilly morning air until the 
doors open at the Toledo Col
lectors ' Toy Fair. 

For Ohlman, and thousands 
of others making this pilgrim
age to Toledo , this is " The 
Big One, " the best show in the 
East-maybe the best in the 
country-for model car buffs . 
Row after row of the tables are 
covered with plastic and die
cast cars and trucks. For model 
car collectors, this is paradise. 
Their eyes are wide and filled 
with scale dreams. 

And prices? Hey, this isn't 
K mart . Old 1I25th scale AMT 
Corvette kits from the '60s , 
still virgin, untouched by glue or paint, draw 
$65. A promotional Ford Mustang model, a 
buck when the pony car was launched in 
April 1964, brings $90. Hard-to-find , im
ported, highly detailed 1I43rd scale die-cast 
cars, too expensive for most hobby shops to 
stock, tempt lookers for $95. 

But that's the small change. The one 
model car collectors are talking about is the 
mint condition, 1I25th scale Corvette pro
motional model, authorized by Chevy long 
ago for the 1967 model year, which now 
fetches $1,000. A handful of other models 
and toys carry higher asking prices . 

Also on the tables are a scattering of toys 
from the 1920s and 1930s , each made of 
heavy cast iron. There's "Japanese tin," 
those cheap-looking 1950s Fords , Buicks 
and other makes that command prices over 
$200. Even Tonka trucks, popular kid toys 
of the 1950s and early 1960s, now are 
priced for adults only. 

For Ohlman, the lure is Hot Wheels
those small, 1/87th scale (more or less) 
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By John Matras 

The Toledo Toy Fair 
(above) is one of the 

country's largest, 
and is known 

particularly for its 
promotional models 

(right), premiums 
given away by auto 

dealers that have 
become collectibles 

metal cars and trucks. He and a friend 
have over 2000, almost one of every model 
ever produced. But why make the 1400-
mile round-trip? To look for more cars, to 
look for cars in better condition than the 
ones he has, and, especially, to look for 
cars still in blister packs , the Hot Wheels 
collector's equivalent of an uncirculated 
coin. Like the one he pulls proudly from his 
coat pocket, a metalflake purple Ferrari, one 
of the original 16 made by MatteI in 1968. 

Inside the Lucas County (Ohio) Recre
ation center, next to Red Skelton Stadium, 

home of the world-famous Toledo Mud 
Hens baseball team, the madness has al
ready begun . Five hundred eight-foot tables 
- the area of two basketball courts-are 
filled, mostly with model cars and trucks. 

And buyers? The parking lots are filled 
with license plates from Florida, Georgia, 
New York, Canada, and even states beyond 
the Mississippi River. 

The hard-core collectors were already in
side, the vendors and the holders of $35 
"floor rights " passes . The vendors had 
begun setting up the day before , and the 
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floor-rights fanatics had been right there, 
watching over the vendors' shoulders as 
they pulled their wares from boxes. 

Of course, there's not much difference 
between the buyers and the sellers, the latter 
usually having started as collectors, moved 
into selling as a way of financing an increas
ingly expensive hobby, and then embraced 
selling as a hobby in itself. 

At least that's what Gary Coffey says of 
his three tables of Matchbox and Hot 
Wheels cars, but the tone of his voice 
tells you it's something more of an addic
tion than a hobby, a part-time job that con
sumes 18 to 20 hours per week. 

Coffey, of Racine, Wis., explains, "You 
pick up extras and you sell them to buy new 
ones. Hook up with a wholesaler, and that's 
how you get hooked. ' , 

Mary Coffey, working the table with her 
husband, answers the question of how many 
cars are in their personal collection: "About 
five thousand. We had my Girl Scout troop 
try to count them once, and I think they got 
lost after about three or four thousand. " 

Die-cast prices, say for Ferrari models, 
especially limited editions-no more than 
500 produced-by Dinky, Corgi and 
Matchbox, can go as high as $300 or $400. 
The majority of the "hard to get" items, 
though, are in the $35 to $50 range. 

Rick Kranz, a Canton, Mich., resident 
and a copy editor for A W' s sister publica
tion, Automotive News, shuns die-cast for 
plastic, primarily promotional model cars. 
A promotional model is an assembled 1125 
scale replica that has been commissioned by 
aU. S. automaker. The model is then sold 
by Chevy, Ford and Buick dealers as pro
motional merchandise. 

The models are accurately detailed and 
generally increase in value because only a 
limited number are produced. A 1976 Cor
vette, originally offered for about $8, today is 
worth $100. A 1967 Firebird draws about 
$125; a 1969 Corvette, about $230. The pop
ularity of the real car generally affects the 
value of the promotional model car. Chevys 
and Pontiacs generally appreciate higher and 
faster than Ford and Chrysler products. 

Traditionally the models have been give
aways, a premium for taking a test drive, 
though now collectors pay around $15 for a 
1989 Corvette, Beretta, Camaro, Silverado 
pickup, Regal, Reatta or Taurus SHOo 

Nowhere as detailed but certainly no less 
expensive are the prewar cast-iron cars. 
Made as toys , these rugged survivors can 
cost from around $100 to about $385 to 
$500 for particularly rare items, according 
to Lou Kroack, who, with his wife, owns 
the Toy Box in Transfer, Pa . . 

Another vendor had a cast-iron car and 
trailer for $950, and a 16-inch-Iong fire 
truck for $1 , 150. 

Kroack also deals in steel toys from the 
1950s and some die-cast miniatures, but 
cast-iron cars and trucks- the toys of his 
childhood-are his favorites . You'll look in 
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Many die-cast toys (below) are in the 
$35-$50 range, but limited editions can go 

as high as $400; another niche is the toy 
aftermarket-spare parts are in the bins 

under the counter (right) 

WE 
BUY 
TOYS 

vain for the most part for hard rubber 
toys, says Kroack, because they deteriorated 
very fast. Another of Kroack's interests 
is Smith-Miller Trucks, but at $400 and up, 
he feels priced out of the market. 

There is a whole subspecies of collector 
that won't touch anything but trucks. 
Dennis Lowry, who co-publishes The 
American Toy Trucker with his wife , 
Marge, in Des Moines, Iowa, says that farm 
toys and cast-iron toys have been sepa
rate categories for some time. The fact of 
the matter is, toys are so expensive that 
people have had to specialize. 

Marge Lowry adds that even toy truck 
collecting has segmented into collectors of 
various scales or makes. And some people, 
she notes, "wouldn't touch anything that's 
been restored. " 

It's O.K. , of course, to put some work 
into plastic kits , especially for anyone be
yond the globs-of-glue skill level. The 
Buckeye Scale Auto Club (and friends) ran 
the Toledo Classic Model Car contest as 
an adjunct to the toy fair, and it's amazing 
what someone with talent can do. Not only 
were there slick and perfect box stock ren
ditions, but whole dioramas as well . Have 

Prices rise, but risks remain low 
'Buyer beware' is not yet watchword of toy world 

When anyone asks for your money you 
have to be careful, and the world of 

toys and models is no different. For the 
most part, however, die-cast collectors 
needn't worry. It's too hard to fake one to 
make it worthwhile. 

Promotional model buyers likewise 
shouldn't be overly concerned. Costs to 
make a phony injection-molded model are 
too high, says Rick Kranz. However, 
lohan, a Detroit-based company that pro
duced original promos in the 1950s, 1960s 
and 1970s, never destroyed its dies, and 
has been gradually reissuing some of the 
older promotionals. 

"Keen eyes can tell the difference. The 
reissues use a higher-quality plastic that 
won't warp and plastic pins to hold the 

chassis to the body," said Kranz. The 
originals used metal screws. Collectors are 
happy to ,buy the lohan reissues because 
they run $15-$20, a fraction of the cost of 
the original promos, he said. 

Lou Kroack, who owns the Toy Box in 
Transfer, Pa., pointed out that anyone 
looking at cast iron should carry a magnet 
to determine whether a piece has been res
tored or is a reproduction made from 
non-magnetic Koroloy. Imitations from 
Taiwan, Kroack notes, are cast iron, but 
feel very rough compared with the smooth 
finish of genuine old American cast iron. 

Collectors' guides, available at the 
shows for just about every specialty, are a 
help to any collector in identification and 
in organizing a collection. _ 
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you ever seen a 1I25th scale speedway 
wreck? Modelers even style realistic mud 
and dents on dirt track racers, and etch road 
grime and windshield wiper streaks on a 
highway salt truck. 

One vendor caters to "kit bashers" by 
selling parts. Steve Shults from Pekin, Ill., 
a former modeler, sells complete kits at 
wholesale prices, but also breaks the kits 
into various body, engine and bumper com
ponents that can be bought separately. He 
calls it "a junkyard without the grease." 

Another former modeler turned vendor is 
David Theobald of Hamilton, Ohio. Theo
bald runs Midwest 43rd, specializing in kits 
and "built-ups" in 1I43rd scale. Made from 
a two-part epoxy resin, the kits come in a 
wide variety, "from 1930s Bugattis to cars 
that were running at Daytona this year." 
The two biggest lines are Provence Mi
lage and Starter, both from France, which 
have only been available in any number in 
the U. S. for the last three or four years. 

"Rather than huge expenses going into 
tooling for injection-molding, they're using 
a rubber mold that they can flex (to remove 
the model)," explains Theobald. "The dis
advantage is that the mold only lasts for 500 
to 1000 units. The advantage is that these 
companies, instead of bringing out 20 kits 
per year, bring out 25 kits per month." 

Assembled kits with silk screen lettering 
(instead of decals) sell for over $100. 

Some " toys" defy categorization. A 
magnificent 16-inch-Iong Alfa P2 racer 
probably made some Vanderbilt child very 
happy. But at $5,500 you can be sure that 
no child-at least one under voting age
will ever play with it again. 

At 8:30 the doors open, and early-arriver 
Dean Uhlman and. the others who have 
stood in a line that stretched halfway around 
the building pay the $3 admission. The 
aisles are soon full of model hunters. 

"These are 'car people,' " says Rick 
Kranz. "If they won the lotto, they'd be 
buying 20 real cars instead of the models." 

Rich Finney, from Pittsburgh, Pa., agrees. 
Looking for "mostly tin toys," Finney says, 
"I've always been around cars, and it's just 
sort of natural ." Though his primary interest 
is foreign sports cars, he's been admiring a 
tin Cadillac from the 1950s. 

"That would be the first American (car 
model) I'd bought. It's an expensive toy
$2,000. It sold for $6 or $7 when it was 
new. I've bought a lot of things for two or 
three hundred dollars and there's $1.98 
stamped on the box. That's embarrassing." 

But not enough to make him stop. But as 
with many other collectors, display space at 
home is a problem. 

"The wife will only let me have two 
rooms of the house," says one collector. 

"Three," she interrupts, standing next to 
him. "You have three." 

He agrees, and adds, "I put a car on the 
dining room table the other day, and she says, 
'You're pushing it. Get it off there.' " • 
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Let's make it 
"Your 

. . . with Tokico 
high performance 
gas shocks!! 

Send $4.00 today for latest 
T okico catalog of shocks, 
anti-sway bars and springs. 

Simple bolt-on 
installation that adjusts 

to ride "your way" for better 
handling, increased pleasure, 

performance, driveability. 

TOKICO produces a complete line of 
performance shocks for automobiles 
along with a full line of suspension 
components. Tokico, one of the world's 
largest shock producers, produces the 
finest line of gas shocks available for 
todays highly sophisticated automobiles. 
Gas shocks designed to be easily 
adjusted either externally or electronically 
from inside the cockpit. With over 50 

I years of experience and technical 
know-how the Tokico line of shocks are 
even better than what their undisputed 
reputation calls for . . . the best for ride 
control, driveability, longer tire life. 

~~ TOKIC .... ~ 
~ GAS 

Ii:\. 3555 W. Lomita Blvd., Suite E 
~ Torrance, CA. 90505-5016 (213) 534-4934 

Superb at any speed. 

Drive into AutoWeek the 
newsweekly of motoring, today! 
We '/I bring you 01/ the news of the 
automotive scene. Every week. A full 

year. Cars. Motorsports. Personalities. 
Products. Newsmakers. IVI for just $23, 
the basic rate. 

AutoWeek brings you the 
inside stories first. Months before the 
monthlies even go to press. IVI for just 
44C an issue. You'll save $1.51 every 
week on the single copy price! If you 
really care about cars, motoring and 
motorsports, drive into Autoweek 
today. CaI/1-800-331-1750 
Operator 117, Dept. H. 

AutoWeek 
Circulation Department, 965 E. Jefferson, Detroit, MI 48201 
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