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Ladies and Gentlemen,

"Miniature Cars: Toys of our Childhood, Toys of our Children".

What could be more challenging - or more pretentious - than to presume to explain in the space of a few minutes the communion of two such mythical and emotive subjects as cars and toys!

Unlike the eminent professors and doctors who have already spoken to you, and who will continue to do so today, I am woefully ill-equipped to explain this phenomenon in rational terms.

Instead, I have simply and humbly decided to illustrate the social phenomenon of the miniature car and the passion it has aroused throughout our century by recounting a particular case history. The history in question happens to be my own, dating from the time when, as a child, I was first entranced by these wonderful little roadsters, right up to the present day when, as a valuer, I am no less under their spell.

I happily spent my earlier years playing with the mysterious toys discovered in my parents’ attic at home. But they all seemed old-fashioned, part of a vanished world - all, that is, except the cars. At the time I was unaware that I was in fact growing up with the first generation of toy cars.

It is difficult to put an exact date to the first automobile. If one goes by the strict definition of the word, that is to say a four-wheeled vehicle powered by an engine, Joseph Cugnot is frequently accredited with the invention in 1770. But it is generally agreed that the first real manufacturers appeared in the 1880s: Serpollet, De Dion Bouton and Amédée Bollée. Toy manufacturers were quick to spot the potential of this momentous event and vied with each other in creating ingenious reproductions of these strange machines. This was the beginning of a phenomenon which has lasted up to our own days: the car (already a mythical object) was to give rise to a no less mythical toy. All the other boy’s toys of the period paled into significance and were relegated to a secondary rank.

The distinguishing mark of this first generation of toy cars was quite simply the fact that the car "moved": the toy must "live". It was an easy matter for parents of limited means to make a car for their son: a plank of wood and four wooden wheels were all that was needed to reproduce the shape of a car and, more important, to create its movement. The children of more well-to-do parents were given so called "drag" cars. They had no engine, were crudely anonymous in shape and mostly made of tin - but they moved!

I well remember my reaction when I saw my father’s and grandfather’s toy cars for the first time. I didn’t stare at them, as one is apt to do with a picture book, and I didn’t touch and stroke them as one might a teddy bear. No, I did what every child throughout the world would do: I rolled them along the floor.

Toy manufacturers were very quick on the uptake and were soon competing with each other to provide the best "moving" experience. In 1892, a German inventor named Seligmann patented a propulsion method making use of elastic, and in 1897 the French Rossignol company introduced a steam-powered car. By this time the toy car phenomenon was well and truly launched. Major toy manufacturers of the time such as Pinard, Rossignol, Carette, Bing and Jouet de Paris devoted much of their capacity to the production of toy cars which they equipped with increasingly sophisticated mechanical features.

In the early years of this century, therefore, toy cars began to move of their own accord, just like their real-life equivalent. The dream was becoming reality.

But reality can sometimes be cruel, as I was to find out when one day, among my father’s toys, I took a closer look at a strange wreck of a car which up to then had not caught my attention; after all, what was the point of a car which didn’t move? But I was quite wrong: the car moved all right and had been deliberately designed in its broken state by the manufacturer. It was in fact an auto catastrophe, to use the exact French advertising term of the time. My father showed me how the toy fell apart when moving and how the parts were scattered all over the floor.

I was struck dumb with amazement. Here was a car which not only moved, it also had accidents just like a real one! In other words, manufacturers incorporated realism and movement right down to absurd, logical conclusion - the accident. I have researched the matter and can safely say that as early as 1906 certain inventors such as Abraham Oppenheim and Blondinat patented toy cars which reproduced accidents. Such cars were probably echoing, at children’s level, the shock felt by their parents at the notorious racing car accidents of the period. We may perhaps recall the notorious Paris-Madrid road race of 1903 in which Marcel Renault was killed. Harking back to the title of this talk, I would almost be inclined to say: "Childhood toys, witnesses of our age".

It was not until the 1930s and 1940s that another major feature or requirement of a miniature car made its appearance: not only must the car move, it must also bear a resemblance to an existing make. The little boy was no longer satisfied with an anonymous object; his toy had to be a replica of the real thing and it had to be distinguished from his little chum’s toy. Hitherto, manufacturers had merely made basic changes to the bodywork to suggest a saloon car, a coupé, a limousine or an open tourer. Henceforth the child insisted on a Renault, a Ford, a Citroën or a Bugatti.

This was a time of spectacular expansion for the automobile industry. Major constructors and mass production appeared on the scene and adults became acutely conscious of the different makes of car. As though to mimic this trend, the toy market took off with a vengeance: here, too, major constructors and mass production emerged and children discovered different brands.

In Europe the market was dominated by such leading names as the Bing, Märklin and Guntherman companies in Germany and Jouet de Paris and Rossignol in France.

I shall always be grateful to my father for keeping these marvellous toys. At the time, they seemed so much more attractive and especially so much more mysterious than my own toys. Indeed, in considering the title of my talk: "Toys of Our Childhood, Toys of Our Children", I am tempted to add the phrase: "Toys of Our Childhood, Toys of Our Parents".

But all this was to be forgotten, swept away, sunk without trace by the events of the 1950s and 1960s. As a little boy, I was to witness an extraordinary upheaval in the world of the toy car - so extraordinary in fact that it was to change the toy universe as a whole. I am referring to the advent of the miniature car, built to a scale of 1:43.

One only has to pronounce the magic words "Dinky Toys" and the eyes of post-war schoolboys and present-day collectors will light up. For two generations of children, in the years between 1950 and 1980, these words had a truly magical power. And let it not be thought that, because I was a child at the time, then a collector and latterly a valuer, I am not an objective judge of the Dinky Toy phenomenon. One only has to remember that the name Dinky actually became a substitute for the miniature car, and there are very few makes in the world, irrespective of the sector, which can lay claim to such a feat (Hoover is one which springs to mind.

There are several reasons for the success of the 1:43 miniature car. First and foremost, it moved. This, we may recall, was the preliminary criterion mentioned at the beginning of my talk. A Dinky Toy, however, moved much better than its predecessors because it was heavier and rarely toppled over. At the same time it was little and easy to propel. It was fitted with rubber tyres and absorbed shocks with ease. I am quite incapable of telling you how many races I won or lost in the school playground, but if you asked me today which was my favourite car in duels with my friends, I would reply without a moment’s hesitation: the Talbot Lago. It didn’t have a bumper or a wing, but it did have thick tyres. Even today, when I come across this model in the course of a valuation, my mind goes back to those far-off days.

Secondly, with Dinky Toys the car was identifiable. This corresponds to the second criterion mentioned in my talk (a moment ago, you remember, I said that my father’s toy cars represented the makes of constructors). But the difference was that now the Dinky Toy actually represented Daddy’s car! The child was no longer confronted with something that vaguely resembled a Morris or Volkswagen in general, but with an exact replica of a Morris Minor or Volkswagen Beetle. The genius of Hornby (the founder of Dinky Toys) and the key to his success, was to have realised that children wanted the car which their father drove.

Thirdly, the cars were small. The 1:43 scale transformed the heavy sheet metal cars of the pre-war years into pocket-sized objects. Sheer heaven! My favourite cars could accompany me wherever I went. They travelled to school with me in my satchel, hidden well away from the prying eyes of teachers. Even at night they were never far away. Indeed, I am bound to confess that, along with many other children, I often slept with two or three Dinky Toys tucked under the pillow. Little girls slept with their dolls, and perhaps some little boys with their teddy bears, but most of us opted for little cars!

Fourthly, children could build up collections of the cars. Everything conspired to ensure success. The cars were cheap so there was nothing to stop parents buying them regularly, especially as they took up so little room. Finally, there was a huge choice of models. In short, they were the answer to a parent’s prayer - the perfect present for junior or a nephew! The only slight cloud on the horizon was the nagging worry that the child might say "I’ve got that one already"!

Fifthly, the cars had a singular and very appealing smell. Don’t laugh - you run the risk of upsetting a whole generation of 50-year-old little boys! Anyone of my generation will tell you that the miniature car had a highly characteristic and very persistent odour of paint. Even today, this sweet smell comes back to me when I value a toy preserved in its original box.

I have briefly stated five good and emotionally charged reasons for asserting that the miniature car was the true toy of our childhood. A few figures should be enough to convince anyone who doubts the full extent of this post-war infatuation: I personally have identified over 150 manufacturers who were active in the 1960s, at which time there were about 7000 models at the scale 1:43, and that’s not counting colour and mould variations.

Most of the industrialised countries had their own manufacturers, the most famous of whom were: Dinky and Corgi (England), Marklin and Schuco (Germany), Mercury and Politoys (Italy), ATC and Diapet (Japan), Tootsietoy and Manoil (USA). France was among the most prolific manufacturers with Norev, CIJ, JRD, France Jouet, Quiralu and Solido. And let us not forget the most prestigious of the French manufacturers: Dinky France, located at Bobigny in the Paris region. In the 1950s the Bobigny factory employed 800 persons and produced 7 millions items per year.

I have spoken at length of miniature cars as the toys of our childhood. But what about our own children’s toys?

Life was difficult for miniature cars in the 1970s and 1980s. Investors had grasped that childhood and children represented an enormous economic market waiting to be tapped. At the same time, the increased mastery of plastic materials and the by-now ubiquitous presence of electronics led to an astronomical increase in the supply of toys of every description in specialist outlets and in particular on the shelves of department stores and supermarkets. The leading makes of toy cars were unable to meet the challenge and to secure their position in this competitive jungle. Some, like Dinky, Quiralu and Mercury, disappeared from the scene, while others such as Marklin branched out into different kinds of toys.

Does this spell the end of the toy car? Not at all, for a mythical object never dies. Notwithstanding the flood of glittering electronic, fantastic and space toys, boys are still attracted by cars, just like their fathers.

We live in a world of mass consumption and the miniature car is now a commonplace product. New arrivals on the scene, like the English and French manufacturers Matchbox and Majorette, turn out hundreds of thousands of cars per day, fill acres in hyper and supermarkets and sell off their products for a few pence or francs each.

The secret of their success? They take the same ingredients as the old-time manufacturers - speed, size, fantasy - and spice them up as much as possible: faster, smaller, more fantastic products.

Faster: the car is increasingly synonymous with speed, so manufacturers have lavished particular care on such aspects as roll and motorisation. We live in an age characterised by "Speedwheels", with ultra-powerful friction engines capable of catapulting the car across a room or a playground.

Smaller: the scale is now 1:87 - twice as small as the old Dinky Toys. This means, of course, that our darling children can now fill their toy box and stuff their pockets with more toys than ever before!

More fantastic: here we come face to face with one of the main new features of the miniature car. In the past, children insisted on replicas of the cars they saw in the street, but for children of today’s generation, this is all ancient history and Daddy’s car no longer "turns them on". They are attracted by a world of dreams and fantasy.

The dreams are provided by luxury cars, in other words the sort of car that their father would never be able to possess: Rolls-Royces, sports cars, sleek Italian jobs such as and in particular Ferraris. Once again, the children’s world merges with that of their parents. Where grown-ups are concerned, the Ferrari myth and phenomenon is conveyed via the media (press, radio, TV), Grand Prix races, and auctions in which cars change hands at astronomical prices. Children are similarly attracted and Ferraris are now a familiar sight on supermarket shelves and at specialist toy shops such as Toys’ R Us and Joué Club.

Today’s child, then, wants a dream car but it also seeks the fantastic, the outlandish. My five-year-old son wanted a Batmobile or Popeye’s car; at the age of ten, he is interested in a moon buggy or an interstellar truck. The modern child lives in a world dominated by serials, films and comic strips.

Which brings us, Ladies and Gentlemen, to the eve of the year 2000. In this modest, unassuming summary of a century of toy cars, I have made use of the testimony of three generations of children as exemplified by the childhood of my father, myself and my son, all marked and enriched by the same toy.

In conclusion, I maintain that the title of my talk, "Miniature Cars: Toys of Our Childhood, Toys of Our Children", is amply vindicated, but I am tempted to add: "Future Toys of Our Grandchildren".

Thank you all for listening patiently to a father attempting to explain why he is still a little boy when confronted with this wonderful toys.
