
HOBBY ENTHUSIASTS UNITE! According to 
industry insiders, the hobby market has been 
thriving—a refreshing bit of news considering the 
recent goings-on at its toy-selling sister industry. 
As a result, retailers are stocking up on goods and 
manufacturers are keeping up with the demand, 
delivering modernized trains, planes and automo-
biles to attract both youth and adult hobbyists. In 
a market that serves two distinct customer pro-
files, companies must appeal to a younger crowd 
fascinated by the allure of remote-controlled, 
working vehicles and scaled models, as well as ...
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Kids’ Entertainment

School
Zone

Hobbies:
A Market 
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TIA Takes On 
Industry Critics 

WHEN THE TOY Industry Association decided 
to move the October Fall Toy Preview to Dallas 
after multiple attempts to find a new showroom 
building in New York failed, for many in the in-
dustry it felt like the ultimate abandonment by 
their trade group. They’d be in Dallas with reluc-
tance, they said then—but only because they had 
to follow the industry. There was no choice ...  
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upfront: for mature audiences

Robots On The Move!

It was Robby’s large metallic presence, gentle-
manly demeanor and limitless power that lured 
Fred Barton into the world of robots. He first saw 

Robby the Robot in the 1956 MGM film Forbidden 

Planet, and “other robots in cinema, before or after, 
never really measured up. But it opened the door for 
me to appreciate all robots of all designs,” says the 
robot collector-turned-designer. Barton’s fascination 
with androids isn’t atypical these days. In fact, robotic 

kits continue to appeal to adults with a 
childhood attachment to the hulking 

creatures—and to kids who just 
think robots are cool.

Traditional robot toys have come 
a long way since the tin models 
of yesteryear. Advancements in 
technology have turned these 
droids into walking, talking ma-
chines, giving adult collectors 
something that actually moves, 

and, even better, can be pro-
grammed. Barton’s life-size 
Robby the Robot is for die-
hard droid fans. Distributed 
by Thousand Oaks, Calif.-
based Sideshow Collect-
ibles at a retail price of al-
most $17,000, the robot rep-
lica stands 7 feet tall and  
weighs about 30 pounds. 
Each takes Barton eight to 
12 weeks to complete. 

Barton, who had the op-
portunity to work on the 
original Robby when he was 

commissioned to restore the movie robot, says, “Robby 
is by far the most popular robot. He outsells all other 
robots. He is the most imitated toy robot collectible in 
history. Since 1956, almost every toy robot had a barrel 
chest and hoop antennas and a dome head.” A more 
recent robot, the Cylon from the Sci-Fi Channel’s  up-
dated Battlestar Galactica TV series, is also a popular 
seller. And Star Wars’ R2-D2 and C-3PO, of course, fly 

out the door,” he says.
“Robotic toys represent 

the future. They remain pop-
ular year-in and year-out,” agrees 
Sandra Leo, Tomy’s senior marketing 
manager. Her company is getting into 
the market with a model of its own. 
At 7 inches tall, Tomy’s i-Sobot is cer-
tainly smaller than Robby, but fea-
tures bipedal walking—including 
backward, side-to-side and diag-
onal motion—along with tricks such 
as dancing, lying down and getting up 
again, and even a few karate moves. The robot has 
17 custom servo-motors, 19 integrated circuit chips, a 
built-in gyro-sensor, 2 LEDs, voice command recogni-
tion, a spoken vocabulary of more than 200 words and 
phrases, and a programmable infrared remote. At $350, 
the price tag is pretty steep; as such, it definitely tar-
gets the adult consumer, according to the Santa Ana, 
Calif.-based company. “The core adult audience is 
looking for advanced technology,” Leo adds. 

Consumers who leaf through the Sharper Image cat-
alog or browse the merchandise selections from re-
tailers like Hammacher-Schlemmer, Amazon.com, 

As ‘toy’ androids advance, their appeal grows
By Tina Benitez
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■ Tomy’s i-Sobot; (far right) Lego’s 
Mindstorms NXT.

■ Fred Barton’s Robby 
The Robot replica.

To page 26

TESTING
FOR TOY SAFETY

Fast Reliable Import Screening 
for Lead and Other Metals

Innov-X Systems offers a simple solution to the challenge of checking for toxic 
metal contamination of imported toys, jewelry, trinkets and other consumer items.

We have the expertise and cost-effective tools to help – together we can keep 
our families safe and our businesses healthy. Implement a quick, easy and effective 
testing program that your customers will understand.

On-the-spot screening for hazardous metals in toys, jewelry, trinkets, foods and 
other imported consumer goods. Test right through the packaging – no need to 
destroy your goods to get results.
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Fry’s, FatBrainToys.com or local hobby shops are 
bound to find Erector’s contribution to android play. 
Available this fall, the Spykee model kit lets users keep 
an eye on their house via a built-in video camera, mi-
crophone and WiFi connection, allowing it to be pro-
grammed and operated from anywhere in the world 
via a personal computer.

Jeff Roberts, vice president of specialty sales for the 
Plano, Texas-based toy and model maker, sees a big fu-
ture to the category. “We are just seeing the beginning 
of where this is heading. As technology continues to 
grow, you will see this category continue to expand at 
a rapid pace,” he says. “To think that a toy can give you 
the capabilities to communicate with people around 
the world, take pictures and video, and download your 
favorite music is amazing. Years ago, just building ro-
bots was fun. But then they added in motors that made 
movement … at the time, you thought that was incred-
ible. Today, there are so many new elements that can 
be brought to robotic toys. And when the product’s 
incorporated with the Internet, it really can become 
something special—the future of toys.”

Still ’storming
Lego’s Mindstorms was one of the most successful ro-
botic toy systems back at the turn of the millennium, 
and it continues to be a strong seller with robot fans. 
Launched in 1998, the current version of Mindstorms, 
NXT ($299), was released in 2006. According to Lego, 

its users are 60 per-
cent adults and 40 per-
cent kids ages 10 to 
14. Befitting its cre-
ation by a construc-
tion toy company, 
the  Mindstorms 
NXT is essentially a 
tool set that allows 
builders to make ro-
bots of their own design 
rather than manipulating a 
pre-assembled one. The NXT has 
a 32-bit microprocessor memory, 
four input and three output ports, 
a real-sound speaker and Bluetooth technology. Built-
in sensors offer precise measurements—including eyes 
that can gauge distance and movement and can even 
detect objects; ears that allow the bot to react to sound 
commands; fingers that react to touch; and light sen-
sors to detect colors and light intensities. NXT robots 
can be programmed within 30 minutes, Lego says.

For consumers with more to spend and a yen for a 
more traditional toy robot experience, ToyTent, a Kot-
tenai, Idaho-based online retailer of collectible tin ro-
bots from Europe, Japan and the U.S., distributes the 
Giant Attacking Martian robot, created by the Osaka 
Tin Toy Insitute in Japan. The 2-foot-tall, $3,200 tin an-
droid is battery-powered, remote-contollable and avail-
able in a limited edition of only 100 units.

MENTION HOPALONG CASSIDY or Davy Crockett to 
anyone under a certain age, and you’re bound to hear 
a quizzical “who?” in reply. But the nostalgic appeal 
of vintage robots from television and film is still there, 
even as the number of adults who grew up with the 
properties that retro robot toys are based on has dwin-
dled. Tin robots remain a hot commodity in the col-
lectible business, according to Joe Morabito, owner of 
Minneapolis-based Main Street Toys. Morabito should 
know. Since 1989, he has been offering collectors tin 
robots from Japan, China, Korea and the U.S. ranging 
in price from $25 to $225. 

Morabito says that tin-based, mechanical robots 
manufactured in Japan during the ’40s, ’50s and 
early ’60’s remain the most popular among collectors 
today. Those fans often seek out vintage robot toys by 
theme, while others are attracted to the lithography 
on the robots or their box art, which, with the excep-
tion of a few toys from Japan, are elements that have 
not often been recreated. 

“If you look at these robots, and the box art as 
well, they depicted everything from space battles to 
space sightseeing busses carrying children and their 
pets into space,” Morabito tells PLAYTHINGS. “Although 
today we have a few people who have traveled into 
space as tourists, space travel is still very far away from 
the grasp of the world’s population. Because of this, 
we are still left to dream what the future will be like. 
Robots are the perfect compliment to these dreams.
They continue to have broad appeal. In essence, 
robots are timeless.”  —TB

Tin Men 

■ Nikko America’s 
Erector Spykee.

IDEX PREMIERE: THE #1 VENUE TO 
SEE NEW PRODUCT LINES

FREE EVENTS FOR THE TRADE:

NEW WORKSHOPS FOR TRADE
BUYERS AND COLLECTORS 
INCLUDING:

FUN EVENTS & EVENING AFFAIRS, 
INCLUDING:

Call toll-free 866-996-9939 or 407-996-9939 for reservations and make sure 
to mention IDEX for special rates of $139 single or double occupancy

IDEX Premiere 2008

AND SO MANY MORE WORKSHOPS AND EVENTS!
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