Toy Guide – Jenny Jedeikin

Frank Meyer, the manager of A Child’s Delight in Corte Madera, has found a new way to regress during his day job. He goes joy riding on cars built for pee wees. It’s the middle of a Tuesday afternoon in the Town Center toy store and Meyer is talking about the hottest toys of the holiday season. “This Plasma Car is very hot,” he says. “Everyone wants one of these.” He’s pointing to a display of brightly-colored plastic-molded “ride on” cars from Plasmart. He explains how the car won the ‘Oppenheim Award for Best Toy,’ and all about how it uses a new technology. “There are no pedals, no engine, no motor, you just keep turning the wheel, and it’s propelled forward.” The Plasma car is made for ages 3 and up, but when he mentions it can safely hold up to 200 pounds, his fellow employees, two twenty-somethings who had been idly standing by until now, begin chanting in unison: “Frank! Frank! Frank! Ride It! Ride It! Ride It!,”  “Okay,” shrugs the middle-aged manager. Clearly, he’s done this before. His sinks his adult frame into the low-riding purple vehicle, which retails for $69.95, nods at his audience, and starts heading down the aisles of the shop, nearly toppling a Beanie Baby island in the process. 

If you’re in the market for Toys this holiday season, we’re here to save you some time. We went out to the coolest stores in Marin and found several helpful store-elves who were more than willing to give us the low-down on the latest greatest stuff to tuck under the tree. Herewith is our advice. 

Let’s start with dolls. According to all sources, Groovy girls, by Manhattan Toy Company, have retained their top position in popularity with the 6 and up females. And at $9.99 a doll, these cloth dolls are a true bargain. Meyer showed me how they even have a new cute one called “Lourdes,” named after Madonna’s real live eight-year-old-daughter and she’s got crazy “oilily” paisleys on her shirt. Plunk her down on the new “Pampered Princess” couch, or in front of a “Pampered Princess Vanity.” These new items go for $19.99 each, and are “more user friendly, than the “clunky retro looking furniture, from the old line,” says, “Michael Walraven,” from Solaria in Greenbrae’s Bon Air Shopping Center, who also stocks these in his shelves. 

For those searching for more down-to-earth dolls, there is a brand new line of girl collectibles, Walraven recommends, with cute companion dogs, called “Only Hearts Club. (6-10 year olds)” This sweet collection of female dolls seem more innocent than some of their pop-culturally-cognizant shelf mates. The dolls sell for $16.95 a piece and are very appealing as a group to collect. With a homey, yet realistic look, they conjure up the sweetness of a gentler era. 

Caroline Goff, the owner of Toy Chest, in San Rafael stocks multi-ethnic dolls in her store. She has sets of wooden dolls and dolls houses from a brand called “Ryan’s Room,” which she says is moving very well this season. Customers can buy Asian, African American or Caucasian families at  $19.99 a bunch to people their houses. “Why should we limit our toys to white families?” wonders Goff, who likes to sell back-to-basic toys without the glitz of the big corporations backing them.  

Perhaps the antithesis of such marketing is the hand-crafted “Mary Meyer Puppet Theater,” which is new this season in stores. This “big-ticket” gift, which Goff highly recommends, is a large-scale solidly-built wooden puppet theatre, in which children engage in imaginative play throughout their childhood, and it retails for $129.99. (It can also be found at Child’s Delight in Corte Madera and their sister store in Northgate.) 

For bonus little girlie-girl appeal on Christmas morning, Goff recommends the “Calico Critters” line, which is always a favorite for the 3-8 year old set of girls. The Calico Critters from International Playthings, are adorable tiny animal figures with names like Mother Mae Mulberry and Father Wade Babblebrook. New this year is the very charming “calico critter wedding set,” which features a chapel and twenty accessories for the special day. At $39.99, this line is a little pricey, but always an undeniable favorite. Don’t forget Bride and Groom critters, sold separately.

Small-sized figures are also big with boys this year. A Child’s Delight carries a new line of posable action figures called “World Stars” in three different guy-friendly arenas: Pirates, Explorers, and Hometown Heroes. These colorful men from Odyssey Toys retail at $6.99 each and can be accessorized with their own rugged playsets.  

Meyer also recommends a new well-designed magnetic dart board, called “Doink It, Darts,” which at $19.99, he says, “is a great value.” (ages 6-15) For an adventurous gift, try the “Fun Slide Carpet Skates,” ($18) carried by Solaria. These are like furniture gliders made to attach to the bottom of your feet, and will turn your carpeted family room into a skating rink.

For boys who like putting things together, Goff likes the creative Zoob line from InfiniToy. Zoobs are little plastic molded pieces that pop together, and can make all kinds of gizmos. Brand new for Zoob be this season are cool kits to make specific items, including a “Zoobdude,” ($12.99), and a “Zoob Car Designer kit.” ($19.99.)

Kids who love to build, might also enjoy the Magnetix brand from Rose Art. They have come out with the very popular “Magnaman,” for boys 6 and up. With names like “Flame,” “Gigantor” and “Brutus” these buildable magnetic warriors can be broken down into small pieces and put back together again. When the assembly is completed, the head of the warrior lights up. At $9.99 a pop these are very reasonable, but they are only available in the dreaded chain stores. Toy R Us and KB Toys stock the whole Magnetix line including larger magnet building sets, from which kids can construct whole skyscrapers and cities. These are priced between $29.99 and $59.99 at Toys R Us. (and are targeted to 8-100 years olds) (Although nobody who works in the store seems to know where these toys are located, they can be found in the craft section.)

While we were in the super-chain, we decided to find out from an employee what the low-down was on commercial toys this season. “Everyone’s waiting for the Xbox-360 to arrive,” says a shipping clerk named Fernando, who was receiving merchandise, as we spoke. Why is it so hot, we wonder. “It’s got realistic sports, war games, and it’s Microsoft, so you can surf online,” says the employee. This item will set you back $400. Fernando also says that the Roboraptor robot which retails for $99 is very popular; Roboraptor is an interactive remote control robot for ages 8 and up, which looks like a dinosaur/Godzilla creature and has 40 functions including one for mood control. There is also a hot new “Shell Shocker” from Tyco, a hulking ball that morphs into an all terrain vehicle by remote control and costs $69.

For girls, Fernando expects the Bratz line to move well. He points to a large tour bus outfitted for the new line of Bratz Rock Angelz dolls ($16.95 each) to party in. For $69, the vehicle is equipped with a real radio and smoothie machine. (we’re not sure if the smoothie machine works, in fact we hope for the sake of civilization that it doesn’t.) But enough; these elves are making us dizzy.

If you’re in the market for board games, think Cranium. Everywhere we went we were referred to this creative line of board games as big sellers. Heavily stocked at Toys R Us as well as at A Child’s Delight and Solaria, these spin-offs of the original game Cranium, all are supposed to be solid fun for group play.  The original wacky activity game was for 13 years and up, but now there is a new family version of Cranium, called “Family Fun” which 8 year olds can enjoy alongside grown-ups. The game is simplified slightly for a younger crowd, but is still engaging for big people. ($19.99) For cranium games that appeal to a smaller set, there’s Cranium Balloon Lagoon, ($16.99) where kids five and up race to unscramble pictures, fish for letters and flipping frogs into a pond. 

Shop at Toy R Us for board games if you want to save a couple dollars, but you’ll miss out on some of the best offerings like, “The Lady Bug Game,” by ZobMondo toys ($11.95). Recommended at A Child’s Delight, and Toy Chest, The Lady Bug game was invented by Bay-area local ten-year-old Kylie Copenhagen as part of a first grade science project. “You start out as a dirt pile,” says the fifth grader from her home in Pleasanton, after she’s asked to describe her “Parent-Award winning” creation. “Then you need to get past the praying mantis and collect aphids along the way. After you collect ten aphids to give to the ants, you race home.” Kylie wants to be a teacher when she grows up. Not a toy maker. She’s hoping people buy her new game so that she can go to a good college and teach other people about insects and bugs. Who’s the target audience? We inquire? Kylie’s pretty specific. “Um,” she says taking a serious pause, “You need to be at least 3 and a half.”

