Ametica’s playthings has become 3
colloquy among puants, a maverick
with an 1dea still has a chance. Mot
a pood chance, per-
haps, but enough to
keep the dream aliee,
N2y
netimes it
can be easy,
though Gun-
ther Tlegen
didn't think =0 when
he first tried marketing
Scattergories, a game
currently holding the top-
zelling pame spot oo
oy & Hobly Worlds
monthly hit parade, For
Degen the game was an old
iea, one he'd played in
rermany before mmigrating
to Canada in 1954, Origrnally
a tailor, Degen was too busy
CATVHIE 0t 3 career in business
—and payving for hiz wife and
brothers 1o come to Canada—
to take time to refine the child-
hood game he called “Country,
City, Hiver." But the possibility
of creating a reasonably good
selber Do boes i Tuis e
In 1985, after moving to the
United States and becoming presi-
dent of a multmational azbrasives
company m Virgima, Degen revived
hiz youthful ides and decided to make
a raid on the toy bosiness. During the
winter of 1984 and "85 he spent
evenings i his garage in Virginia
Beach perfecting Scatterpories. Sat-

ished that he had an en-
tertaining game, he began
contacting toy companies
in the spring of 1955, He
soon learned they are ex-
tremely reluctant to deal
with indradual iInventors.

“My imitial contacts
were by phone,” says De-
gen, “‘conversations last-
ing five minutes and all
ending in some version of
Mo thank yoo’ " HEe-
buffed again and agan,
Degen  eventually rele-
gated the game to a
shelf in the back of his parage. Then,
in the classic Amencan tradition, the
big break came, Hearmg from a foend
about a newly formed company con-
docting evahuations of inventions at
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Scott Stillinger (left) got the brainstorm

for Koosh Balls four years ago wihile

trying to tesch his chibdren how to catch.

Mow, Stillinger, his brother-in-kaw/

partner Mark Button, and Koosh Balls

ara riding a tidal wave of success,

Fhomon couriesy of Ckddrn Products lnz. S0

no cost to the inventor
(loated m Chesapeake,
Virginia, it was 10 miles
from his home), he sub-
matted his game in Februy-
ary 1988, amd it was
accepted for testing. Af-
ter two months of rigor-
ous analysis, testing, and
video filming of the
game being played, a
package was presented
to Milton Bradley, a divi-
zion of Hashro, in May.
In what haz to be a re-
cord, the game giant took
just six days to decide Scattergories
WS 3 WIIIET.

The rest, so the saying poes, is
story, Milton Bradley made some
changes n roles and design, issued

Dioembser 19600

Degen and Cactus Marketing Serv-
ices a contract for the heense to
manufacture, and introduced Scatter-
gories at New York's American Inter-
national Toy Fair in February 1989.
By June, the game had hit the
best-seller list, And although Milton
Bradley, Degen, and Tom Ryan,
division director of Cactus Marketing,
decline to discuss specifics, the whoke-
zale royalty on the game, which sells
at retail for an average of 523, is over
the 5 percent industry average—split
70-30 between Degen and Cactus—
and has already sold *in the millions.
This year Scattergores is invading
Europe: Degen, in fact, just returned
from Brussels, where he booght a
French-language version of the game
in @ toy store. A quiet and unassummg
man. Degen admits he's overwhelmed
by the game's success. "“The mOney's
mice"" he says, “but Pm still thrilled
o see something I made 1n t‘pe stores
and people buyng and emoving ik,
That feeling is worth all the work
rud effort I pat mto it.”
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ing Scattergories was a
hoblty; for Joseph Rod-
rigeez, Charles  Mae-
Kenzie, and Michael Poor, in-
ventors of Flimflam and foun-
ders of Global Games in San
Antonio, Texas, entry mto the
glamorgus  world  of hoard
games involved sustained ac-
quaintance with disappont-
ment and poverty. In the sum-
mer of 1987, in pursuit
of long-held dreams of
forfning A @aMes C0me
paoy, the three young
men—all under 35—
wallkked gway from careers
in hanking and retail-
ing, pooled their money,
and spent the next twa
years plaving with e,
writing rules, and learn-
ing about marketing in an
industry known for keep-
mg closed ranks. ;
“It's not as €asy as 1l
seems,” says Poor. “To

They discoversd that a traditional
French game they'd pinned their
hopes on had already been Copy-
righted; they made appointments
with toy buyers ooly to discover the
buying season was OWEL For four
months they worked, slept, a.nd ate
in a tiny two-room office in San
Antonis—and all the while, therr
savings melted away.

Although they had expected to
make sacrifices for their dream,
friends, houses, and automobiles fell
by the wayside in the threesome’s

attempt bo stay topether.
“But we refused

to give up,” recalls Rodrigues., "P{Ifnu
ple called us crazy for following pipe
dreams, but we never lost faith
and never stopped supporting one
another.”

Desigmmng and redesigning gaAmes,
they haunted the halls of sales reps,
test-played games m schools and
shopping malls, attended every 0¥
fair they'd ever heard of. Finally, at
New York's American International
Toy Fair in February 19885, they
landed a sufficient chunk of mvest-
ment. capital from an industry profes-
siomal—who they say insists on and-
nymity—to go into production  of
Flimflam, the first of four games

or Gunther Degen, develog-

Ll T o
: ..|.
..I = - -

-

In order to get investment capital for

they've developed.

“Flimflam hit the slores
in June,” Poor says, “and
the reacton las been -
mously encouraging. Eve-
ryone who's played it
including industry profes-
syopals and store owners,
has told os we have a
winner on our hands, HH-
ter yet, indications are 1t's
selling well™
A game combining bizarre and

just make a game and stick it om the
shelf for sale is what most peoph
assnme vou do. We had no idea of
what we were getting mto.”

their board game Flimiflam, inventors
{from left) Michael Poor, Joseph .
Rodriguez, and Charles MackKenzie
haunted the halls of sales reps, and

obscure facts (Marion, Ohio, forbids
cream puffs within the cty hemits;
Karl Mars wrote for The New York
Tribung) with players’ ability to alter

At first the three men fAoundered:

1A Magazing

When Gunther Degen’s childhond
game—what he had years ago called
“Country, City, River " —was finally
refined and presented to Milton
Eradley Company as the board game
Scattergories, the game giant took
just six days to decide it was 2 winner,

them mto buffz, Flimflam 1= theirs
from copyright to manufacture, as is
Double Cross, a domino-like game
issued in September,

As Global Game's inventors and
marketers, Bodripuez, MacKensie
and Poor never once considered
approaching hig companies with Bi-
censing  rights, even m desperate
times. “Forming a company and
zelling garmes for 20 years is what
we wanted from the start, and we
jumped in with both feet,” says
Poor, “And while it's been incredibly
tough, you can't imagine how satisfy-
g 1t was to see the first Fimflam
come off the assembly line, Tt sud-
denly made all the difficult times
worthwhile.™

o ol
f the big splash makes it worth-
while, then Scott Stillinger, in-
ventor of the Koosh Ball, is riding
a tidal wave. The Koosh iz a
brightly colored, wroggly ball made

U'SAir Magazine

attended every toy fair possible

Suricn con bl ol Dlobal Saraes SS90
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of hundreds of thin rubber tendrilks

cmanating from a soff core. A com-
puter-design engineer for a California
firm, Stillinger got the brainstorm for
it four years ago while trying to teach
hiz children, apes 5 and 8, how to
catch. What he came up with is a
soft, bounceless toy that goes “koosh™
on contact. But what's an idea unless
it"s shared?

Az 1t turmed out, Stillinger’s brother-
in-law, Mark Button, a marketing
manager for Mattel before joining an
mvestment firm in Los Angeles, had
nursed a yen to form his own bosiness
from college days. So onm April 3,
1987, both men quit their jobs to form
Oddz0n Products.

Although they laugh aboat it now,
things got rugged for a while: “T
ended up selling everything, including
my car,” Button says. “1 figured T
lived close enoogh to work to do
without a car, and besides, Scott and
I both knew everything we were
pving up could be reacquoired if
Odd=Dn succeeded. We just calou-
lated the risk and took it."

The first halls were made at home,
then m a bamn that Stillinger remem-
bers “was strung with rubber from
loft to floor.” At one pomt the two
rented office space, spent a day

December 15950

getting it m shape, then looked at
each other and asked “MNow what?™
For nine months they worked alone,
then hired one employes.

But gradually Button's marketing
experience paid off. By October of
18E7, after testing the balls with 270
schoolchildren and a number of par-
ents, they began shipping the Eoosh
to California retail stores. It quickly
became a leadng zeller, and recrders
poured in. By Jamnary, distribution
had hit 400 Caldfornia toy stores and
gift shops, and unsolicited orders
mnundated OddzOn from around the
country—all without a single dollar
spent on consumer advertismg. That
month Stillinger and Button douhled
their manufacturing capacity, then
tripled it a month later, By December
1987, the company had established a
manufacturing plant m Northern Caki-
fornia’s Silicon Valley and had grown
to myore than 75 people. That same
month distributon hat 20,000 stores,
and Toy & Hobby World magazine
called Koosh Balls “one of the great
success stories mothe history of the
induztry.”

OddzOn had done the impossible:
It beat the odds, In an industry where
hundreds of new products clamor for
attention each season, Stillmger and
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Batton had won the Iottery: they'd
created a fad of the first order, a toy
as popular as the yo-vo or the Slinky.
Since then, they've produced Koosh
Eins, which are Koosh Ballz with
Iovable faces; as well as Woosh, a
flying ring that bounces like a ball.
And they are currently nepobiating
with several animation companies for
a poszible Koosh Kin cartoon for
television,

“Mow we're a toy company in our
own right,” Bulton says, “and mven-
tors bring ideas o uws, That's how
we developed Woash, And with Koosh
a5 our cornerstone, we're developing
other products and expect fo be m the
buziness for a long time."™

Like others, Stilinger and Button
won't talk specifics, but =ay the
Koosh has sold “mullons and mil-
bons.” Stillinger adds, ““We weren't
surprised by its longevity., We have
been EIJ.'!.'_pl'i.:EEd by the extent of its
success,”

G0

ven more off-the-wall than
the spongy Koosh Ball iz
Howard Jay Fleischer's Boly-
¥ gonen. A =simple 3-inch cube
consisting of 12 hallow metal tubes
strung together by elastic cord that
allows it to be manipulated into
dogens of geometric shapes, Poly-
gonzo is touted by Fleizcher az
“sculpture, pozzle, loy, stress re-
leazer, educational tool™
As entrepreneurs with world-
beating #deas are wont to do, Fleisch-
er left a sofid job, in his case selling
msurance in the fmily firm, to pursse
his muse—the marketing of an origi-
nal toy. The idea, he says, dates to
his stndent days in Pariz in 1980,
when he sting straws topether while
sittmg in a cafe: T thought then that
I had a great idea, but it took five
years selling msurance before [ hroke
loose and followed the insight "
Going gonzo took more time than
he had guessed. For two wears
Fleischer researched his idea, dog-
ging the offices of manufacturers,
rubber supphers, and toy dealers
leoking for materials and formudas to
make his dream real. “Those werse
lean years,” he recalls, “but like
anyone with a great idea, like Edison
or Bell, I hung on agzinst all odds.”
His break came while sitting in the
American Hotel on Long Island show-
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ing Polygonzo prototypes to a friend.
“We were having lomch,” Fleischer
says, “and thiz guy walks op and =ays,
“What are those things=" That
“guy” turned out to be Joe Gromek,
vice president of Saks Fifth Avenue,
and shortly after that Flescher found
himself introducng Polygonzo at Saks
on Father's Day 1989, It did well,
and from there he began seling
hiz flexible cubes to museum Stores,
gift shops, and New Age-type out-
lets across the country, as well as
to stores in Japan located for him
by a friend.

From the tov's meeption, Fleischer

dent of research and development at
Miltom Bradley, making it as a rogue
mventor 15 rare in an industry where
toy or game investments ¢an run to
millions of dollars and years of re-
search, “The odds agamst an cutsider
making a hit with a toy or game idea
are extraordinanly high"” sayvs Mey-
ers. It just shouldn't happen. Ex-
cept,” Meyers admits with a grning
“that it does.”" As examples, Meyers
points to Trivial Pursnit, Pictionary,
Monopoly, Teenage Mutant MNinga
Turtles—all developed outside the
established industry and every one a
megahit,

Why? 1 wish I knew,” says Mey-
ers, "We all want to make a classic,
bat it’s just not that easy. At Milton
Bradley we're always locking for
that unique niche. We even look
for the wrinkles between the niches,
But a game doesn't abways work
smmply because it looks like it
should. One thing's for sure: If people
knew the odds against even a good
dea  succesding, they'd just give
up at the start.” |l

Richord Matthews t5 a free-lance
wrifer twho faes in Charlemont, Mas-
sachuselts

decided to keep a tipht hold on
the prodoct, which until this past
sommer meant he and a few employ-
ees assembled each ome by hand.
Flescher has also kept a grip on the
publicity, so that when yoo call the
number of Polyponzo Unlimited Lid,
in SoHo, Mew York, Flesdher an-
swers the phome.

More recently Flescher licensed
the manufacture of a plastic version |
povcesd at $1.99 (his textured alomi-
i and copper cubes sell for $9.95
to $19.95) to Masta International, a |
Tyen company. He says he's also
considering  bronze, sterling silver,
and 18-carat gold Polvgonzos in dif-
ferent smes as pewelry and high-end
gift items.

Although Fleischer’s sales ap-
propched 50000 wnits this fall, he
thinks 1991 will be Polyponzo’s oo
yvear, The plastic version is just now
entering the market, and in February
Polyponzo will make its formal debuat
at the almost mandatory American
Intemnational Toy Fair in Mew York.

“At times during the development
stage, | resorted even to using cash
advances on credit cards to pay my
balls," Fletscher savs, “but now T feel
poised for a big success. There just
aren't many toys that push children
to use their imaginations. As this has
filtered mto the national market,
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feedback suggests it will do well as S s
toy, gift, or classroom tool. I'm i R e ik s e Bumcss Procs
completely convineced it will succeed EETVEC Y ML XTI ¥ Sew— SAR

far better than [ ever dreamed of, and
over the years I've dreamed a lot.™"
S0 how mach of such succezses is
attributable to the dream, how much
to persistence, and how much to just
bemg m the right place with the right
product at the npht time? Accordimg
to Michael Mevers, senior vice presi-
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