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Ihe Flack family of Weston have built a family business, Bridge Street Toys, by re-launching the Girder and Panel building sets popular in the
1950s and ’60s. From left are Paul Jr., Carol, Paul Sr. and Ruth.
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“For me, it’s a time machine
down memory lane. It’s about
making a toy I enjoyed as a kid

available not just to my kids but
everyone else who has the same

inclination I did to build.”
PAUL FLACK SR.

SMALL BUSINESS
Work in Progress:

CONSTRUCTING

A FAMILY BUSINESS

Weston company re-launches
Girder and Panel building sets

By Bob Tremblay
DAILY NEWS STAFF

When the Flack family gathers at the din-
ner table, the conversation can just as easily
center around price margins as sports
schedules.

“That’s where we hold our board meet-
ings,” says Ruth Flack, the 12-year-old vice
president of marketing for Bridge Street
Toys, a Weston company that has re-
launched the Girder and Panel building sets
popular in the late 1950s and 1960s. Her 9-
year-old brother, Paul, serves as the compa-
ny’s vice president of product development.
Their parents, Carol and Paul Sr., both engi-
neers, are the co-presidents.

The family actually decided to start their
home-based company at the dinner table.
The year was 2003 and the catalyst was a
gift with Paul Sr. contemplating what to buy
his son for Christmas.

“He said it would be awesome to get him
what he had as a kid, which was a Girder
and Panel set,” says Carol. The problem was
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BRIDGE STREET TOYS

Co-presidents: Paul and Carol Flack
Number of employees: 6

Industry: Toys

Company background: Based in
Weston, Bridge Street Toys
manufactures and sells Girder and
Panel toys. Its Web site is
www.BridgeStreetToys.com.

the toy was no longer in production so she
went on eBay and found one. The other
problem was Paul Sr. developed a serious
nostalgia craving. “He got all excited, his
eyes got big and he got animated when he
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talked about Girder and Panel,”
says Carol. "It was quite a sight
to see.”

As a result, Paul Sr. got the

~Girder and Panel set and Paul
Jr. got golf clubs. T waited 40
years for it,” Paul Sr. rational-
izes.

When the set was built and
put on the dining room table,
Paul Jr.’s friends, over at the
house for a birthday party, were
impressed. “One thing led to an-
other and we decided to start
the company,” says Carol.

Privately held, Bridge Street
Toys aims “to provide fun prod-
ucts that will inspire children to
pursue careers in engineering,
architecture and technology,”
according to the company's
Web site.

Says Paul, “I was inspired to
become an engineer by the
hours I spent playing with Gird-
er and Panel building sets as a
child. ... (They) are powerful
tools for teaching children the
basic principles of designing
structures, cantilevers and
bridges and fluid dynamics.”

The Flack children have since
incorporated what they've
learned playing with the toy into
science fair projects. Ruth built
skyscrapers to test wind pres-
sure while Paul Jr. built bridges
to learn about structural
strength.

The company also strives “to
operate a financially successful
business with unquestionable
ethics and values, be socially
and environmentally friendly,
create products that teach chil-
dren to love technology, pro-
mote technology education and
be positive role models within
our communities,” according to

the Web site.

“It is our vision that we will
use the financial success of the
businemmparttoprovidefund-
ing to deserving programs that

promote technology education,

particularly to middle and high
school-aged young adults.”

The company takes its name
from the street where the family
previously lived in Medfield.
Ruth came up with the idea.

As its name implies, the toy
utilizes girders and panels to
construct buildings, albeit at a
1/87th scale. These parts are
also made out of plastic while
the bases are made of wood.

Girder and Panel differs from
other construction building sets
in that it lets children experi-
ment with real engineering
principles, according to the
Flacks. “Children investigate
how to build strong buildings
and bridges, and how to make
water flow,” the site states.

“The sets include plastic
columns and beams which are
interlocked together to create
the basic outside frame (just like
real buildings are built using
iron beams and columns). Then,
thin plastic panels are added to
the outside of the frame, creat-
ing solid walls, windows and
doors on the frame. The build-
ing is completed with roofs, dec-
orative flags and signs. ... The
completed structure is made to
resemble real-life skyscrapers,
fire stations, bank buildings,
bridges, pumps and so on.”

Adds Paul Sr., “There's noth-
ing else like it. With Legos you
can't build something big with-
out a huge amount of parts and
a lot of time. With K'NEX, you
can build something big quickly
but it doesn't look like any-
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The Flack family pnts together a Girder and Panel set in their Weston home. From left are Paul Sr., Paul Jr., Ruth and Carol.



Appropriate for ages 6 and
up, the toy comes with a how-to

manual loaded with pictures.

Once the basics are learned, a 6-

year-old can put together ‘a .

 basic set in about 20 minutes,
awordillgtoPmJlSr .'
No glue is needed as the

pieces snap on and off.

Bridge Street Toys now offers.

four sets: the Fire Station
($24.95), Bank ($24.95), Tower
($39.95) and Plaza ($74.95).
The more pieces in a set, the
higher the price. The Fire Std-
than 100 pieces, the Tower
more than 250 and the Plaza
more than 500. Pieces come in
blue, red and black colors with
more hues on the horizon.
The company will have its
Bridge and Turnpike set avail-

able by Thanksgiving and its

Hydrodynamic set in March.
The latter comes with tanks,
valves and piping (plastic tub-
ing) to move water. “It's a
chemical engineer’s dream
come true,” says Carol.

The company also intends to
target girls in the 9-12 age

range “who are technically in--

clined and might grow up to be-
come engineers and architects
by designing toys for them,”
says Carol. Ruth adds that these
toys could range from a doll-
house to a mall, :
Motorized sets will be intro-
duced later, too.
‘Wewamedtostartaﬂ'm
the simpler sets,” says Paul Sr.

“You can’t try too much at

once.” :
Bridge Street has also re-engi-

neered the parts and replaced

styrene with high-density

'polyethyiene (HDPE)- as. the

basic building material. “The
styrene parts were brittle and as

it got brittle and cracked, it left -

sharp edges,” says Carol.

Adds Paul Sr “The (HDPE)
parts are soﬁer ‘more flexible
and brighter and virtually inde-
structible. The new pieces also
fit much better.” -

The pieces from one set can
be used on others and they also
work with the original sets.

In addition, the pieces can be
used to build other structures
with the only:limitation being
the builder’s imagination. One
customer e-mailed the compa-
ny to report that his 4-year-old
daughter built a jail to imprison
her dolls.

In this family-run business,
Paul Sr. is responsible for man-
ufacturing. The plastic parts are
made in China and the wood
panels are made in Rhode Is-
land and shipped to Bridge
Street’s three-car-garage-
turned-factory, where they're
packaged. Accessories, such as
flags and signs, are also made
here while the remaining two
bays are used for storage. The
home’s third floor provides
room for the company’s offices.

As for the other executives,

Carol and Ruth handle the de-

sign, marketing and sales end of
the business while Paul Jr. acts

as the company’s builder, tak--

ing the designs and putting
them into practice. -

Its manuals, meanwhile, are__

printed by Waltham-based
Citius Printing and Graphics Co.

. Before starting Bridge Street,
Camlworkedasacorpm'ateex-

ecutive in the
field while Paul Sr. was a stay-

" at-home dad. He had previously
‘worked as an engineering man-

ager.

The company only began
shipping products two weeks
ago. While not revealing how

“many sets have been sold, Carol
~says, “It’'s been enough to keep

us very busy. .. 'Iheresponse
hasheentrenwndoussofar

The sets can be bought online -

(mtheomnpany'sWebsue
One customer recently e-mail
the company with words of en-
g:mn'agement.
“My grandchildren are the

‘thjrd generation to learn con-

struction .using Girder and
Panel products,” he writes. “We

‘have built skyscrapers to the

ceiling, cities to fill a room and
incorporated G&P with trains.
. I am very pleased to see

someone pick up the patents.

and invest in manufacturing. 1
always thought there would be

- a market. Congratulations and I

hope you are successful.

* The toy's creator, Kenner
Toys, sold an estimated 3.5 mil-
lion Girder and Panel sets from
1957 to 1968, The toy was later
made by General Mills but when
the conglomerate started dis-
carding its business offshoots in
the late 1970s, the toy became a
casualty, according to Paul Sr.

Canadian-based Irwin Toy

made the toy in the 1990s, but -

that was more for the fad mar-
ket and procfuction stopped

when the company recently

-filed for bankrupicy; be says.

To re-launch* Girder and

-Panel cost “100 more times

than we thought,” says Paul Sr.,

without revealing the dollar fig-

ure. Materials such as dyes

proved costly and the expense

. marks -

increased as the scope of the
idea grew from a hobby llltﬂ a
business; he says.

The lengthy design and man-
ufacturing process helps ex-
plain why the products have
only recently hit the market-
place. The company fortunately
didn’t have to worry about
patents — the toy's patent has
long since expired - or trade-
its trademark entered: -
the public domain in 2002 and:
Bridge Street quickly secured it.-

But the effort has been worth
it, according to the Flacks. Not
only are they bringing back a
classic toy, they're teaching
their children about business.

“For me, it’s also a time ma-
chine down memory lane,” says
Paul Sr. “It’s about making a toy
I enjoyed as a kid available not
just to my kids but everyone else
who has the same inclination I
did to build. I used to love build-
ing. I'had the whole basement .
covered with these building sets
with roads connecting them It's
fun to build a company, too y

Adds Carol, “I'm enjoymg-
being an entrepreneur after
spending my-whole career as a
corporate executive.” :

Ruth says she enjoys being
able to play with her compzmys‘
product.

But “the real answer” to the

enjoyment question is money,
quips Paul Jr: He adds he wants
to be a rocket scientist when he
gets older.

- Asked that question, Ruth re-
sponds, “I don’t know what I
want to be. I'm 12 yea‘rsol&"' 3

~ (Bob Tremblay can be
reached at btremblay@cnc.com
or 508-626-4409.)



