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When people think of the oldest toy store in America, invariably New York's 145-year-old FAO Schwarz comes to mind. But there are other independent retailers out there who've pulled off a similar feat—surviving for generations, often on a small but sustainable scale, in markets around the country. The Toy Shop of Concord, which has operated on the same block of Concord, Mass., since 1942, is one of them. Playthings caught up with David Hessel, the store's proprietor since 1988, to find out how he has kept his store successful over the long haul.

Playthings: What are the key elements of an independent toy store's long-term success? 

Hessel: I think you first have to run it as a business. We have about 3,000 square feet of retail space and 150 square feet of office space, but from an operational standpoint, understanding what happens in that back office is what has the biggest effect on your store. It's about merchandise selection, merchandise margin, understanding how you mix the low margin items with the high margin items…understanding what effect or how an income statement and a balance sheet and the source and use of funds works for your business. My perspective is that the specialty toy [retail] business doesn't have enough understanding of the business side of our business....We're all looking at the same merchandise—we all go to the same shows, we see the same catalogs—it's how we run our stores after we choose that merchandise, in terms of profitability, that separates the ones that last from the ones that don't.

Playthings: Any lessons from the sales floor? 

Hessel: Listening very carefully to your customers. Customers sometimes make the best suggestions as to what you should have in your store. It's your willingness to hear them, and perhaps to respond to them, that's important. We don't buy by committee here, but it's a matter of engaging other people besides yourself in making a merchandise decision and being willing to take some risks in that process. Some customers have suggestions that you know you aren't going to follow up on, but our customers aren't just shopping in specialty stores. We may be their store of choice, but they're constantly looking elsewhere. If we are the store of choice, they want us to have the products they want, so there's a convenience factor for them. I think they're very worthwhile to listen to.

Playthings: Do you play up the store's age? 

Hessel: Not really. The only advertising we do is NPR radio in the fall and in those ads, we'll say we're America's oldest specialty toy store, but we don't do much beyond that. We do know, because of how long we've been here, that people who are passing through on their way to vacation, for instance, make this a deliberate destination...they tell us, 'We always stop here on the way up,' so we're a bit of an institution to people. Our bags say we've been around since 1942. We've also used the same red and white striped wrapping paper for the past 60 years. It's a nice branding thing.

Playthings: Are there any other strategies that you've used consistently over the years? 

Hessel: One of the ways you really get successful is to partner with your vendors. It's important to realize that the relationship's not about what you can get out of them—a lot people go that route—it's more about getting their support. Rather than thinking 'what can I beat them up for?,' they'll be more willing to talk to you about ideas they're looking to try that they think will increase your business. To really grow product lines you have to have that vendor support
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