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			INTRODUCTION

			The greatest toy salesman in the world looked out at his 250 employees gathered for the Ty Inc. holiday party.

			“Wow!” fifty-four-year-old Ty Warner said. “I’ve never been in a room with so many millionaires!” 

			The salespeople cheered because it wasn’t an exaggeration. It was December 12, 1998, and Ty Inc. was three weeks away from closing out a year of sales that would break nearly every record in the annals of the toy industry. Andi Van Guilder was seated in the back with the relatives she’d hired to answer the phones that hadn’t stopped ringing with orders for Beanie Babies in close to three years. She thought about it. In 1993, she’d made less than $30,000 lugging trunks of porcelain figurines and collector plates to stores in two states. In 1998, selling Beanie Babies to independently owned toy and gift shops in Chicago’s northern suburbs had paid her more than $800,000 in commissions. She was thirty years old. Life was perfect.

			The applause died down. Ty made the announcement he’d been planning for weeks: he would be giving all his employees Christmas bonuses equal to their annual salaries.

			Pandemonium ensued. “Ty was their God,” Faith McGowan, Ty’s then girlfriend, remembers. He basked in the adulation of the workers who, in the span of three years, had helped make him the richest man in the American toy industry. His annual sales for 1998 had surpassed $1.4 billion—virtually all of it coming from the $2.50 wholesale price on beanbag animals that frenzied speculators had turned into a craze that was the twentieth-century American version of the tulip bubble in 1630s Holland.

			Ty had created the toys in 1993 in the hope that they would be popular among children, but they had become so much more than that; and they had also become so much less than that because most collectors, aware of the soaring values for the rarest styles, wouldn’t let their children anywhere near them. Humorist Dave Barry explained the mania in a 1998 column: “Beanie Babies were originally intended as fun playthings for children, but as the old saying goes, ‘Whenever you have something intended as innocent fun for children, you can count on adults to turn it into an obsessive, grotesquely over-commercialized “hobby” with the same whimsy content as the Bataan Death March.’”

			The first buyers had been children with allowances. Then their moms had started collecting. By the time of the 1998 Ty Christmas party, Van Guilder remembers, it was mostly “creepy, belligerent men” she saw lined up when she dropped in to check on retailers. The little animals with names like Seaweed the Otter and Gigi the Poodle had become, as Van Guilder puts it, “something really cute that just brought out the worst in people.”

			The “worst in people” was inspired by a popular belief that Beanie Babies were a long-term investment. A self-published author sold more than three million copies of a book that touted ten-year predictions for their values. The magazine Mary Beth’s Beanie World, started by a self-described soccer mom, reached one million copies in paid monthly circulation. In it, a full-page, full-color ad for Smart Heart tag protectors led with this headline: “How Do You Protect an Investment That Increases by 8,400%?” The answer was to buy hard-shell lockets in which to encase the animals’ heart-shaped paper tags that read “Safety Precaution: Please remove all swing tags before giving this item to a child.” More than any other consumer good in history, Beanie Babies were carried to the height of success by a collective dream that their values would always rise.

			Warner’s announcement of bonuses wasn’t his only gift to his employees at the Christmas party. He also presented them with #1 Bear, a signed and numbered red Beanie Baby with the number 1 stitched onto the chest. The inside of the hangtag explained that only 253 of the bears had been produced. It also listed the company’s achievements for the year: more than $3 billion in retail sales, number one in the gift category, number one in collectibles, and number one in cash register area sales. 

			The workers inspected the bears and cheered some more. No doubt some were moved by sentiment, but they also knew that the bear could be listed on eBay, where Beanie Babies comprised 10 percent of all sales. On eBay, Beanie Babies sold for an average of $30—six times the price they had originally retailed for. Within a few weeks, #1 Bears would be selling for $5,000 or more apiece.

			Not everyone at the luncheon was so thrilled. Faith McGowan sat quietly. In late 1993, Warner had shown her and her two daughters from her previous marriage who lived with them the first prototype for Legs the Frog. Since then, the animals had been the sole focus of their time together. Even as sales exploded, Ty personally designed every piece the company put out, and that meant spending several months each year at the factories in Asia. The frantic pace of their life together was exhausting, and Ty, a throwback to an entrepreneurial archetype that no longer exists, wasn’t slowing down. Today, most rags-to-megariches stories involve hot technology, venture capital, and high-profile initial public offerings. Ty skipped all of that, marketing his own products based on his own ideas and the feedback of everyone around him without ever hiring a marketing consultant or assembling a focus group. He’d been the business’s only shareholder since he’d started it in his condo in 1983, and when the investment bankers came peddling nine- and then ten-figure deals, Warner declined the dinner invitations. “Most guys would at least have the decency to jerk you around,” remembers one banker. “He wouldn’t even talk to you.”

			McGowan worried that she was losing him. He’d told her they would get married, and he’d even shown her father the ring he’d gotten her. But that had been more than a year ago, and there was no sign of a wedding on the horizon. She was terrified about what would happen if their life together came to an end. A few weeks after the party, Ty informed her that his pretax income for the year had come in at $700 million—more than Mattel’s and Hasbro’s earnings combined. Over in England, Ty’s ex-girlfriend Patricia Roche had become rich running the company’s distribution there. Faith was apprehensive about Ty’s continuing relationship with Roche. More pressingly, Faith was worried that, for all the money Ty had made, she had no assets in her own name. “If Ty changed the locks on the Oak Brook house while the girls were at school or I was at work, I had nothing,” Faith remembered in an unpublished memoir. “No house. No money in the bank. No employee severance. Not even a credit card.”

			After the party was over, McGowan prepared for the worst. Ty had presented her with the first #1 Bear—1 of 253—and she quickly sold it to a local collectibles dealer for ten thousand dollars and a promise not to tell anyone where he’d gotten it. She used the money to seed an emergency fund in case her five-year relationship with a man who was now a billionaire imploded. 

			Her decision to sell was well timed. That Christmas party happened to mark the absolute height of the Beanie craze, and the beginning of its spectacularly rapid decline. The new millennium was approaching, and the bubble was about to burst. 

			_______
I was in middle school when the Beanies hit and I remember a couple I had. But mostly I remember the Beanie Baby dealers who sprouted at Cape Cod’s Dick & Ellie’s flea market, which my mother and I visited every weekend. I remember the adults wearing fanny packs and visors, eagerly discussing the “secondary market” fluctuations driving up the prices of pieces they’d paid $5 for a few weeks earlier. The Beanie sellers had the busiest booths and, for a couple of years, it really did look like the dealers sticking with Shaker furniture and oil paintings were as out of touch as Warren Buffett seemed to be when he eschewed Internet stocks in favor of acquiring Dairy Queen in late 1997. 

			I hadn’t thought about Beanie Babies at all in at least ten years until, on a wintry day in 2010, I stopped at Kimballs, an auction house down the road from the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. I was a year away from graduating into the worst job market in a generation, and the fallout from the recent speculative mania in real estate was never far from anyone’s mind. 

			At Kimballs, I was given a reminder of the aftermath of a smaller speculative mania: three large Rubbermaid containers on a table in the back of the room holding at least five hundred Beanie Babies, all with plastic lockets protecting their hangtags. Some were preserved individually in Lucite containers. There was another large box of magazines and price guides with names like Beanies & More, Beanie Collector, Beans! Magazine, and Beanie Mania. Then there were spreadsheets and checklists—how many of each Beanie Baby the collector/speculator had, which ones she was missing, how much was paid, and estimates of current value (as of 1998 or 1999). More interesting than the Beanies themselves was the manifest conviction of whoever had assembled the collection that it would one day be of great value. Everything on display was perfectly preserved and, as we found out when the auction started at 6:00 p.m., almost worthless. The entire lot sold for less than a hundred dollars—probably well below 2 percent of its value at the height of the Beanie Babies market, which, not coincidentally, was also the height of the Internet stock bubble. 

			That the speculative episode in Beanie Babies took place in tandem with the Internet bubble suggests that the cultural forces that were alchemizing Internet stocks had the same effect on Beanie Babies. They rose in an era of unreality defined by magical thinking; as economist Dr. Robert Shiller writes in Irrational Exuberance: “Speculative market expansions have often been associated with popular perceptions that the future is brighter or less uncertain than it was in the past.” They also, Shiller notes, have a way of clustering around century turns—as if the prospect of going from ’99 to ’00 is so fantastic as to make all things seem possible. In the new millennium, the residents of America’s high culture thought, the Internet would change everything, making everyone who bought Internet stocks rich, no matter how much they paid. Those in the lower culture adapted that optimism to a belief in the investment potential of stuffed animals, and it’s hard to say which view was proven more wrong. 

			_______
When I got home from the auction, I Googled Beanie Babies. There were pictures of Beanie Babies and stories noting that there had once been a craze for them, but nothing of any depth. Why had anyone ever thought Beanie Babies were a good investment? How had people decided that they were no longer worth anything? 

			There was also almost nothing on the man behind them. Ty Warner had an education that consisted of one year studying drama at Kalamazoo College and a net worth that Forbes estimated at $2.6 billion, all of it the product of the three-year Beanie Babies craze. That was enough to make him the 209th richest man in America. That was about the extent of the publicly available information about him. He hadn’t done an interview since 1996, before the height of the craze, and no one who had known him personally or worked for him had ever spoken about him publicly. A Chicago magazine profile of Warner once described his life as hidden “behind an impenetrable wall of plush.”

			Wondering whether there might be a story worth telling about Ty Warner and the Beanie Babies that had driven a large swath of America into a state of greed-fueled delusion, I called one of the handful of people connected to the company I found mentioned in an old news clipping: “It was an incredible ride,” a man named Bill Harlow told me. “But it’s a shame it ended as badly as it did for us.”

			But don’t focus on the negative, Harlow said. If you want to understand Ty Warner and how he became who he became, which was also the story of how Beanie Babies became what they became, he said, go see him at a toy and gift industry trade show. That was where Harlow had first met Warner in the late 1980s when Harlow was in his twenties, running a quilting store with his wife. Warner was in his forties—a flamboyantly dressed, perfectly coiffed bit player in the sleepy industry of stuffed animals, fastidiously grooming his plush Himalayan cats, the first toys he’d ever created. Everyone who saw him at trade shows in those days remembers him, usually alone, plucking around the cats’ eyes with tweezers to accentuate “eye contact,” as he put it, and blow-drying them to enhance the thickness of their fur. 

			Ty stopped the Harlows when they walked by his booth, asked them about their store, and then declared that nothing could possibly sell a quilt better than a stuffed cat sitting on top of it. They were skeptical, but they ordered when Ty’s then girlfriend and business partner of sorts, Patricia Roche—Patti, as Ty called her—made the decision easier: “I guarantee this order,” she scribbled on the invoice, and signed it.

			As it turned out, Warner was right. Cats sold quilts and quilts sold cats, and Harlow reordered quickly. That $125 order set in motion a chain of events that led to Harlow becoming the exclusive Ty Inc. distributor for all of Canada a few years later. At his peak, Harlow’s annual revenue was more than $80 million—a level of Canadian sales no other plush-toy seller had ever reached. Harlow became a multimillionaire in his thirties, and it just went to show: Ty Warner’s presence at trade shows could lead to incredible things. A trade show, Harlow said: that was the place to see the king of the stuffed animals in his natural habitat. 
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The Greatest Toy Show on Earth: No Kids Allowed

			American International Toy Fair, February 2012, Javits Center, New York City

			No children are admitted to the exhibit halls. Absolutely no one under the age of 18 (including infants and toddlers) is permitted to attend Toy Fair. There are no childcare facilities at the Javits Center. Please save yourself and your child the stress and embarrassment of being turned away.

			—FROM THE BACK OF MY ADMISSIONS TAG

			“He’ll be here in eight minutes,” said a company vice president, looking down at his cell phone.

			Instantly, the twelve or so employees manning Ty Inc.’s booth got to work. Dust was brushed from the pink pedestals displaying stuffed bears, cats, and gorillas. A pair of handlers wielding lint brushes furiously patted down the costumes on the three people who, with the help of a cockney-accented jester, were promoting the company’s latest toy: Monstaz, a line of small, round, multicolored beanbags that retail for around $6.99 and spew gibberish when you squeeze them. 

			“Remember Beanies Babies?” the jester asked a group of five onlookers. “When everybody went c-c-c-craaazy?!” he said, twirling his finger at his temple. It wasn’t the cuteness, affordability, or long-term play value of Beanie Babies that he was evoking; it wasn’t even the volume of sales. It was the memory that, for a few years, Beanie Babies had driven many Americans insane.

			The jester’s reference to the time when everybody went “c-c-c-crazy” is about as much information as the company provides about itself. Ty Inc. is the most successful stuffed-animal brand ever, but there is no “About Us” or “Corporate” page on its Web site. There’s no Ty Warner archive at a university library, no corporate-financed vanity history, and Warner has never given a public speech of any kind. A single 1996 interview with People magazine is the source of the biographical sketch in every news story about him, but, as I would learn, very little of what he told the reporter was true.

			At Toy Fair 2012, a Ty employee told me that earlier in the day Warner had sent people to change the fabric on a curtain (a different shade of pink was needed, he’d decided) and swap out the eyes in a display model. There was still more to be done. When I asked one of the workers how much involvement Warner had in Ty’s day-to-day operations, her eyes widened. “You have no idea,” she said. 

			It is strange and noteworthy that Warner is still so focused on plush. He’s at an age where most people are eyeing retirement—and, in any case, these days the stuffed-animal business is a small portion of his wealth. His annual income from Ty Inc. is well under 5 percent of what it was in the late 1990s and his real estate investments are a much bigger part of his financial life. In the early 2000s, he handed off day-to-day operations of his toy company to focus on renovating the hotels he was buying. He devoted seven years to renovating the Ty Warner Penthouse at his Four Seasons Hotel in New York City, spending $50 million on the 4,300-square-foot suite and then making it the most expensive hotel reservation in North America at $45,000 a night. 

			But beginning in the mid-2000s, his first love called him back. He spends several months each year at factories in China, working on designs for new products and making sure that his standards for quality control are upheld. For all of his company’s thirty-year existence, Ty Warner has been involved in the selection of every piece of fabric that goes into each of the more than five thousand distinctly designed plush animals he’s sold. He recently turned down dozens of samples for the eyes in Beanie Boos, another of his new lines because, as Warner knows, the eyes are the most important part of any stuffed animal.

			Wandering around the Ty booth, I told the company’s vice president of global sales about the book I intended to write and my hopes for an interview with Warner.

			“There’s no way,” he said. “He’s just a very private person.” Then, after a pause: “Sucks, doesn’t it?”

			Finally, with no fanfare, the sixty-seven-year-old billionaire who, one Ty sales rep told me, was “the Steve Jobs of plush” arrived. Ty Warner is just short of five-foot-ten—shorter than you always expect someone you’ve waited hours to meet to be. College classmates remember mocking him for wearing lifts in his shoes. He had on a black suit over a black turtleneck, with a wedding band that had led to speculation among the company’s sales reps that he’d finally married for the first time. (He hadn’t.) 

			The twenty-year odyssey of plastic surgery funded by the largest personal fortune in the history of stuffed animals is the first thing anyone who sees Warner will notice—although the cosmetic work began years before he was notably wealthy. A former teddy bear designer for the company told me that Ty would “get his face stretched” a few months before Toy Fair every year. More recently, he’s used black sheep embryo injections to further maintain his youth. His face was tight and pale, and it had a certain porcelain-doll-like appearance. One former employee thought that the work focused around his eyes made him look Asian, and others said he was having sinus issues as a result of too-frequent procedures. Cosmetic surgeons had warned him that he had long ago reached the point of diminishing returns, but he persevered in an obsession with his own face that mirrored his meticulous micromanagement of his company’s stuffed animals. His eyebrows were sculpted and his light hair was colored and carefully styled into a sort of mullet that had been his look for at least fifteen years—partly because it helped to hide any incision marks from the cosmetic procedures.

			Standing away from the booth, Ty whispered a list of changes to a thirtysomething female assistant, and then he smiled. “It looks pretty good, doesn’t it?” he said.

			“Mr. Warner,” I said as I approached him.

			He walked over, stuck out his hand, and looked at me while I introduced myself. 

			“Nice to meet you,” he said. 

			I told him that I was working on a book about Beanie Babies; I told him that I thought it was the most intriguing entrepreneurial success story in American history—I really thought that and I still do. I said I knew that in the past he hadn’t exactly been media-friendly but that he had the most incredible story to tell and that I hoped he would tell it to me: how, starting with nothing, he had become a billionaire with beanbag animals that he’d convinced the American public were rare even while ships from China delivered them by the tens of millions as quickly as the factories could make them. 

			“There’s a lot of people who can tell the story a lot better than I can,” Warner told me in a deep but soft-spoken Midwestern voice that had a certain folksiness to it. But there was no hesitation in his delivery that suggested he’d cooperate. “It was a lot of trials and a lot of tribulations, a lot of ups and downs—and we were just trying to keep up with it. A lot of good and a lot of bad. And I would probably just tell you the good and then it wouldn’t be balanced.” 

			“Well, I would talk to other people, too,” I said.

			“No, I think it’s better if you just talk to other people.”

			That, over the next two years, is what I did. I talked to current (but mostly former) Ty employees and executives and the two women who were by Warner’s side during the most exciting parts of his career: the first from the beginning of the company up until the launch of Beanie Babies, and the second from the launch on through the end of the craze. I also talked with his sister, who told me the story of an early life that Ty himself described as “unhappy” in a 2013 court filing. I learned that that was a profoundly understated assessment. 

			Perhaps most important, I met with the collectors, dealers, and bestselling authors who transformed Ty Warner’s creation from a popular toy into a collectible and, finally, a token for speculation. I talked with a retired soap opera star who, with too much time on his hands in the twilight of his career, lost his children’s six-figure college funds hoarding Beanies at the peak of the market. 

			The story of Ty Warner and his Beanie Babies shows the dynamics that drive people into and out of speculative manias, but it’s also about every other manner of human dysfunction, turmoil, and trauma. “As you have learned,” Faith McGowan once told me, “this is a dark story.” 

			But first, while I was at the Javits Center, I walked just a couple hundred feet downstairs—but a long drop in other ways—to talk to the man who gave Ty his start in the toy business.
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The Lower Level

			I can see the world without many things, but I cannot see the world without a teddy bear.

			—HAROLD NIZAMIAN

			The lower level of the Javits Center is filled mostly with smaller, less elaborate booths for the upstarts who can’t afford prime space on the upper floor. With exhibition costs starting in the four digits, every aspiring Geppetto with some credit cards or a home equity loan has a chance to get his toys in front of every buyer worth courting. Catch the eye of the right buyer, and a fortune-making share of the global toy industry’s $80 billion in annual revenue can be yours. With that bump in sales might come the means to afford a larger booth, which will make you easier for the buyers to spot and, maybe more important, announce that you’ve arrived.

			Held annually since the turn of the century, Toy Fair tracks the history of the industry and, in many ways, the rise of consumerism in America. The U.S. market is so dominant that although major manufacturers exhibit on every continent, retailers from more than a hundred countries come to New York City to see what’s hot. It was easy to get distracted as I walked away from the Ty booth and downstairs to find Harold Nizamian, who had been the CEO of Dakin Inc., a plush-industry leader, when Ty Warner worked there in the 1960s and 1970s. The Lennon Sisters of The Lawrence Welk Show fame—now in their sixties and seventies—were at Toy Fair to personally take orders for their line of Best Pals rag dolls, inspired by their childhood in Venice, California. Elsewhere, a fiftysomething Italian man wearing a seersucker suit galloped by, demonstrating his product: a life-size mechanical pony. “Why don’t you already order?” he hissed at an older woman who was watching him.

			Forty years ago, Harold Nizamian would have had a booth not all that different from the one Ty has now. Harry, as everyone at Dakin called him, would have been the star, posing for reporters with the company’s newest products, smiling and enthusiastically pointing out every feature on whatever teddy bear he was pushing. Dakin’s sales force came from all over the country to man the booth; they loved Harry and Harry loved them. “It was Harry’s enthusiasm and love of people that built the company,” remembers one former Dakin executive.

			When I met Harry, close to fifty years after he gave Warner his first job in plush, he was back on Toy Fair’s lower level, trying to show his toys to everyone who walked by. Harry, who once ran a $200 million toy business, watched his empire crumble just as Warner’s was ascending. He’s in his early eighties now, and he manned the booth for his company, Timeless-Toys Inc., alone. His son had risen at dawn to help set up. Nizamian’s been at Toy Fair to sell something nearly every year since 1962, and age and ailing finances haven’t stopped him. Things had gotten so bad recently, he confided, that he was struggling to find the $3,000 he needed to fill a retailer’s order for an out-of-stock line of hand puppets.

			He showed me a set of jumbo-size pick-up sticks, rolled a multicolored die, and then bent over wearily to pick up the stick of corresponding color. These sticks, which he’s had in inventory since 2001, help kids develop spatial skills, social skills, integrity, and critical thinking, he said. But the thing that still gets Harry most excited is plush. When he put down the pick-up sticks to show me a big black bear puppet named Bart, and Sasha, a Russian blue cat, decades seemed to evaporate from his face, and it was easy to see Harry as he had once been: a child of poverty raised in a string of orphanages, separated from his father, clinging to any form of sweetness that happened to enter his life.

			Nizamian was born in Philadelphia in 1930. His father was an Armenian candy maker and his mother died shortly after Harry was born. When his father’s financial fortunes crumbled with the Depression, Harry and his three siblings were placed in foster care on a farm run by the Edwin Gould Foundation for Children. Once a year, a bus brought them to New York, where they had medical and dental work done at Columbus Circle—about a mile and a half from the Javits Center. Nizamian is reminded of his youth every year when he makes the trip to Toy Fair. He has no memories of any stuffed toys from his childhood. It is, perhaps, that lifelong thirst for comforting objects that has kept Harry in the soft-toy business, even though it hasn’t treated him well in decades.

			“It’s the look on a kid’s face when he gets a teddy bear,” Harry told me. “I love that. I love the game.” He paused. “A teddy bear, to me . . . is just endless and unconditional love.”

			_______
The stuffed-animal business has declined over the past couple of decades, but with a funny quirk: the people who find the most success in it seem almost without exception to come from deeply broken childhoods, and few of them ever really leave the industry. Ty Warner still goes to Toy Fair every year. Virginia Benes-Kemp, who was creative director at Dakin in the 1960s and remembers Warner’s frequent drop-ins to discuss ideas for new products, is in her eighties now. Every day she goes to work at Down to Earth Designer Gifts, her store in Pacifica, California, where she sells—for reasons that will later become clear—pretty much every major plush line except for Ty Inc. Sally Winey, who was a star designer for Ty and a celebrity of the 1990s collectibles world, ended up bankrupt after the decline of the mania and a legal battle with Warner. Still, every summer, she rents a shop in Southport, North Carolina, and tries—mostly without success—to sell her handmade bears.

			Part of this is a gambler’s mentality: every toy manufacturer is one break away from striking it rich, and if you’ve had that happen once, you spend the rest of your life fantasizing about its happening again. Yet there’s more to it than money. Like the Velveteen Rabbit of Margery Williams’s perennially best-selling children’s book, plush makers are animated by the prospect of their creations becoming the first thing a child loves and values. The speculative bubble that emerged for Beanie Babies is probably best understood as late-1990s speculative capitalism merged with a massive collective flashback to the comfort stuffed animals provided in our early years.

			Psychology textbooks tell us that a stuffed animal is the most common transitional object for American children—the thing that helps them detach from their mothers and begin life as independent beings. In his 1984 memoir, They Cage the Animals at Night, Jennings Michael Burch recounts the violence and neglect he faced in a childhood spent in orphanages and foster homes. One incident stood out above all others: at age eight, when he was removed from an orphanage and placed in foster care, a nun told him he couldn’t take his stuffed dog with him. “Doggie was gone,” he recounted. “I felt the worst pain I had ever known. It wouldn’t go away.”

			The nurturing that stuffed animals provide doesn’t exactly mesh with the reputation of the industry behind them. Several toy executives I spoke with repeated the same old joke about the plush business: “It’s for people who aren’t nice enough for the Garment District.”

			_______
Ty Warner met Harry Nizamian in the mid-1960s, when Warner was selling vacuum cleaners door to door in Northern California—a gig he worked in between pumping gas, stocking shelves at a grocery store, and auditioning for roles in movies. Warner, vacuum cleaner in hand, knocked on the door of a lavish mansion; when the homeowner opened it, Ty tossed a handful of dirt on the man’s carpet, then quickly vacuumed it up. The homeowner turned out to be Harold Nizamian, and he was impressed. “Kid, you’re a hell of a salesman,” he said. “You ought to come work for me.” Thus began Warner’s entry into the world of soft toys.

			Once Warner had his own company, this story was recited to every new salesman he hired. He also told it to the women he dated, and it’s easy to see why: it reads as if plagiarized from a Horatio Alger novel. As a story about the wonderful things that can happen to anyone with pluck and a willingness to take some risks to close a sale, it’s hard to beat. And so, naturally, it isn’t true.

			Actually, Ty got the job through his father, Hal, who sold Dakin’s line of plush products all over Ohio. Ty had recently dropped out after a year of college to move to California to try to become an actor. That didn’t work out, so he tried selling cameras door to door. Joy remembers Ty excitedly bringing home the samples and how deflated he was after his father mocked the business idea. Hal was proven right and when the camera buyers failed to materialize, Ty was left badly in need of an opportunity. But his father still had to push him to take a job with Dakin. “It’s a good company,” Hal told him again and again. Reluctantly, Ty agreed to start work as his dad’s sub-rep.

			The vacuum cleaner story wasn’t true, but Warner quickly established himself as such a gifted salesman that it’s easy to see why people believed it. “He was the best salesman I have ever known in my forty-four years of being a manager,” says Paul Roche, who was Nizamian’s head of sales and Warner’s direct supervisor. As Dakin grew from a small business into a global leader in plush during the 1960s and 1970s, Ty Warner became its highest-paid employee within just a few years of entering the business—outearning Dakin’s CEO, an unusual accomplishment for a commissioned sales rep with no college degree and no significant prior sales experience.

			Warner had found his passion; and it was at Dakin that he began to develop the ideas—low prices and high volume, selling only to independently owned retailers, obsessive attention to every detail of product design, and a fixation on putting PVC pellets in stuffed animals—that would make him rich. As he told journalist Joni Blackman in the only extended interview of his life, “I learned marketing, impulse items—I learned this company [Ty Inc.] from Dakin. They were the best.” Later, when he had his own business and new employees to train, his notes on the philosophies that he hoped to convey to them always began here.

			_______
On April 1, 1955, San Francisco entrepreneur Richard Dakin started a business importing shotguns from Europe. In 1957 Richard’s son Roger joined him and tried to spur growth with a line of imported battery-operated trains. Along with the trains, the manufacturer sent samples of six small, sawdust-filled toys covered with a cotton velveteen fabric. At the urging of his employees, Roger took the samples down to a notions buyer at a nearby department store. They immediately ordered three hundred pieces, and Dakin was in the toy business. Roger branded the line Dakin Dream Pets, and they quickly became a steady seller in gift and toy stores. The trains and the money-losing gun business were jettisoned shortly thereafter, completing Dakin’s improbable transformation from the Dakin Gun Company to a fast-growing stuffed-animal concern.

			The Dream Pets look dated today, but they were quite a novelty at the time. The velveteen gave them a boldness of color that softer plush with a thicker pile lacked. They were stuffed with willow sawdust and a small amount of straw, and the look was vibrant and expressive. They were too hard to be cuddly, but they had wonderfully creative designs and characters, and at a wholesale price of sixty cents, they sold well as impulse buys. When the popular antiques guide Warman’s published its 101 Greatest Baby Boomer Toys, Dream Pets made the list at number sixty-six. They were probably the Beanie Babies’ closest ancestor, and in the late 1990s many antiques dealers peddling Dream Pets marketed them as “the original Beanie Babies” although they had no knowledge of the Ty Warner connection: the Dream Pets were the first toys that Ty Warner ever sold.

			The first stage of Dakin’s growth ended on December 20, 1966, when Richard Dakin, his son Roger, both of their wives, and four of Roger’s children died in a plane crash. By then Dakin was large enough to have a small board of directors, which handed control over to Nizamian, the company’s executive vice president, then in his midthirties. Dakin was up to $3.5 million a year in sales, with virtually all of it coming from plush toys—mostly Dream Pets.

			Under Nizamian Dakin rose to become one of the most prominent sellers of stuffed animals in the world. By the late 1970s Dakin was selling close to 70 million toys per year in 87 countries, divided among a product line of 650–700 pieces, and Ty Warner was the company’s star salesman.
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Selling the Dream Pets

			No one who remembers Ty Warner in the first two decades of his life remembers him for any notable ambitions or for any interest in business. “I would swear in a court of law,” says high school classmate Donald Danald of Warner’s billion-dollar net worth, “that aliens kidnapped the real Ty Warner.” The alchemy of Ty Warner happened almost instantaneously upon his entry into the plush business. Before Dream Pets, Warner had no particular dreams—other than a vague, adolescent aspiration for wealth and fame, but no plans for how to achieve it. All that changed when he started at Dakin. As his lawyers described his time there in a 2013 legal filing, “Ty especially enjoyed selling a product intended for children, and he developed a keen sense of what particular plush toys children enjoyed.”

			That knowledge brought him tremendous success at a young age: earnings of well over $100,000 per year in the late 1960s, a time when the median household income was less than $7,000. With that income came the hatred of almost everyone Warner worked with. “He was a smart-assed shithead,” remembers Mike Ingram, a former Dakin sales rep. “He was arrogant and thought he was somebody that he wasn’t. I would guess you’re gonna be hard-pressed to find anybody who liked him.”

			Paul Roche, Warner’s supervisor, adds that “I never liked him as a human being. I found him to be niggardly and not honest in his dealings with people. I didn’t find any level of trust between him and the company or him and anybody else. At that time in his life, he was very selfish, totally into himself.”

			But couldn’t some of that antipathy be attributed to professional jealousy?

			“I don’t think anybody was jealous of him because we all knew he had a lousy life. He had no close relationships; they were close insofar as they served him. There were no relationships with men, only if he could get something out of you at the moment. No real friends. None. That was part of the guy’s problem. He didn’t have a lot of contact. He was into work and pussy, in that order. He was a very persuasive character, a salesman. He was endearing to his customers, and ladies loved him. Once you scrape the surface away just a little bit, he was an asshole.”

			Former Dakin employees saw his father, Hal, as one-dimensional and excessively materialistic. He had no hobbies outside of selling, according to Roche, save for an antiques collection. When Roche asked him about it, the elder Warner quickly pointed to its investment value. Nizamian adds that “you couldn’t talk to him about anything except the business.”

			Roche says Ty Warner was similar, but with a stronger work ethic. “He was persuasive, tenacious, wouldn’t take no for an answer,” he says. “He kept coming back to the sale, as most good salespeople do. I just think he practices that better than most people.” 

			Success aside, Warner’s relationship with his father was strained at best and, by most accounts, bizarre and dysfunctional. Ty and his father dated the same women on several occasions. “Dad really knew how to treat a woman,” Ty’s sister remembers. She says that Ty was jealous of his father’s charms, and channeled that energy into seducing women his father had been with. Nizamian took a personal interest in Warner—and sought to become a mentor to the young salesman. “Ty, there’s so much more to life than money,” Nizamian lectured him. “Learn about the arts, learn about history.”

			Unlike his father, Ty seemed to have a genuine passion for the product. He was making a lot of money, but he was also using it as an extremely well-paid internship in the business of plush. Retailers Warner once sold to recall him quizzing them on which products were selling and which ones weren’t; Warner sought feedback on competitors’ products, too. What did they think of this idea? What about that? What if you combined this with that? 

			He also pitched his ideas to the executives at Dakin. Dressed in a camel hair coat, he frequently strolled into product development head Virginia Benes-Kemp’s office with advice about new products. “He thought he was God’s gift to women,” she remembers, and she mostly ignored his suggestions. Sometimes Warner took his ideas straight to the CEO. Nizamian is quick to admit that Warner’s product sense was uncanny. Ty could look at a new product and declare on the spot whether it would sell—and he turned out to be right far more often than the executives were. One idea Nizamian declined to pursue: a line of teddy bears holding World’s Best Dad plaques.

			Warner developed his entire arsenal of knowledge on the road in his Rolls-Royce, fur coat, and top hat; sometimes he even carried a cane. He knew what it took to get the attention of buyers, and his devotion to learning about plush gave him knowledge of the industry totally unheard of among the ranks of commissioned salespeople. Warner had been a shy high school athlete, but he transformed himself from a guy who, as one classmate put it, “went out of his way to avoid being noticed” into one of the most persuasive and eccentric personalities in an industry known for them. Other salesmen might throw their hats into a slamming door to try to get a retailer’s attention, but Warner never resorted to that. He was always smooth and, with women, especially, flirtatious. Warner had carefully crafted a stage persona that was perfect for toy sales.

			He remained largely inscrutable and distant from other Dakin employees, with the exception of Roger and Betty Ericson, a husband-and-wife team who represented Dakin to retailers in Indiana while Warner was selling in Ohio. The Ericsons, by all accounts, were extremely nice people—and were able to bond with Warner in a way that few others did. When they told him they planned to name their son Roger, Warner scoffed: “Nobody needs more than two letters.” So R. J. Ericson it was. When Warner was in Indiana for toy shows, he stayed with them at their house; when they were in Ohio, where Warner was based, they stayed in hotels. Warner once offered to take their five-year-old daughter out for ice cream, but when he pulled up in his Rolls-Royce, he asked her if she had any money. She said no and he told her to go ask her parents because he didn’t want to pay for it. They were puzzled but handed her a few dollars, and she and Warner had a nice time together. Betty found the incident bizarre, but that was Ty. She didn’t hold his idiosyncrasies against him.

			Warner’s attitude was less endearing to the company’s management: he skipped the sales conferences to play tennis—while still taking advantage of the all-expenses-paid junkets. On the court he was a fierce competitor and a bad loser; Nizamian remembers beating him once and then watching Warner storm back to his car without saying good-bye. He was also stingy—a bad tipper who was focused on the return on investment on every purchase; the strong resale value was behind his decision to buy a Rolls-Royce instead of a Mercedes. And when it came to health insurance, Warner wasn’t seeing a good expected rate of return. His father approached head of sales Paul Roche with concern. Roche called Ty and told him, “Just listen to Hal,” but Warner wasn’t buying it. “I’m healthy, I don’t need it, I’m not gonna spend the money,” he said.

			Warner’s success and product instincts made Nizamian consider bringing him in to work on the corporate side, but Warner’s relationships with other employees—he was in a constant state of war with some members of management—and his lack of formal education led Nizamian to decide against it. He worried that Warner was too “narrowly concentrated” for the vagaries of corporate life.

			_______
After fifteen years as a top salesman at Dakin, Warner overstepped. Dakin had built itself first as a traditional plush business, but as brand- and licensing-driven products took over the industry, it adapted with great success. It started manufacturing products based on the cartoon cat Garfield in 1978; sales exploded with a line of plush Garfields with suction-cup paws that people stuck to the windows of their cars. As Dakin grew, it sought to expand its sales ranks and, as a consequence, shrink the territories of the existing account reps. It’s a common practice—Warner later did the same thing at Ty Inc.—and with sales increasing at each account and more accounts being opened in each market, salespeople often make more money with less work. Yet it is also not uncommon for existing salespeople to be displeased with the changes. And Warner was pissed. He started pitching his own stuffed animals to the same buyers he was paid to sell Dakin products to.

			Paul Roche received a few calls from customers who were surprised by Warner’s behavior. Ty had been smart enough not to approach the biggest accounts that had the strongest relationships with Dakin, but he overestimated his customers’ loyalty to him relative to their loyalty to Dakin. Roche and Nizamian hired a private investigator to look into it, and he reported back that it was true: Warner had rented office space for his new venture. Roche gave the greatest salesman he’d ever worked with thirty days’ notice.

			On Warner’s last day with the company, he approached Roche and another executive at the Chicago Gift Show. He insisted that the whole thing had been a misunderstanding. The other executive asked whether there was a way to give Warner another chance. “You can manage this whole company by yourself because it’s either him or me,” Roche replied.

			That night, Warner showed up at a company dinner, with a date. “He had just been fired, he wasn’t wanted. That’s the way the man was,” says Roche, speculating that Warner was mostly there for the free food. Roche also tells a bizarre story illustrating Warner’s vindictive side. When Warner dropped off his final retailer orders at Roche’s hotel room, Roche took the sales sheets, and Warner left without incident. Years later, Roche found out that Warner had told some of their coworkers that Roche had greeted him wearing a dress and had hit on him. This story illustrates three of Warner’s defining characteristics from this period and, most say, the rest of his life: creativity, ruthlessness, and, judging from the apparent credulity of some of his former coworkers, an aptitude for persuasion.

			As for the plush Warner was selling that got him fired from Dakin? Nothing ever came of that: inflation soared to 13.5 percent in 1980, and unemployment reached historically high levels as consumer spending tanked. It was a bad time to fund a small business and a worse time to try to sell impulse items. Interest rates soared, savings and loans failed, and Warner’s little stuffed start-up disappeared. He sank into a depression that some of his former coworkers and industry contacts worried might end his life.
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