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A new trend is revving up among toy car collectors in South Jakarta.
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M
any of us have fond childhood 
memories of playing with 
miniature cars, whether 

navigating them through imaginary 
towns or racing them down hills 
and banisters. What we may not 
know is that these cars are still 
popular today — and not just 
among children.

Hot Wheels, diecast toy cars 
that come in a range of models, 
are taking off among collectors of 
all ages in Jakarta, and not just as 
showpieces. The latest trend is to 
meet with other collectors and test 
their wheels on the racetrack.

Kampoeng Mainan, a section 
of Blok M Square dedicated 
specifically to toys, has become 
Jakarta’s unofficial headquarters 
of Hot Wheels racing, a trend that 
Puerto Rican Larry Malugin takes 
credit for both here and in his 
homeland.

Having collected toys all his 
life, Malugin — better known to 
his friends as Wenchy — claims 
to have started the toy car racing 
phenomenon in Puerto Rico 15 
years ago.

“It happened by accident,” 
Wenchy says. “I was building a 
house, and part of the house was 
perfect for a track, so we used it. 
We put a little kid at the end to see 
who won and we had so much fun!”

The concept was simple: Two 
cars were lined up side-by-side 
at the top of a ramp and released 
simultaneously to see which would 
reach the bottom first. The game 
soon took off among Wenchy’s 
family and friends, eventually 
spilling out into the wider toy-
enthusiast community.

Wenchy saw the game transform 
the priorities of collectors, and 
sometimes even change their lives.

“There were fathers that never 
saw their kids because they were 
always drinking. All of a sudden, 
they're getting their kids to race, 
and they stopped the alcohol,” he 
says. “There are stories of kids who 
cannot walk or talk, but they race 
every Friday, Saturday and Sunday. 
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Hot Wheels, diecast toy 
cars that come in a range 
of models, are taking off  
among collectors of all ages 
in Jakarta, and not just as 
showpieces. 

They are full of energy because of 
these races.”

Moving to Jakarta with his 
wife, who is Indonesian, Wenchy 
brought the spirit of Hot Wheels 
racing with him. He is now a 
member of the Toys and Model 
Collectors of Indonesia, known as 
Tomoci.

Indonesia’s toy collectors have 
responded with great enthusiasm. 
Races are now held almost daily 
in Blok M, as well as in other 
locations around Jakarta, Bandung, 
Yogyakarta, Solo and Bali. Last 
month, Tomoci held a 10-day toy 
fair, with races and collectors’ swap 
meets. 

“There's an international event 
happening in Bali in November, 
with cars coming from all over the 
world,” Wenchy says. 

Wenchy adds the number of 
participants in the Blok M races is 
growing every week.

“First there were 80 cars, then 
120, then 180, and now we're 
racing 200 cars,” he says. “And, 

in my experience, if you win here, 
you’ll keep on coming for the 
following weeks.”

The incentive to race? The 
simple satisfaction of winning a 
trophy. But, as Wenchy explains, 
once the races start to develop and 
become more popular, the prizes 
will become bigger and better.

“Our biggest prize so far has 
been Rp 1 million. But in Puerto 
Rico, we started out with trophies, 
then phones, then bicycles, 
motorcycles, cars, washing 
machines, TVs, everything! Even 
$5,000 — it goes big,” he says.

Outsiders may wonder whether 
there is any form of gambling 
involved. But Wenchy is confident 
that this is not the case. 

“No, there isn’t any gambling, at 
least not on my track,” he says. “I 
do it for the kids. But in the past, I 
cannot say that they didn’t do it in 
Puerto Rico. But no, I don’t think 
they’re doing it at the moment and 
it’s not a proper thing to do when 
there are kids involved.”
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The races fall into a number 
of categories: stock, plastic base, 
metal base and, for car enthusiasts, 
modified cars. When asked about 
cheating, Wenchy assures that due 
to his 15 years’ experience, he can 
tell straight away if a modified car 
is in the wrong race. 

“I don’t allow anyone to mess 
with the rivets. They can’t be 
painted or anything, and we weigh 
the cars by grams. But even if they 
weigh the same and you open [the 
rivets], I will know. You cannot 
tamper with the car,” he says.

To keep the family-friendly 
spirit in check, Wenchy disqualifies 
all cars entered by a person found 
to have tampered with even a single 
set of wheels. 

“I always defend the children,” 
he says. “Even if you’re a rich guy 
and have 50 cars and just one of 
them is tampered, all of your cars 
are eliminated and you don’t get 
your money back.”

Dede Ferryandi, who has been 
racing for a few months and carries 
multiple suitcases of Hot Wheels 
cars with him, now spends a lot of 
his time modifying the cars for the 
special races in which tampering is 
allowed.

“I race every week and I spend 
between two to 40 hours modifying 
one car,” Dede says.

His effort hasn’t gone to 
waste — Dede has already won 
seven trophies. But there are 
other ways to beat competitors 
to the end of the track aside from 
playing with the wheels, Wenchy 
says. Sometimes the competitive 
advantage comes down to 
knowledge and experience.

“There was this one guy who 
had Parkinson’s disease, but he has 
been racing for 15 years,” Wenchy 
says. “I believe that he is still alive 
because of Hot Wheels racing. He’s 
so busy — he has a shop and he has 
five racing cars. When he goes to 
race, he looks at how long and how 
high the track is, and he can pick 
out which car is best for that track 
because he knows.”

In a country with such a huge 
population and a widespread 
disposition toward joining trends, 
Indonesia looks set to be the next 
world center of Hot Wheels racing, 
Wenchy says.

“A lot of people don’t know 
about this, but some are starting 
to and then all of a sudden you’ll 
see collectors,” Wency says. “Then, 
those collectors will become racers, 
and racers will become collectors 
just because of these events. It’s 
something different, it’s family 
orientated and it is just so much 
fun!” Jassmyn Goh


