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Praise for PURE INVENTION

“A masterful exploration of a history, a people and a culture that have shaped our use of technology, our conception of storytelling, and our fascination with Kitties named ‘Hello.’ ”

— The Irish Times

“From karaoke to manga, emoji to Pokémon, the creations of modern Japanese style have transformed that country and daily life around the world. Pure Invention is a delightful and highly informed view of the people, ideas, and insights behind this pop-cultural revolution.”

— James Fallows, author of China Airborne

“A kinetic canter through the social history of globalized Japanese culture.”

— Peter Guest, Mekong Review

“Pure Invention is part careful ethnography, part insightful cultural history of the creative men and women who reimagined Japan in the postwar period. Matt Alt tells their backstories and illuminates the impact of their creations, from toy army jeeps stamped out of tin cans in the rubble of World War II to a torrent of anime streamed on Netfl ix. It’s diffi cult to imagine a more instructive or entertaining account of a fascinating place, people, and period.”

— Stephen Snyder, professor of Japanese studies at Middlebury College and translator of Yoko Ogawa’s The Memory Police

“A brilliant cultural survey . . . Alt’s careful history is a reminder of [Japan’s] spirited creativity.”

— Booklist (starred review)

“Hello Kitty and Pikachu didn’t just wander into your house by accident. Maybe they snuck in while you were out crooning karaoke with Super Mario? Intriguing and insightful, Pure Invention hands readers a backdoor key to Japan’s culture trend factory, whose off - beat creators remixed and reimagined the world right under our noses.”

— Alfred Birnbaum, translator of Haruki Murakami’s
Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World

“Deep, engaging . . . [a] savvy study of Japan’s wide infl uence in ways both subtle and profound.”

— Kirkus Reviews

“The rise of Japanese popular culture in the twentieth and twentyfirst centuries is an incredible story. Japan conquered hearts and minds with appealing objects and new sensibilities: kawaii characters, digital cultures, and new forms of personal identities. Alt tells this story with verve and panache, giving a comprehensive overview of Japan’s soft power that is informative, enlightening, and always entertaining.”

— Susan Napier, professor of Japanese studies at Tufts University and author of Miyazakiworld

“A classic in the making . . . Pure Invention steers us down memory lane, reminding us who we were when, for instance, the Walkman claimed our ears, Totoro our emotions and Pokémon our time and money.”

— Charmaine Chan, South China Post Magazine

“A vibrant, detailed, and lavishly painted portrait of Japanese history and culture beyond World War II . . . Few books on Japan off er as much depth and value as Pure Invention.”

— Will Heath, Books and Bao


Matthew Alt is a writer, translator and reporter. He is the author of several illustrated books about Japan. His writing has appeared in the New Yorker, Wired, Slate, the Independent and the Japan Times. He is the co-host of the TV show Japanology Plus on NHK World. He lives in Japan.
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For Jean Morden,
who taught me the fundamentals of Japanese


In fact the whole of Japan is pure invention.

There is no such country, there are no such people . . .

The Japanese people are, as I have said, simply a

mode of style, an exquisite fancy of art.

—OSCAR WILDE, “The Decay of Lying,” 1891
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INTRODUCTION

A WOMAN’S FACE emerges from darkness. She kneels before a machine whose output bathes her angular features in an eerie green light. She rises and walks away, footfalls echoing on the pavement. A basket of flowers sways from the crook of one elbow, the only sign of organic life in this dark, mechanized place. As she moves from shadow into the light of a streetlamp, a strange-looking car roars by, momentarily obscuring our view. The camera pulls back to reveal our heroine standing before a shuttered storefront, pedestrians hurrying past. Who is she waiting for? We barely have time to wonder as the camera pans up to reveal enormous neon signs and billboards, cryptic brand names looming over the cityscape. This is a consumer metropolis, from the looks of it—but where? Is this Times Square? Downtown Tokyo? The camera pulls farther back, revealing more of a mysterious urban landscape that, it becomes obvious, is nowhere we have ever seen—nowhere that has ever existed. We soar over rooftops, turrets, and machinery, all encircled by high walls marked with a mix of Arabic numerals and Asian calligraphy. A tense drumbeat swells as smokestacks belch into the midnight sky. This is less a city than a fortress; a literal military-industrial complex.

The screen flares, and a title appears: FINAL FANTASY VII. The rising strains of a synthesizer—haunting, melancholic—hint at wonders to come.

Final Fantasy VII was a video game, and when it debuted in 1997, the world had never seen anything like it. It was the latest installment in a popular (and increasingly misnamed) series, but previous Final Fantasy titles had been delivered in the standard, two-dimensional, squashed and flattened perspective of traditional video games. Final Fantasy VII was a different beast altogether. Though blocky and primitive by modern standards, it was fully rendered in three dimensions—a major technological feat for the era. Even more groundbreaking, it dared to presume something new: that a video game could have the dramatic pull of a Hollywood blockbuster.

Rather than the usual twitch-reflex fisticuffs and gun battles, Final Fantasy VII plunged players into the midst of a drama. Their role was one of a ragtag band of ecoterrorists determined to stop a face-less corporation from sucking their planet dry of its lone energy source. We learn that the waiting woman is Aeris, a flower peddler who turns rebel in the course of her quiet romance with the player-character, a former soldier with the disarming name of Cloud. Final Fantasy VII presented gamers with a cast as well developed as those from television shows or movies, and it followed them through an unpredictable, at times deeply moving narrative. The game’s dramatic peak—Aeris’s shocking, too-soon death—affected young players so profoundly that one modern critic has called it “the moment when gaming culture stood still.”

Of course, the brave new world of Final Fantasy VII wasn’t actually out of Hollywood at all. It was a Tokyo blockbuster, and it would inject a megadose of Japanese sensibilities into the American main-stream: big-eyed, bushy-haired anime characters and their mangastyle melodrama; androgynous heroes; the very idea that video games could be meditative explorations as well as thrill rides.

Sony’s marketing team poured $30 million, unprecedented for a video game, into an all-out media blitz modeled on the campaigns for tentpole American films. They targeted young audiences with ads in Marvel and DC comic books, adults with spots in Rolling Stone, Playboy, and Spin, and everyone with slick commercials that aired in movie theaters, during football games, on MTV, even during Saturday Night Live. “They said it couldn’t be done in a major motion picture,” teased one ad, taking aim at the establishment. “They were right!” Each commercial ended with a close-up of the PlayStation logo, with a young female voice robotically intoning the word as pronounced in Japanese: “purei-sutayshon!”

The previous bestselling PlayStation title, the British-made Tomb Raider, sold a very respectable one hundred fifty thousand copies in the first quarter of 1997. Final Fantasy VII sold a million copies in the quarter after its September release. Players didn’t seem to mind the game’s rushed translation, with occasionally misspelled character names and meme-worthy moments like Aeris declaring of another character, “This guy are sick!!” If anything, the garbled language only added to the game’s exotic cachet, reinforcing the idea that it had emerged from a real-life technopolis almost as alluring as the fictional setting of the game itself. Sales would eventually reach thirteen million copies worldwide.

IN THE LATE 1800s, right at the cusp of the twentieth century, a new craze swept the Western world: “Japonisme.” Japan had reopened its ports only a few decades earlier. Tastemakers in England, France, and America pounced on its art and literature, projecting upon the nation values they believed their own societies had abandoned in the drive for industrial advancement. Japan was “a great and glorious country whose people are brave beyond all measure, wise beyond all telling, amiable to excess, and extraordinarily considerate,” in the opening lines of a picture book based on the smash-hit 1885 Gilbert and Sullivan play, The Mikado. This was the enthusiastically condescending mindset Oscar Wilde invoked and subverted when he referred to Japan as “pure invention”: Japan as Western fantasy. The “antique land,” as the Victorians called it, would prove a compelling vision for many years. It would take World War II to derail it.

After Japan’s inglorious defeat in 1945, the nation’s makers did their best to obscure the origins of the products they sold to the world. A decade later, notoriously gruff secretary of state John Foster Dulles blithely informed Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida that Japan should never expect to find a big market for its products in America, because “Japanese don’t produce the things that we want.” He was even more condescending in private, telling a confidant that “suicide is not an illogical step for anyone concerned about Japan’s economic future.”

Indeed, the first Japanese products that trickled into the global marketplace after World War II did inspire derision, not admiration. “Made in Japan” became a punchline, a synonym for cheapo crap from a defeated joke of a nation: one-dollar blouses, tin toys made out of recycled cans, the flimsy paper umbrella in your tiki drink. Breakfast at Tiffany’s laid the postwar relationship bare, with Mickey Rooney yellowfacing as the bumbling, bucktoothed, kimono-clad Yunioshi, positioned as the pathetic antithesis to Audrey Hepburn’s sexy all-American social striver, Holly Golightly.

Yet things were already changing. In the winter of 1957, just three years after Dulles’s pronouncement, a certain pocket-sized transistor radio steamrollered the competition to become the nation’s must-have Christmas item. The colorful TR-63 was the first product to bear the logo of Sony, a name chosen for its culturally ambiguous sound. The TR-63 seemed just another holiday fad—but the way it upended American expectations of what Japanese products could do was merely a taste of things to come.

The steady drip of sixties novelties turned into a flood of high-quality consumer electronics and cars in the late seventies and early eighties. Suddenly the joke seemed to be on the Americans. As interlopers like Toyota and Honda toppled Ford, Chevy, and other cherished American brands, condescension turned into fury. My own childhood was punctuated by images of aggrieved Americans smashing Japanese products in publicity stunts on the nightly news, such as when a trio of Republican congresspeople took a sledgehammer to a Toshiba boom box on Capitol Hill. On this topic, at least, both sides of the aisle agreed: “If we don’t get cracking, get serious, and get leadership . . . our kids will be cheated,” declared Democratic senator Walter Mondale during his unsuccessful 1984 presidential bid. “Their jobs will consist of sweeping up around Japanese computers!”

But it was difficult for us kids to square the rage of the grown-ups with the Japan we were coming to know. Because alongside politically fraught imports of cars, appliances, and consumer electronics—essential things that our boomer parents often only reluctantly bought—had come an influx of must-have inessentials. Many corresponded to nothing we knew from American culture: irresistible gadgets like the Walkman and the karaoke machine. A cute kitty whose name seemed to be “Hello” and who appeared on an endless array of products tailored for the schoolgirl set. Cleverly engineered toys, imported to fill a need for merchandising for Saturday morning cartoons. Video games, anime, and manga, catering to niches and demographics we’d never even imagined.

Anyone born after about the mid-seventies had the same experience. We grew up reenacting Power Rangers on the playground. Revealing the “robots in disguise” of the Transformers toys. Impatiently waiting for five lions to form into Voltron. Doodling hearts on Sanrio stationery, organizing Pokémon and Yu-Gi-Oh! cards while flipping between the latest Mario game and episodes of Sailor Moon on the basement TV. How many hours of our youths—and adulthoods—were spent plugged in to various iterations of karaoke machines, Walkmans, and Game Boys? These things were more than the fads of a global consumer society. They had a strange ability to nourish our dreams as they entertained, to deliver and cultivate new fantasies in us.

I was obsessed with Japanese culture from my earliest encounters with its toys. As I stared at the exotic Japanese script adorning the stomach of the giant Shogun Warrior robot my grandmother gave me for my fifth birthday, I was filled with a sense of wonder. Somewhere far, far away from suburban Maryland dwelled a nation of people who thought giant monsters and robots were just as cool as I thought they were. I was very fortunate in that my local high school just so happened to offer the only Japanese language class taught at a public school in America at the time. It was run by an American woman, a talented polyglot who had studied Japanese as a naval intelligence officer during World War II. Hers was a different Japan, and while she supported anything that excited us about our studies, it was obvious that my interest in toys, anime, and Godzilla movies utterly mystified her. I went on to college; I became a Japanese translator; I eventually moved to Japan.

I have now spent close to twenty years as what is known as a “localizer,” embedded in Japan’s pop-cultural complex, translating games, comic books, and toy-related content into English for foreign consumption. In the early years, this often involved more than simple translation, as I helped creators redraft names and entire concepts to better appeal to audiences unfamiliar with certain aspects of Japanese culture. But as the years went on, I began noticing something new: Foreign fans increasingly wanted their Japanese fantasies to be as Japanese as possible, hewing as close to the original as possible, and released in translation as quickly as possible. The release of FFVII was a mainstream tipping point for this phenomenon, I would later realize: Sony, the same company that had chosen its name in part to obscure its Japanese origins, had produced a commercial that openly celebrated the Japanese pronunciation of “pureisutayshon.”

Was it simply a consequence of the massive quantities of Japanese entertainment exported abroad over the decades? Was this new-wave Japonisme? It would take me quite some time to figure out that I was asking the wrong questions. It wasn’t that foreign consumers wanted things more Japanese. It was that they were increasingly resembling the Japanese themselves. By the late aughts it was apparent that East and West were synchronizing. Milestones Japan had hit decades earlier—a great financial crash, political chaos, the exodus of a generation of youth into increasingly elaborate virtual escapes—all of it was now happening abroad, too. The things Japan produced weren’t simply products. They were tools for navigating a strange new landscape, by turns more connected and more isolating than ever before. Japanese creators and consumers weren’t just trendsetters. They were harbingers for all the weirdness of our late-stage capitalist lives.

THE STORY OF Japan’s rise from postwar ashes into economic tiger is well-explored territory. So too the stock-market crash that brought the nation to its knees in the nineties. But big-picture narratives of politics and markets and finance can frustrate, for they fail to capture the way most of us really interact with Japan: through its products, on an individual and a societal level. That’s why Pure Invention takes a different tack. It uses the economic picture as the backdrop for a much larger story: how Japanese creators redefined what it means to be human in the modern era. This is no hyperbole; the inventions in these pages transformed how we interact with the world, how we communicate with each other, how we spend time alone with ourselves, how we shape our very identities. To understand that seismic shift, one needs to understand the makers of the things that moved us so, their triumphs and struggles. But so too must one understand how countless users, empowered by these creations, unexpectedly emerged as agents of change. As such, this book is broadly split into two halves.

In the first, set in the sixties, seventies, and early eighties, Japan rises improbably from a war-shattered nation into a pioneering Tomorrowland. Its fuel-efficient cars and miniaturized gadgets redefine the way we envision the future, and transform Japan from a joke into a new kind of threat to Western hegemony. But Japan’s “bubble,” as it was known at the soaring heights of economic power, pops in December of 1990. The Nikkei stock index plunges and the real estate market crashes. A surging yen undercuts the competitiveness of Japanese exports abroad, giving China and Korea their longed-for chance to leapfrog the market. Debt mounts and gloom sets in. Dreams of global dominance evaporate. In 1989, headlines screeched of a “Japan Different, Unprecedented, and Dangerous”; just five years later, pundits were declaring The End of Japan Inc., as the title of a 1994 book had it.

Japanese call the years after the burst of the bubble the Lost Decades. The name is no exaggeration. During the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century, college grads who trusted that they, like their parents before them, would enjoy lifetime employment at top companies suddenly couldn’t land jobs of any kind. A lexicon of new terms erupted to describe previously unthinkable new social ills: hikikomori, hermits who refused to leave their homes for school or work; “freeters” forced to flit among part-time gigs the entirety of their careers; “parasite singles” unable or unwilling to leave the nest. Grown-up society was faring little better. Politicians flailed helplessly; fourteen prime ministers came and went. Many thousands came under the sway of religious cults, most infamously the Aum Supreme Truth fanatics who engineered a nerve-gas attack on the Tokyo subway system in 1995. When an earthquake leveled huge sections of Kobe that same year, killing six thousand people and displacing many more, the government bungled its response so thoroughly that the Yamaguchi-gumi—a yakuza gang—took charge of dispensing relief supplies to stricken residents. By 2011, the birth rate had plunged so low and the population grown so aged that adult diapers began outselling baby diapers.

Yet, amid the gloom and doom, something interesting started happening. The Lost Decades are also when Japanese video game companies rose to dominate the mindshare of the world’s youth, when the sales of Japanese comic books so outstripped American fare that The New York Times was compelled to spin off an independent manga bestseller list; when hyper-niche fashion brands like A Bathing Ape and Evisu Jeans started outfitting the world’s celebrities; when fashion visionaries like Rei Kawakubo and Yohji Yamamoto transitioned from local stars into global luminaries; when mega-retailers like Uniqlo and Muji found their stride. It’s when the novelist Haruki Murakami began acquiring foreign readers in huge numbers, and when director Hayao Miyazaki won an Academy Award for an animated film, and an incredibly Japanese one at that (Spirited Away, 2003). Thanks in large part to the peculiar tastes of a generation of young Japanese consumers, precisely as their nation’s economic might waned, its cultural clout soared. Japan made itself rich after World War II by selling us the things we needed—all those automobiles, appliances, and portable electronics. But it made itself loved by selling us things we wanted.

This is the history of a nation’s dramatic rebirth, told through the tales of truly transcendental products with literally planet-sized cultural gravity. Gloriously weird yet strangely necessary, things like the Walkman, the Game Boy, or Hello Kitty represent more than hit products. They transformed our tastes, our dreams, and eventually our realities as we incorporated them into our lives, from Tokyo to Toledo.

I call these enchanting products “fantasy-delivery devices,” and each chapter in the tale that follows is anchored by one of their stories. But why consider the karaoke machine, to name just one example to come, a fantasy-delivery device and not a Honda Civic? Why the Nintendo Entertainment System and not a VCR? Wasn’t the video deck a machine designed to serve up fantasies? In order to be considered a true fantasy-delivery device, a product had to satisfy what I call “the three ins”: inessential, inescapable, influential. Cars are inescapable, but hardly inessential; our Hondas represented a calculus of cost and features, not an embrace of Japanese tastes. The VCR was certainly inessential and inescapable, but it would be hard to argue that it changed anyone’s mind about Japan. The world’s youth seized on the Japanese pedigree of video games as a badge of authenticity and quality; VCRs, on the other hand, were merely vehicles for consuming one’s own country’s fantasies in the form of Hollywood movies or recorded television shows.

Interestingly, these fantasy-delivery devices weren’t even made with the Western consumer in mind. They emerged through fierce competition for the mindshare of young Japanese with a voracious hunger for novelty and escape. The incandescent, irrepressible sense of play that fueled their creation made them equally compelling to legions of foreign fans. In fact, from the earliest days of contact, the effort Japanese devoted to devising toys and games shocked Western observers. One of the first was the British diplomat Rutherford Alcock, who in 1863 dubbed Japan “a paradise of babies.” They were even more shocked by how many of these babies grew into adults who unabashedly continued to enjoy the pleasures of childhood. “We frequently see full-grown men and able-bodied natives indulging in amusements which the men of the West lay aside with their pinafores,” gasped the American educator William Elliot Griffis in 1876. He referred to traditional forms of play such as spinning tops and flying kites, but the “amusements” grew more sophisticated as time went on, with Japanese creatives distilling fantasies old and new into ever more potent concoctions. As new technologies like transistors trickled from labs into the consumer marketplace and modern life grew stranger, fantasy-delivery devices ceased being simple products of their times; they began transforming the very times in which they emerged. Amusements became tools—tools whose utility appealed far beyond the local demographic for which they were designed. That’s why when Japan collapsed in on itself economically in the 1990s, it exploded outward culturally, scattering its hopes and dreams across the globe: a societal supernova, fueled by play and fantasy. From our adoption of Japanese fantasies emerged new ideas of cool, of cosmopolitanism, of femininity and masculinity.

The stories of their creators have rarely been told in either English or Japanese. The survivor of a fallen city who transformed literal trash into globally coveted playthings. A medical student, very nearly expelled from school for cartooning during lectures, who elevated comics from kid stuff into a shorthand for adolescent rebellion around the world. A talented college co-ed shut out by the male-dominated business world who turned a simple sketch of a kitty into the single most recognized icon of feminine power. And the secretive, and until now largely anonymous, otaku who channeled a generation’s ennui and rage online, nourishing the growth of fringe political movements across the planet.

In these interlinking stories is a drama of world-changing successes, soul-searching screw-ups, and infectious fever dreams. It’s the often surprising, sometimes dismaying, unvarnished truth of a group of total weirdos who remixed our realities without any of us quite realizing it. So much of our modern lives originated in Japan. The roots of social media and the rise of anonymous online political extremism, with its often frightening manifestations in the real world. The gamification of human interactions through virtual rewards such as points, trophies, and likes. The blurring of the lines between creator and consumer, amateur and pro, auteur and superfan. The way in which people of all ages spend their days in virtual spaces, defining themselves through the fantasies they consume—and not simply for purposes of entertainment but as desperately needed escapes. The COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated all of these phenomena. Now they are such a part of the fabric of daily life that it’s easy to take them for granted. That makes the stories that follow more than a chapter in the history of globalization or pop culture. They’re essential for understanding ourselves.
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1

TIN MEN

In the toy-shops of Japan one may see the microcosm of Japanese life.

— WILLIAM ELLIOT GRIFFIS, 1876

Toys are not really as innocent as they look. Toys and games are the prelude to serious ideas.

— CHARLES EAMES, 1961

RIDING CHARIOTS BUILT in Detroit, American conquerors surveyed the nation they had brought to its knees. The devastation wrought by months of firebombing was almost beyond imagination. Prior to the outbreak of war in the Pacific in 1941, Tokyo was the planet’s third-largest city, home to nearly seven million people. Through military conscription, civilian casualties, and mass evacuations, by the fall of 1945 fewer than half remained. The same could be said of the city itself. “Skeletons of railway cars and locomotives remained untouched on the tracks,” wrote the war correspondent Mark Gayn of his first drive into the fallen metropolis. “Streetcars stood where the flames had caught up with them, twisting the metal, snapping the wires overhead, and bending the supporting iron poles as if they were made of wax. Gutted buses and automobiles lay abandoned by the roadside. This was all a man-made desert, ugly and desolate and hazy in the dust that rose from the crushed brick and mortar.” Charred bodies still lay beneath the rubble, filling silent streets with their stench. The only sound of industrial civilization in this grim landscape was the rumble of the American jeep.

The “U.S. Army Truck, ¼-ton, 4×4, Command Reconnaissance,” as it was officially designated, was designed for hauling things around and nothing else. Mass-produced to military specifications by the automakers Willys–Overland and Ford, the jeep offered little in the way of amenities save the promise of near indestructibility. It was boxy, open to the elements, and painful to ride in for any length of time. The drab yet dependable vehicle was somehow down-to-earth and larger-than-life; even the Americans knew it. General Eisenhower went so far as to credit the jeep as one of the four things that won the war for the Allies, right alongside the Douglas C-47 transport plane, the bazooka, and the atomic bomb.
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American jeeps rolled into every corner of Japan, including holy ground like this Shinto shrine.

Japan spent the rest of the decade occupied by a foreign military power, literally picking up the pieces of its major cities. Jeeps zipped freely through the streets all the while. For Japanese adults, the jeep stirred complicated feelings of loss and longing—an unavoidable symbol of capitulation and powerlessness. To children, they represented thrillingly loud and fast candy dispensers, dishing out tastes of American culture in the form of Hershey’s bars, Bazooka gum, and Lucky Strike cigarettes. And they did radiate a sort of charm; bug-eyed headlights and a seven-slotted grill evoking a toothy grin, as though the jeep were a cartoon of a car. The iconic nickname, in fact, likely came from a Popeye comic book. The sailorman’s sidekick Eugene the Jeep first appeared in 1936. He emerged as the Pikachu of his era, a fuzzy yellow fantasy creature whose utterances were limited to the monosyllable “jeep”—which sounded a lot like “GP,” as in General Purpose, another designation for the vehicle.

Officially, the occupation lasted until 1952, when much of Japan regained independence under a new constitution authored by American framers. (Okinawa would remain under American control for another two decades.) Even still the jeeps remained, for sovereignty hinged on the adoption of the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security Between the United States and Japan, better known as Anpo—an abbreviation of its Japanese name. Grossly inequitable and hugely unpopular among a war-weary citizenry from its very inception, the treaty obligated Japan to host a series of American military bases along its entire length, operating independently and beyond the reach of Japanese law: permanent islands of occupation.

Police were required to salute as the American soldiers roared past, whether they were on official business or driving around with their newfound local girlfriends. The first English words most Japanese kids would master in those postwar years were “hello,” “goodbye,” “give me chocolate,” and “jeep.”

THE TOTAL DESTRUCTION of the industrial sector in 1945 obliterated Japan’s manufacturing capabilities—a crippling blow for any nation, but doubly so in one as singularly obsessed with material things as Japan. From the earliest days of contact with the West in 1854, Japan relied on manufactured products to build bridges with the outside world.

The unexpected appearance of an American naval fleet in Japanese waters in the mid-nineteenth century compelled the shogunate to end more than two centuries of self-imposed isolation. The Americans undoubtedly presumed they would find a backward nation with a low standard of living, ripe for exploitation. What they discovered was a vibrant consumer economy that not only met its citizens’ daily needs but delivered books, artwork, furniture, decorations, and fashion accessories to an eager populace. Even in these preindustrial times, Japanese citizens sought out and cherished little luxuries.

Boxes both metaphoric and literal define Japan’s material culture. Artfully arranged bento boxes showcase ingredients and stimulate appetites. The challenging limitations of haiku, just three lines of five, seven, and five syllables, channel creativity into the art of what might be called single-serving verse. So too in the art of wrapping, putting as much effort into the aesthetics of presentation as the object itself, whether it be the careful plating of kaiseki haute cuisine or the presentation of gifts in envelopes or boxes so elaborate that they can rival or even exceed the value of the actual contents.

These packaged pleasures are the products of a hereditary caste system that sorted citizens into boxes of their own: samurai at the top of the social pecking order, followed in turn by farmers, artisans, and merchants at the very bottom. Yet a passion for packaging extends throughout all levels of society, whether in the functional furoshiki cloth wrappings used for daily purchases on the street or in the meticulous packaging seen at luxurious hyakkaten.

Written with the characters for “hundreds of products,” hyakkaten were the traditional analogue of what we now call department stores and the Japanese call depaato. It is no coincidence that Japan is home to two of the world’s very first and longest-running such establishments: Matsuzakaya, founded in 1611, and Mitsukoshi, whose roots extend back to 1673. With a million residents, Edo, as Tokyo was known prior to 1868, ranked as the world’s most populous city for most of the eighteenth century. For many generations, department stores like Mitsukoshi and its many rivals prided themselves on carrying the choicest wares for discriminating urban customers. Fine kimonos; beautifully wrought housewares, jewelry, and accessories; decadent delights of all kinds, from sweets to toys, all of it wrapped just so and presented with a deep bow from the clerk to the customer—the flourish of the presentation just as important as the contents inside. Packaging was always about something more than protection from the elements; it was an art form in and of itself, a show of respect to object and consumer both.

And what might lurk inside those exquisite boxes? In the late nineteenth century, sophisticated books created from woodblock prints, ceramic ware, fashion accessories, brocades, and other pleasures intended for savvy Japanese consumers so charmed Western artists that they began to question long-held assumptions about aesthetics and design. Impressionists and those inspired by them, such as Degas, Whistler, van Gogh, and Toulouse-Lautrec, immersed themselves in the playful artwork of Kuniyoshi and Hokusai to free themselves from the strictures of ossified European style. Before long, things Japanese began to transform what it meant to be cultured. Charles Tiffany harnessed Japanese flourishes to elevate a humble stationery emporium into America’s top purveyor of urban sophistication. To familiar luxuries such as combs, servingware, silver, and stained glass, he added exotic motifs inspired by or even copied directly from the work of Hokusai and others: fish, turtles, flowers, butterflies, and insects. Such was the impact of the Western world’s first encounter with the handiwork of the shokunin: Japanese artisans who poured heart and soul into their craft, because their craft was their lot in life, all but ordained by the social order of their era. Taking a cue from the often brutal apprenticeships of the martial arts, shokunin tradition places innovation secondary to the mastering of a chosen medium’s form, finish, and presentation. Only after long years of rote practice might one aspire to making something new. You might call it thinking inside the box.

Ironically, given this hyperfocus on detail, form, and etiquette, it was the sense of playfulness that most struck early observers of this exotic land. The American educator William Elliot Griffis noted in 1876:


We do not know of any country in the world in which there are so many toy-shops, or so many fairs for the sale of things which delight children. Not only are the streets of every city abundantly supplied with shops, filled as full as a Christmas stocking with gaudy toys, but in small towns and villages one or more children’s bazaars may be found.



While Western tastemakers voraciously consumed prints, glassware, textiles, and other grown-up delights, it was in fact toys that formed the backbone of Japan’s burgeoning export industry in the late nineteenth century. By this time the medieval caste system was out; modernization and catching up with the West were the orders of the day. One of the ways in which the nation strove to catch up was with exports. Toy making was big business, then as now. Germany, the United Kingdom, and France jostled for the lead in supplying the children of the world with dolls, rocking horses, and cast-iron soldiers; Japan watched with envy. The chaos of World War I provided the opportunity for which it had long waited.

At the 1915 Panama–Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco, an opulent display brimmed with roly-poly papier-mâché daruma dolls, miniature paper umbrellas, celluloid figures, and exquisite porcelain dolls from toy makers in Tokyo, Nagoya, Kyoto, and Osaka. The Japanese government heralded its ambitions there and at other world’s fairs; soon enough, these purveyors of playthings leap-frogged Western makers with a variety of new products that were far lower in price, thanks to a far cheaper labor force. A skilled Japanese craftsman might earn in a day what an American would demand to be paid per hour. Toy makers from the land of the rising sun proved so adept at their task that, in 1934, U.S. toy companies petitioned the government for tariffs to help stem the “invasion of the American market by Japanese toys.”

The outbreak of war in the Pacific put an end to Japan’s designs on the global toy industry, seemingly forever. Yet, in fact, the very first manufactured item to emerge from the fires of war was a toy. This humble product—fashioned by a master craftsman who hadn’t made a toy in many years—represented Japan’s first step back onto the world map, winning hearts among Japan’s adults, children, and conquerors alike.

MATSUZO KOSUGE WAS born in 1899 on Japan’s farthest frontier: Etorofu, a frigid island in the Sea of Okhotsk northeast of Hokkaido. Ringed by soaring white cliffs and long inhabited by the indigenous Ainu peoples, Etorofu first appeared on local maps in the late seventeenth century, beginning a long tug-of-war among Ainu, Japanese, and Russians for control of the territory. Remote it may have been, but it was also strategically located—and surrounded by deep and fertile waters, to boot. (It was from Etorofu’s port that an imperial carrier fleet would make final preparations in November of 1941 before setting steam for Pearl Harbor.) After prolonged negotiations, the Russians officially ceded the island to Japan in 1855, opening it for development.

Life on Etorofu was hard. The sea was too cold for swimming, even at the height of summer. There was no school available beyond the elementary level, and a young man had but two choices for work: a fishing boat or the local cannery. But the ambitious and eternally curious Kosuge had bigger ideas, and at the age of seventeen he struck out for Tokyo. There he took an apprenticeship with Tashichi Inoue, the owner of a company that specialized in making toys out of tin. The same low cost, workability, and durability that made tin the material of choice for cans also made it the ideal material for crafting durable toys. And Kosuge was arriving at a thrilling moment for the Japanese toy industry. The global toy trade had long been dominated by German companies, but the outbreak of World War I compelled them to turn from manufacturing playthings to making things of war. In leapt Japanese toy makers, eager to take over the lucrative market the Germans had abandoned. Exports of playthings from Japan to the United States alone quadrupled in just five years, between 1912 and 1917, with no end to the potential growth in sight.

Over years of tutelage from elder craftsmen, Kosuge mastered the largely unglamorous elements of the trade: blueprints and planning, fitting and soldering, painting and printing the colorful designs onto the tinplate stock, and above all else, the molds—anvil-like chunks of cold steel, carefully hand-tooled to form sheets of tin into the series of shapes peculiar to each product. Mounted on giant clanking press machines, the molds were the beating hearts of any tin-toy workshop.

In 1922, Kosuge launched the Kosuge Toy Manufacturing Company. He was only twenty-three years old. We don’t know exactly how he managed to acquire the resources to go independent; back then, apprenticeship was akin to indentured servitude, and Kosuge had to work for a full year without a salary before his master let him venture off on his own. In spite of the name, Kosuge’s company was more of a studio than a factory. It was a think tank for toys, with all the expertise and equipment needed to create playthings from nothing more than imagination and raw material. Some they built to the specifications of wholesalers; many others they created themselves after a great deal of experimentation, shopping the prototypes around to bigger firms in hopes of landing an order.

About the only thing Kosuge’s firm didn’t do was sell toys to actual children. That was the business of the wholesalers, who fronted the money for Kosuge’s production runs, then packaged the result under their own brand names. This was the way of the toy industry, as with all Japanese industry: boxed in, regimented, hierarchical. Neighborhood toy stores ordered products from wholesalers, who in turn bought their stock from cottage workshops like Kosuge’s, which toiled in obscurity. But these tiny “neighborhood factories,” as the Japanese called them, were where the vast majority of playthings were actually made—produced and assembled entirely by hand. Some factories specialized in simpler products like tin horns, watering cans, or rattles for the domestic marketplace. Elaborate mechanized contraptions such as spring-powered cars, Kosuge’s specialty, were mainly intended for foreign buyers, though more than a few found their way into local shops as well.

Most of his competitors were content simply to copy the creations of foreign toy makers like Germany’s Schuco, whose intricate windups set the prewar standard for clockwork toys. Kosuge deeply respected these rivals, but he had a real antipathy toward imitation. “We’re in business to make our own designs,” he told his employees. He took a personal hand in every project, thinking up new designs and drafting the blueprints himself.

Kosuge dreamed up all sorts of toy contraptions. Some were inspired by daily life, like a crawling clockwork baby made of cloth and celluloid; others were more fanciful, like circus seals or dancing animals. Sometime in the thirties he created the world’s first mass-produced toy robot, a boxy tin man named Lilliput. But he loved automobiles most of all. His intricate windup portrayal of Graham-Paige’s sleek 1933 Blue Streak sedan was an early success. In the early thirties, there were only 1,600 private cars registered in all of Tokyo, and rickshaws still plied the street. Toy versions of futuristic foreign vehicles like the Blue Streak and a later Packard Eight gave young Japanese a tantalizing glimpse of the modern world abroad. Before long, everyone in the toy industry called him “Kosuge the Car Man.” By 1935, his little workshop wasn’t so little anymore. He employed some two hundred workers, among them many of the city’s top tinsmiths. Their efforts contributed to making Japan the world’s second-largest producer of toys, the majority of which were exported to eager customers in the United States and Great Britain.

Japan was poised to overtake Germany as the leader of the global toy trade. But three years later, in 1938, the Japanese economy ground to a halt. International protests over Japan’s invasion of China led to crippling economic sanctions. As the prime minister declared ambitions to build a new order in East Asia, parliament passed a frightening National Mobilization Law giving him the unilateral ability to set prices, institute rationing, and even conscript citizens into forced labor, effectively ending democratic rule in Japan. The entire nation went on war footing—even its children. “From now on, Japanese boys will have to settle for toys made of cardboard and wood,” reported the Yomiuri Shimbun newspaper in August of 1938. “The manufacture of metal toys has been prohibited, following new restrictions on the use of metal materials. . . . This represents a delightful opportunity for mothers to explain to their children the importance of Japan’s battle to establish a new order in East Asia.” The authorities ordered Kosuge to stop making toys and retool his presses to stamp out the casings for bomb fuses instead. Shikata ga nai—it couldn’t be helped. When the streets were plastered with signs reading LUXURY IS THE ENEMY and housewives were being publicly shamed for getting perms, how could anyone make toys? Down came the KOSUGE TOY MANUFACTURING sign; up went a decidedly less playful-sounding one reading PRECISION FABRICATION.
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Kosuge’s Graham-Paige Blue Streak
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A modern reproduction of the Lilliput, the first known robot toy. In a sign of the times, the original was manufactured in the imperial Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo, China.

Sanctions led to a 1941 U.S. embargo on metal and petroleum exports, a freeze on Japanese assets in U.S. banks, and then after the attack on Pearl Harbor, all-out war. Desperate for raw materials, in the summer of 1942 the government began collecting and melting down priceless bronze statues and prayer bells from Buddhist temples. A few months later, authorities went door-to-door confiscating pots and pans, forcing families to exchange metal currency for paper IOUs. They even stripped school classrooms of their cast-iron stoves, forcing children to shiver through the winter months. In 1943, the government finally came calling for Kosuge and his fellow toy makers. They were compelled to hand over their most precious assets: the steel molds they had been quietly storing in hopes of restarting business once the war ended. If it ended.

By early 1945, as the Japanese military lost control of the skies over its cities, the American forces readied a series of firebombing attacks designed to crush military production and public morale. For the first trial of this new strategy, code-named Operation Meetinghouse, planners targeted Kosuge—not by name, but shokunin like him were in the crosshairs. “It made a lot of sense to kill skilled workers by burning whole areas,” explained General Ira Eaker, former deputy commander of the U.S. Army Air Force, in a 1962 interview. The Asakusa neighborhood of Tokyo, where Kosuge’s company was located, wasn’t simply the heart of the toy industry. It was a bustling commercial-residential district filled with small workshops and factories of all kinds that had been converted from civilian to wartime production. It was also one of the most densely populated places on the planet. It also happened to be constructed, as was nearly all of Tokyo at the time, entirely out of wood and paper.

The raid, which began in the predawn hours of March 10, sent close to three hundred B-29 Superfortresses into the skies over Tokyo. Their incendiary payloads of phosphorous and napalm were carefully concocted to trigger a firestorm in the city streets below. The results were apocalyptic. One hundred thousand Japanese died that night, most of them civilians. The stench of charred flesh grew so thick that bomber crews reported smelling it more than a mile overhead. More than 250,000 buildings burned to the ground, leaving millions homeless. It was the single most destructive conventional bombing attack in human history, a grotesque record that stands to this day.

Kosuge left no memoirs. We can only guess at the horrors he must have seen that terrible day, the devastating sense of loss he must have felt at losing both his lifework and so many friends and acquaintances. What is known is that the military ordered him to gather any equipment that survived the bombing and move to a distant city. Did he resist? It didn’t matter. He wasn’t a toy maker anymore, just another cog in his nation’s war machine. He was sent to Otsu, a picturesque hamlet on the shores of Lake Biwa, outside Kyoto. There Kosuge spent the remainder of the war churning out military camera housings and other components for a fight he must have suspected, as did so many of his countrymen, that there was no hope of winning.

When Japan surrendered in August, Kosuge stayed put. There wasn’t much of a Tokyo left to go back to. He couldn’t even return home. The Soviets had taken the opportunity of Japan’s defeat to reclaim Etorofu, and rumor had it the citizens would be taken prisoner.

Shikata ga nai. There were worse places to wait things out than Otsu. Long a vacation spot for the aristocracy, it was where Murasaki Shikibu penned the first chapters of The Tale of Genji a thousand years earlier. The lakeside neighborhood where Kosuge lived and worked was famed for its scenery. The charming pine tree–lined boulevards and soaring mountain peaks had captivated the ukiyo-e printmaker Hiroshige, who included them in his Eight Views of Omi.

That Kyoto happened to be Japan’s only metropolitan center still standing gave Kosuge an idea. Only months after the war’s end, he set up Kosuge Toy Works in the first suitably sized space he found available for rent: a former cattle shed. It had been shuttered for many years, the cows long since slaughtered to feed hungry residents. The structure was rustic, to put it generously. Sunlight—and cold breezes—filtered through gaps in the boards. Signs of its former life abounded: the musky scent still hanging in the air, the clumps of straw littering the floor, the dried flecks of dung clinging to the support posts. But it had plenty of space for Kosuge’s equipment and men. It would do.

Freed from military service, Kosuge could make any kind of toy he wanted. The only question was what to make. It’s easy to imagine him thinking: What on earth can I offer kids who’ve spent their entire lives trying to survive a war?

As it happened, the answer came to him. The occupation forces had requisitioned nearby Biwako Hotel as a temporary barracks, making GIs a familiar sight on Otsu’s once-quiet streets. “American jeeps were everywhere back then,” wrote the toy historian Osamu Kato in 1960. “The envy of kids and adults alike. There was something about them that made you wish you could take a ride.” As Kosuge made his way home from the public bathhouse one evening in the fall of 1945, he spotted a jeep parked on the street—and nobody was in it. Given the hour, the occupants were likely off scouting for female companionship in the nearby red-light district. The unoccupied vehicle gave Kosuge the Car Man his first chance to inspect a jeep up close.

Normally, toy makers referred to the catalogs and promotional materials released by auto manufacturers to design their toys. This obviously wasn’t an option for a piece of military equipment. So Kosuge used the only tool he had on him to take measurements: his bath towel. Stretching it out to capture the rough dimensions of the jeep’s chassis, he hurried back home to draw a blueprint. He repeated the process with the towel over subsequent evenings to refine the design. Before long, the plans were complete. The Car Man was back in business. Neither he nor anyone else could have realized what a pivotal moment this was: a first step toward putting Japan back on the cultural map for something other than military conquest and mayhem.

There was just one problem. He had no molds—they’d long since been handed over to the government. There was no raw material, no metal to work with at all. Yet Kosuge was determined. In the heaps of American trash rapidly growing behind the Hotel Biwako, Matsuzo Kosuge saw treasure. He negotiated with the army to let him haul away the empty food tins and beer cans. Back at the workshop, he and his staff cleaned the castoffs with a caustic soda, cut them open, ran them through a roller press to flatten them, pounded the resulting sheets into shape over improvised wooden molds, then assembled the parts by hand. After a quick coat of paint, they were done. Off the makeshift assembly line rolled a tiny convoy of tencentimeter-long windup replicas of the U.S. military’s ubiquitous daily conveyance.

It wasn’t exactly up to the standards of the toys Kosuge had produced before the war. A lack of the metal springs needed for windup mechanisms forced him to resort to a simple rubber band to power the tiny vehicle. But, in spite of his having measured the original with nothing more than a damp towel, each miniature copy featured a surprising amount of detail, even down to the distinctive white stars on the sides and hood. They weren’t exactly precise, but they captured the aura of the jeeps; they felt right. Kosuge must have smiled as he looked over his handiwork. After all these years, he had a new toy.
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Along with the Americans came copious quantities of garbage, which locals mined for reusable materials.

The philosopher Walter Benjamin famously wrote of the “aura” that an original work of art or nature possesses, which is inevitably missing from a mechanical copy. But in Japan, a nation where the 1,300-year-old Ise Grand Shrine is demolished and expertly rebuilt every twenty years, the line between original and replica has long been blurred. In Japan, “copy” lacks the pejorative meaning that it often carries in Western societies. Abroad, a copy implies the end of a process; in Japan, where the process of creation begins with imitation, copying signals the beginning of something new.

Now he just needed a place to sell his replicas. The long-dormant instincts of a veteran toy maker kicked in. He took a sample to Kyoto and struck a deal with the city’s largest department store, Marubutsu. For Kosuge, Marubutsu was an easy enough choice: It was the only major retailer open in the city. The department store, for its part, must have been happy to carry the toy. It had been five years since a 1940 government edict formally prohibited the sale of jewels, precious metals, and fancy clothing, forcing department stores to focus on simple tableware, humble mompei work clothes, and the most basic of confectioneries. Even the latter weren’t intended for customers, but rather purchased as care packages for soldiers abroad. Kosuge’s jeep was the first true luxury to appear on the market in many years—even if it happened to be hammered out of old tin cans.

Kosuge and his employees toiled throughout the fall in anticipation of the January 1946 New Year holiday season, the nation’s first under peace in close to a decade. The first batch of jeeps went on sale in December of 1945, just four months after the end of the war. They were priced at ten yen apiece, the cost of a quick meal in a black-market food stall, making them affordable to impoverished customers. They didn’t even have boxes—at any other time than this, an unforgivable sin for something sold at a department store. But paper, too, was in critically short supply.

Kosuge’s entire first run of jeeps, several hundred pieces, sold out in an hour.

He immediately scaled up his operation, renting more cattle sheds for added work space and hiring dozens of local laborers, even enlisting housewives to assemble parts in their homes. Together, the citizens of Otsu churned out thousands more jeeps for the department store. Being handmade, with none of the precision tools that had been available before the war, no two lots were the same. Little improvements creeped in over the course of time: replacing the rubber band with a windup mechanism here, adding a trailer-wagon accessory there. Eventually Kosuge even managed to procure rudimentary boxes from a Tokyo supplier: unbleached brown cardboard, rubber-stamped in English: JEEP!
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A specimen of Kosuge’s jeep from the collection of the Otsu City Museum of History

Every time a new batch arrived, customers queued in lines around the block, seemingly oblivious to the December chill. In a land where children had been stripped of their heroes and everything else, Kosuge made the occupying army his brand. Every Allied jeep that whizzed by on the streets unwittingly promoted the product. By the end of the month, Marubutsu sold one hundred thousand of what came to be called “Kosuge’s jeep”—an astounding number given Japan’s situation. Transforming the conqueror’s chariot into a palm-sized plaything had clearly tapped into something profound.

THE TOY JEEP might seem like just a blip on the proto-pop-cultural radar at a strange time in history. But Japan had quickly learned what happened when a generation of children grew up deprived of toys. Even children fortunate enough to still have families and homes at war’s end played at roles that sadly evoked the era: “pretend black market,” “pretend gambling,” “pretend protest demonstrations,” and, most disturbingly, “pretend pan-pan”—imitating the strolling pairs of GIs and young women so ubiquitous on Japanese streets of the era. Many other children were left orphaned, homeless, or both. Some turned to crime, raiding warehouses for whatever stockpiled wartime matériel that they could liberate and trade for food to black-market scalpers. In a plea to readers of the Mainichi Shimbun newspaper, the head of a Tokyo orphanage lamented: “We can keep them fed, but what they really need, even more than clothes or books, are things to play with.”

Word of Kosuge’s triumph in Kyoto was music to the ears of the few remaining toy makers still in the capital. “Everyone in the industry said to each other, ‘Who on earth made this?’ ” recalled the historian Osamu Kato. “ ‘How could anyone manage to make such an excellent toy at a time like this?’ ” Inspired by Kosuge’s success, a Tokyo firm called Takamine began producing its own take on the jeep. Although less detailed than Kosuge’s, it proved equally popular among the children of the capital. By May of 1946, the factory was turning out more than one hundred a day, with plans to expand that to five hundred.

To kids, the jeeps were desperately needed playthings; to adults they represented the stirrings of a working economy, of a normal society. It wasn’t long before the American forces took notice. Young soldiers scooped up the tin replicas of their cars and aircraft as souvenirs, while occupation economic planners, keenly aware of the prewar success of Japan’s toy industry, watched intently. The toys became a symbol—and a tool—of bridges built between enemies turned uneasy allies. In a 1946 pictorial in the Pacific edition of Stars and Stripes, a Japanese boy and a young GI are seen racing tin jeeps atop the hood of a real one.

Key to the jeep’s success was the ambiguity of its message. “Japanese grown-ups hated toys of military vehicles, because they’re why we lost the war,” recalled Eiichiro Tomiyama, founder in 1924 of the toy company Tomiyama, now known as Tomy. “To Americans, it’s different; they’re shining examples of military success. I knew they would sell abroad.” So it was that in August of 1947, General MacArthur’s economic team directed that “all efforts be made to ramp up production of toys for export, as collateral material for the critically needed food rations being imported for Japanese citizens.” The only other products so recognized were silks. Thanks to toys, Japan could finally begin rebuilding its export trade. The only condition was that the products clearly be marked MADE IN OCCUPIED JAPAN.

The timing was fortuitous. Christmas of 1947 was fast approaching, and America was experiencing a toy shortage of its own, one of the many lingering effects Stateside of wartime labor and material shortages. Even Lionel, the famed maker of toy trains, had been reduced to manufacturing its products out of cardboard during the war years. Japan’s toy makers were more than happy to fill the gap with their effigies of popular American passenger cars and military vehicles. Tomiyama’s intricate tin replica of a B-29 bomber, the very same type that had only a few years previously rained incendiary death on the actual neighborhood now producing the toy, became a major hit abroad. When the toy’s distributor, Yonezawa Shokai, displayed it at a 1951 toy fair in New York, buyers placed orders for hundreds of thousands of the planes. Yonezawa eventually sold close to a million of them in the United States alone. Products like the B-29 propelled the tin-toy industry from eight million yen a year in 1947 to eight billion yen a year by 1955. The vast majority went to eager children in the United States and Great Britain.

The ambivalence with which average Japanese had long regarded these symbols of war finally bubbled to the surface in 1951, when an organization of teachers and women’s groups launched a nationwide campaign against the manufacture of military-themed toys. Toy makers fired back that their products merely reflected the world in which children lived. Children saw jeeps, tanks, and military planes on a daily basis. They were, for better and worse, part of the fabric of daily life. What purpose would be served by hiding toy versions of the same things?

As it turned out, the question would soon be moot, for the end of the occupation in 1952 signaled a great pop-cultural pivot for Japanese children. Like the rest of the postwar world, Japan idolized American culture: so strong, so powerful, so sexy and stylish. A young toy executive from a tiny Japanese firm would soon exploit this understanding, to great success. He would do it by harnessing an expression of the American dream even more potent than that of the jeep. It went by the name “Cadillac.”

FEW BUILDINGS WERE available for rent in war-ravaged Asakusa, still recovering from the carpet-bombings years earlier. In 1947, Haruyasu Ishida, together with his younger brother, Minoru, and a third partner, founded the toy company Marusan Co. Ltd. He ran it out of his home, which also served as warehouse, dormitory, and kitchen for its ten employees—a common arrangement in the early days after the war. Rather than making new things, the brothers specialized in brokering deals between countryside toy factories and the Tokyo wholesalers who serviced the region’s retail stores. Marusan’s specialty was “optical toys”—a fancy-sounding name for cheap plastic binoculars and telescopes. They sold well enough to earn a steady return. But Minoru, youngest of the company’s three founders, wanted to be more than just a purveyor of novelties.

Passionate and creative, Minoru quickly emerged as Marusan’s idea man. Haruyasu, a consummate businessman, served as a counterweight, arguing from a position of markets and numbers. By 1952, one thing both agreed on was that their rivals were making small fortunes exporting tin toys abroad. They resolved to design one of their own.

The idea of making miniature cars deeply appealed to Minoru. He was obsessed with the real thing. As a teen in Singapore he’d sped around the city in a Citroën 11 CV; right after launching Marusan, he procured a used Studebaker from an American soldier, ostensibly as a company car, then added a fire engine–red MG T-type openseater to the fleet. “We really turned heads making deliveries in that MG,” chuckled former employee Saburo Ishizuki as he recounted the scene to me. “There wasn’t anything like it on Tokyo’s streets at the time.”

Minoru wanted something that would turn heads on toy store shelves, too. A toy car like no other manufacturer was making—scaled like the real thing, large, and filled with features that would really wow foreign buyers. Only an uncompromising veteran craftsman could pull off such a feat. Minoru knew just who to call.

Matsuzo Kosuge returned to Tokyo in 1947. There he launched a design studio and tin factory called Tokyo Zosaku Kogeisha (Tokyo Creative Arts). It was located in the Sumida ward, just a stone’s throw from where his old factory had been before the war. Kosuge wasted no time in releasing the firm’s first product, a windup car that could “sense” the edge of a table and turn around before falling off; he sold ten thousand of them. As the orders poured in and his reputation grew, he changed the name to what everyone had taken to calling the company anyway: Kosuge Toys.

After batting around ideas with Kosuge, Minoru settled on the model: a 1950 Cadillac sedan. It was the obvious choice. As U.S. soldiers and their jeeps became less of a presence on the streets of a newly independent Japan, children thrilled to new fantasies of technology and prosperity: the absurdly oversized, gloriously chromed, and thrillingly aerodynamic passenger cars produced by American automakers. And the Cadillac was America’s number-one car.

Kosuge the Car Man had cannily hit two birds with one stone in choosing the jeep. It was a symbol of both American military might and automotive prowess, wrapped in a compact olive-drab package. He and his fellow Japanese toy makers were keenly aware of the sway that American passenger cars held over the midcentury imagination, not only in Japan but in their country of origin. Postwar America was obsessed with cars. In 1950, there were just twenty-five million registered automobiles on American roads; by 1958, that number had more than doubled. Everyone wanted a Cadillac, even if it was only a toy.

This time, there would be no need for compromise. After the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, the American government funneled nearly $3 billion in orders to Japan for the production and transport of war matériel to the Korean peninsula—things like rope, wire, clothing, foodstuffs, ammunition, and even copies of American jeeps, built on license by Mitsubishi and Toyota. Blood money this may have been, but it was an undeniable boon for a nation in dire financial straits. As Japanese firms constructed factories and transport infrastructure to fill the American military procurement orders, Japan became “one huge supply depot, without which the Korean War could not have been fought,” as Ambassador Robert Murphy put it in 1952. Watching Japan’s economy grow by double digits thanks to the investment, the president of the Bank of Japan called it “aid from the heavens.”

Now that foundries had been restarted and were once again producing high-quality domestic steel, there was no need to comb through filthy trash heaps for discarded tin. Thanks to the reappearance of machine shops capable of turning out gears, springs, and other precision components, craftsmen were able to upgrade their toys with new clockwork mechanisms that put even the prewar best to shame. Under Minoru’s direction, Kosuge’s team toiled for a year refining the sculpting, the molds, and all the tiny details.

The end result was exquisite. At thirteen inches long, the Cadillac was perfect from its shiny ebony roof down to its white-walled tires. The glossy sheen came from numerous painstakingly applied coats of lacquer paint; the bumpers and grille were finished in gleaming chrome, with glistening jewels of translucent plastic for headlights. The hoods sported miniature Cadillac crests, each painted by hand. Inside, state-of-the-art lithographic printing technology replicated the finest details, from the pattern on the tin “upholstery” down to the numbers on the speedometer. It looked real enough to drive, as though some mad scientist had fired a shrink ray at the actual car. At some point along the way, everyone involved had almost given up caring if it would sell or not. It was about the craftsmanship—the shokunin spirit.

Every package featured KOSUGE FACTORY in small letters underneath the Marusan logo. It was an unprecedented accolade for a craftsman who, like so many before him, had quietly toiled in the shadows of name-brand retail toy companies. Aficionados affectionately refer to it as “Kosuge’s Cadillac” today.

The no-compromise approach forced Marusan to sell the product for 1,500 yen in Japan—a small fortune at the time, far beyond the means of any child. The only shops Minoru could convince to carry it were department stores, the hope being that well-heeled grownups would purchase them for their kids—or, equally likely, for themselves.

In fact, the price was so high that the government deemed it a luxury item rather than a plaything, forcing Marusan to file extra paperwork and pay additional taxes on the sales. They didn’t sell particularly well in Japan, but this was to be expected given the price tag. Minoru calmed Haruyasu down by assuring him that the real customers lay abroad. And he was right. Virtually from the moment foreign buyers first saw the Cadillacs at the International Toy Fair in New York, Marusan could barely keep up with the demand. It represented a little piece of the American dream, re-envisioned by toy makers who had been fighting the Americans only a few years earlier.
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Kosuge’s Cadillac

Just as he had with the jeep, Kosuge quickly adapted to the new hunger for his handiwork. With few professionals available, he scaled up production the same way he had in Otsu: by hiring local housewives. Lined up at long tables, they assembled parts and applied finishing touches. At its peak this manufacturing line turned out 270 finished cars a day, in a range of colors and specifications including friction-powered, battery-powered, and eventually even remote-controlled versions. Nobody knows how many were produced in total, but another product hints at how successful it must have been with foreign buyers. In 1954, Marusan released a kit of a tin Buick Roadmaster, the most regal of the automaker’s sedans. The packaging, entirely in English, reads: “Sister car of our famous ‘Cadillac,’ favored by our young friends . . . A toy, but more than a toy. Another hit item for this year produced by MARUSAN.” The package for the Japanese edition of the Roadmaster boasted that it “is currently being exported to department stores throughout North and South America and Australia, where it outsells similar products from Germany and Britain.”

Almost as soon as they arrived on the shelves of American toy stores, highly detailed and reasonably priced Japanese cars began crowding out domestically produced models.
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PEACE! IT’S OVER. ... Forty-three and a half square
‘miles in four of Japan's largest cities—Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka,
and Kobe—were destroyed. APAN A HOLLOW
SHELL. ... Amazement at Japan's state of exhaustion

was the first reaction of American correspondents

‘Work harder, longer with 7%47/6pon™ amphetamine tablets!

Sold in convenient twenty, iy, one hundred, and five hundred
count packages. . . . HEY, KIDS! ACORNS CAN BE TURNED INTO
CRACKERS AND CANDY AND BREAD T0 FILL UP YOUR TUMMIES!
GET COLLECTING S0 YOU CAN EAT UP! ... . WASHINGTON—
‘The return of toys and games to the shelves of toy
departments appeared closer at hand today as the War
Production Board revoked Limitation Order L-81 Ueno
station reports having to dispose of up tosix bodies of starvation victims
everyday. ..

Chicago Tribune. “It will not be.

trong nation in the world.”
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