
JAPANESE INVASION 

 

Twenty first century kids think they were pioneers in the craze associated with all things Japanese.  

From Manga to Lone Wolf and Cub, from Akira to Dragonball Z, kids these days think they saw it 

first; how wrong they are. 

 

Not 20 years after my parents’ generation beat back the Japanese threat to their way of life, 

Shintaro Akekusa, Tombay the Mist, Phantom Agent Fantar, Gigantor and Astro Boy were having a 

profound effect on mine. 

 

To say that my Mum and Dad were appalled that a “Jap” was my hero in 1963 is an 

understatement.  This was understandable to me, even at the time, as I had been told so often of 

the cruelty of the Japanese during the war and the fact that several of my relatives had been 

casualties didn’t lessen my folks’ astonishment at my traitorous infatuation. 

 

Nevertheless, there was no denying the appeal of one dashing Oriental medieval “Lone Ranger” 

in the form of Shintaro Akekusa.  Like the Ranger, he had his Tonto too; namely Tombay the Mist.  

Together this unlikely pair, (often accompanied by an annoying adolescent named Shusaku; of 

whom I was intensely jealous) roamed the back roads of ancient Japan in a never ending battle 

against all kinds of ninja (the death toll was astronomical) whilst upholding the best traditions of a 

cross between the aforementioned Ranger and perhaps Zorro, with more than a dash of Robin 

Hood thrown in too. 

 

My first memories of the TV series that featured him; “The Samurai,” was that it was broadcast after 

school each day.  My day boiled down to racing home in order to catch the next instalment of 

Shintaro and Tombay’s exploits and then consigning myself to the back yard until dinner time to 

re-enact all the action of the day’s episode.  This re-enactment was made all the more real by 

wearing my satin dressing gown (I made my mother buy me one with a Japanese character on 

the breast pocket) and wielding the wooden samurai sword my Dad had made for me.  

Alternately, if I felt the compulsion to be the bad guy, I would don my mother’s black cardigan.  

Please don’t picture some sort of pre-adolescent cross-dressing weirdo wearing his mother’s 

clothes even though that’s the way I described it.  The cardigan I referred to, when buttoned up 

and reversed, was placed over the head to a level above the eyes.  The sleeves were then 

wrapped around the front of my face, crossed over and then tied around the back of my head.  

The resulting effect was a remarkable likeness to the black hoods worn by the evil ninja.  I loved 

that cardigan.  It was the envy of all my friends who were equally smitten by the phenomenon of 

the Samurai.  To this day, my mother God bless her, thinks I like to wear cardigans forgetting the 

way I perverted its intended use. 

 

It’s funny; I killed more imaginary Koga and Fuma ninja than Shintaro did and yet, as an adult, 

never felt compelled to become a serial killer or some such other monster as the result of “violent 

television” having washed my brain as a child.  Did you also notice that my Mum and Dad had 

softened somewhat to contribute as they did, to my mania?  Softened yes but they still gasped 

when they occasionally “sprung” me sitting cross-legged on my bed in full Samurai regalia, 

praying to Buddha.  Did I say that I took it seriously? 

 

Weekends were the best.  As the series went into reruns, Saturday and Sunday from about 11am 

were a treat.  You’d get an hour of our favourite samurai and then an hour of World 

Championship Wrestling; more than enough violence and sadism to fuel the rest of the weekend.  

This was made all the more enjoyable as my best friend Richard was with me.  How we survived 

those afternoons of never ending swordplay is beyond me – especially once disarmed, we 

resorted to “sleeper holds” or the “abdominal stretch” and as a last resort, the dreaded “atomic 

drop” to secure victory.  It was a sort of cross-cultural mayhem that kept us off street corners. 

 

Added to this were the diabolical accoutrements we carried in order to emulate the weaponry of 

our heroes.  First and foremost was of course; the swords.  Mostly wooden, occasionally bamboo 

and rarely metal replicas were the order of the day.  Richard had a metal one and I was filthy 



about that.  How I wanted it.  His Mum paid 30 shillings ($3.00) for it and secretly I never forgave 

my Mum for not coughing up the 30 bob to do likewise – probably why I stole her black cardigan. 

Richard’s sword however fell short of the craftsmanship of an original.  It didn’t take long for it to 

develop a kink and then snap altogether.  It’s funny though how youngsters can improvise.  Once 

deceased, the broken sword became an ideal prop; jutting out from Richard’s or my prone 

corpse. It was a great effect!  Now if one decided to play a ninja, fashion dictated that the sword 

be worn, not at the waist as was the style of the good guy but across the back!  A great effect 

except when negotiating under the house where floor joists can play havoc with jutting out sword 

handles.  Many a time, I wound up flat on my back thanks to a low lying beam with Richard in hot 

pursuit and hysterics. 

 

Next was the Shuriken or ninja star knife; very hard to buy replicas.  I remember plastic ones being 

marketed for a time but the bright colours destroyed the illusion.  Far better to manufacture our 

own – we thought.  For raw materials, we used the tried and true jam tin lid.  I ate Ardmona 

peaches like there was no tomorrow, so this, plus the aforementioned jam tins and anything else 

we could scrounge up provided a never ending source of metal.  Add a pair of tin snips and the 

result was that all manner of jagged-death-dealing ninja stars were being mass produced in 

backyard factories across eastern Australia.  Now the trouble with homemade star knives was 

twofold.  First; they never, I repeat never fly straight.  Aiming at the intended target, normally a 

tree or post, one would hurl the weapon as hard as one could.  What inevitably happened next 

was ungraceful, unpredictable, un-ninja-like and downright dangerous.  The knife would rise 

vertically, do a backward 360, and then veer sharply away at a right angle.  The safest place to 

be was in front of the tree or the post.  The second trouble was carrying them.  On TV, whenever 

ninja felt the need to throw star knives, they’d produce them from inside their jackets.  Whatever 

the pouch was inside the coat that stored the weapons, our home made ones did not have 

them.  The jagged edges produced all manner of contusions and puncture wounds to the 

abdominal regions of us fledgling ninja.  No-one ever said the life of a ninja was an easy one. 

 

My favourite “weapon” was the ninja barb.  Whenever a ninja was being pursued, he would, 

again from the pouch inside the jacket, produce handfuls of barbs that he would scatter on the 

path behind him thus sticking in the feet of his pursuers.  Unlike the star knife, they were easy to 

manufacture.  The barbs from barbed wire not only looked like the authentic ninja weapon but 

produced the same effect when scattered.  The challenge however; do not under any 

circumstances, whilst running full bore with a shirt full of jagged tin lids and barbs, fall over… 

whatever you do!   The consequences were too terrible to tell. 

 

Along comes 1965 and guess what?  Shintaro tours Sydney and Melbourne.   

 

The old Sydney Stadium had hosted the world’s best boxers and wrestlers, the Harlem 

Globetrotters and myriad performers but now we had a Samurai.  More people met Shintaro at 

the airport than had turned out for the Beatles,  so just as you were thinking I was the only crazy kid 

in town, let me tell you that this was a phenomenon, the magnitude of which has seldom been 

seen since – particularly amongst 6 – 15 year olds.   

 

So here he was and here I was (Mum too; by this time as big a fan as I) face to face.  Purple 

kimono, white handled katana and tanto, no Tombay though; and killing as many ninja on a 15 

metre square stage as he did in any dozen episodes; well all I can say is “wow”, it doesn’t get any 

better for a 9 year old than that.  Unbeknownst to me, Richard and his Mum were there too – we 

ran into each other after the show.  It was here that Richard got his metal sword – from a vendor 

selling them like hotcakes.  30 bob…Mum!!  What were you thinking? 

 

The show was a smash and apart from everything else, I learned that the good guys (the Iga 

ninja) wore red.  This was a shock as black and white TV suggested grey.  Anyhow, Mum decides 

to make me a ninja suit.  Even though I had a perfectly good black cardigan, she makes me a 

red ninja suit – shirt and pants.  Richard’s Mum makes him a black one.  I offered to trade him my 

black cardigan for his sword but he respectfully declined. 

 



Copying our heroes exploits and styles came to a climax one weekend when Richard and I 

decided to let a young lady that he had a crush on, know how he felt about her….ninja style.  So 

in the inimitable style of 9 year old suburban ninjas, one in a red suit mind you, we stealthily 

approached young Colleen’s back yard.  Creeping along the fence line, darting to and fro so as 

to remain invisible, (at midday on a Saturday, one in a red suit) we inched along her fence to 

where a stout gum tree grew and overhung the fence.  Then, in the best traditions of ninja, we 

climbed the tree and Richard produced, from the pouch in his shirt, a love letter he had put his 

ninja-hardened heart into.   

 

We determined that we would hurl the note, attached to a large rock that I fished out of my shirt 

from amongst the star knives and barbs that had already drawn blood due to climbing the tree, 

and we attached the note to the rock.  The trajectory we figured, needed to be truer than our 

star knives.   

 

Maybe through conscience or guilt, I’m not sure which, I can’t remember who actually threw the 

rock......but it was thrown – hard and true.  It was thrown straight through the windshield of 

Colleen’s father’s Combie van.   

 

Our mission had been a failure.  Tradition demanded we commit harakiri – ritual suicide.  We 

opted instead to run like hell.  And run we did.   

 

Lacking the slow motion grace of our television counterparts, we fell/jumped to the ground and 

ran.  Shortly thereafter we were pursued.  It was Colleen’s sister Sharon – her younger sister!  It was 

at this point that our ninja training abandoned us.  I completely forgot about the ninja barbs 

which would have saved us.   

 

The area was bushy in those days and we were lucky that adrenaline compensated for being 

failed ninja.  We disappeared (not easy in a red suit) into the scrub and regrouped at my place 

about an hour later.  We were never punished for the botched mission – outside the disgrace of 

being chased and terrified by an 8 year old girl.  In our defence, she was yelling loudly.   

 

Excluding this heinous crime, our devotion to this phenomenon never led to trouble or serious 

injury…except maybe to our pride.  Neither did it daunt or diminish in us, or kids like us along the 

eastern seaboard, the fervour and admiration we felt to this icon from another era. 

 

This I believe was the great advantage we baby boomers enjoyed over our twenty first century 

counterparts.  We actually did the imagining for ourselves in a way that resulted in physical 

activity albeit dangerous at times by today’s play standards.  Kids these days re-enact their hero’s 

exploits on a computer screen or a games’ consul.  I am biased.  I believe we had more fun 

because it was more real.   

 

Thank you Shintaro, thank you Richard and thanks Mum.  Sorry about the cardigan…please don’t 

buy me one. 

 


