Introduction

The 1950s and early 1960s were the golden age of the
Japanese tin toy car. It was in 1953 that the Marusan toy
company brought out a model Cadillac which set new
standards of realism in this medium. Thereafter, other
Japanese toy manufacturers like Alps, Asahi, Yonezawa,
Nomura, Ichiko and Bandai followed suit with many
other high-quality, large-scale replicas of American and
European cars in tinplate.

But the Japanese did not invent this type of toy. Since
the turn of the twentieth century, and even earlier, the
market for tinplate toy cars and trains had been dominated
by Germany, with production centred in ‘the city of toys’,
Nuremberg. During the two world wars, however, the toy

Many Japanese tin toys were simple, ‘generic’ designs rather than
realistic representations of particular vehicles. This ‘Electromobile’ car,
for instance, bears no more than a vague similarity to a 1950s Buick
sedan. The car is 8in long and was marketed by a company called
Mizuno. Such toys tend to be relatively inexpensive on the collecting
market; the value of this one is around £75. The toys pictured in the
rest of this book are noticeably more realistic and consequently fetch
higher prices.

Realism is not the only factor determining the value of a tin toy. This
taxi version of the ‘Electromobile’ car is likely to cost at least four
times the price of the plain grey one. This is partly because it is much
harder to find, and partly because of the colourful livery — achieved by
lithographic printing onto sheet metal before the toy is pressed out in
the mould.

factories were compelled to switch to arms production.
In 1945 the German economy lay in ruins and the toy
industry took some years to recover.

By the mid-fifties famous German brands like JNF
(Josef Neuhierl of Furth), Gama, (Georg Adam Mangold),
and Schuco (Schreyer and Co) were once again making
good quality tinplate vehicles. In the interim, however,
Japan had seized the initiative in producing tin toys
in huge quantities at low prices which the European
toymakers could not hope to match. This development
was made possible, firstly, by cheap labour costs and,
secondly, because Japan was under American occupation,
which ensured that the bulk of toy production found a
ready export market in the United States. Toy distributors
and department store buyers were able to negotiate
advantageous prices by placing very large orders.

Although by 1962 some 360 toy manufacturers were
in existence in the Tokyo area, little is known about
individual companies. Some of the largest brands, such
as Marusan, have well-documented histories and some,
like Bandai, are still major players in today’s toy market,
having successfully adapted their products to suit the
times. Many others, though, were small and obscure,



The typical American car of the fifties was long and low, finished in bright two-tone colours, laden with chrome and
with tailfins at the back. All these features are convincingly captured by Japanese tin toys, most of which are based on
American prototypes as they were destined for export to the USA.

Some of the finest examples are shown in this chapter, the majority being cars from the General Motors group
— Buicks, Chevrolets, Cadillacs and Oldsmobiles — and from GM’s main rival, Ford (who also made Lincolns and

Edsels). Other marques such as Chrysler, Packard and Studebaker were not modelled quite as frequently but they, too,
are represented in these pages.

(Photos courtesy of the Bruce Sterling Collection)
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Buick Special by M (Mizuno)

“Buick life, lift and luxury at lowest cost” was how the
manufacturer summed up the appeal of its ‘Special’ range
in 1955. That year, Buick succeeded in achieving record
volume sales while maintaining its reputation as a prestige
brand second only to Cadillac within the General Motors
Corporation.

This Japanese tinplate replica of the Buick was sold
under the name ‘Electromobile’, a title designed to draw
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attention to its main selling point: the battery-powered
remote control box which not only propels the car but
operates the lights and horn too. The only clue to the
maker is a discreet ‘M’ logo which stands for ‘Nihon Alps
Mizuno Seisakusho’. Length is 8.5in and other colour
schemes include two-tone blue and two-tone green.

Price category: 4






