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Johnny Express, Switch N Go,  Johnny Astro & Me 
 
At this time I wish to share some of my material concerning toys of the 1960s and their 
impact on me.  While other writings used a couple of these toys to compare and contrast 
manufacturing from that period and what we used to do in my industry, the focus here 
will be on describing the toys themselves and stating why I believe them to be the three 
greatest toys ever made.  The toys are presented in ascending order as to my ranking for 
the best of all time. 
 
“Johnny Express”  
It was in the latter part of the year 2002 when I started taking an interest in procuring 
some antique toys for restoration and collection purposes.  These efforts originally 
focused on a toy manufactured in 1965 by the former Deluxe Reading Corporation 
(Topper Toy Company) called the Johnny Express.  The Johnny Express was a battery 
powered wired remote control truck that was made to scale and was big: the dimensions 
were 33” long, 8” wide and 11” high.   The basic truck consisted of two parts – a cab and 
a trailer, made in bright red and yellow plastic.  The cab contained motorized drive trains 
for both forward/backward motion and left/right steering.  There was also a realistic 
looking seating compartment that a guy sat in along with a steering wheel, windshield, 
mirrors and two exhaust pipes.  A horn sat on the top of the cab and there were lights in 
the front and top along with a steel bar trailer hitch mechanism on the back section.  The 
trailer section contained a pivot pin that fit into the hitch on the cab and deployed feet (or 
landing gear) that could be mechanically switched into an up or down position; when in 
the down position it was possible to back the cab up and hitch the trailer via the remote 
control – and I can recall this skillful operation being a blast when I was a kid.  The 
trailer was also equipped with a “sure lock” mechanism that made it possible to equip the 
trailer with various made to scale attachments including:  a dump body, a liquid tanker, a 
military troop carrier and a reefer truck.  There were additional accessories that consisted 
of a water storage holding tank, a forklift, a conveyor, black painted cardboard pipes, a 
crane, cargo, working horn and lights attachments and a spare tire kit.  There was even a 
pontoon bridge kit (that measured over 5 feet long when put together) that the vehicle 
could be driven over, and which could be broken down into its individual pieces and 
transported by the truck itself. All of the stuff was manufactured to scale and the 
attachments really performed the tasks that real working vehicles performed:  the dump 
body could be filled up with dirt and manually dumped out by turning a hoist mechanism; 
water or other liquids could be put in the liquid tanker and could be drained out by 
turning the wheel on a self-contained valve; the truck could be equipped with the liquid 
tanker, driven remotely under the water storage holding tank – and the user could release 
water from the holding tank and fill up the tanker truck; the troop carrier could be used to 
transport army men or other military guys off to a battle site, and the carrier itself fired a 
missile;  all of the other accessories worked as well – the cargo could be manually loaded 
onto the truck with the conveyor and the forklift, the crane could be swung around to lift 
up the black pipes and unload them, the user could deploy the spare tire kit to jack up the 
cab and utilize a provided wrench to change the front tires.   The toy was manufactured 
so well and was so robust that the toy advertisement brochures from that era showed a 
200lb man standing on the trailer section, and of course that feature was tested out on the 
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vehicle I got as a Christmas present when I was 8 years old.  The Johnny Express vehicle, 
one of the three greatest toys ever made, is shown below in Fig. 1: 
 
 
Figure 1 - The Johnny Express Vehicle 
 

 
 

�
 
[Restoration details will be provided for this toy only in the interest of keeping the length 
of this passage relatively short.  The reader should note that similar restoration efforts, 
although not nearly and as extensive and varied, would be undertaken for the other two 
toys to be covered as well.  Similar observations concerning excellent design and high 
quality of manufacture would also be evident in the other two toys as well.] 
 
So I purchased a couple of the Johnny Express vehicles at auction and began the 
restoration efforts.  The vehicles I obtained, that were 38 years old, were in remarkably 
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good condition.  Of course they needed to be cleaned up, but they were structurally 
sound.  There were pieces missing (the exhaust stacks, mirrors and some decals) and the 
wires were ripped off the motor assemblies as well as the remote control.  The Johnny 
Express vehicle was made during the era in which U.S. toy making was in its zenith: toys 
from this period had to be designed for mass production, had to be clever and had to be 
cost competitive.  These factors were evident when I disassembled the cab as I found: 
 

- 4 screws on the steering drive train, 2 screws on the forward/backward drive 
train – all screws were the same size 

- The same motor type used in both drive trains as well as some common gears 
- Cab seating compartment, windshield, lights, horn were all modular and 

removable without damage – and went back together without damage 
- Top/down assembly was provided by the design and the pieces could be taken 

apart and put back together any number of times without damage 
- All individual pieces from different cabs proved to be interchangeable 
 

Moving to the trailer section, I found the following: 
 

- 10 screws holding the plastic sections together – all screws were the same size 
- Sturdy metal construction in the mechanism to support the trailer on its feet 

and the mechanism to engage/disengage was still smooth and worked 
repeatedly 

- Sturdy metal construction in the mechanism to engage/disengage the “sure 
lock” feature was still smooth and worked repeatedly 

- Top/down assembly was provided by the design and the pieces could be taken 
apart and put back together any number of times without damage 

- All individual pieces from different trailers proved to be interchangeable 
 
And finally, going to the wired remote control section, I found the following: 
 

- 2 screws holding the plastic sections together – and these screws were the 
same size as the other screws in use throughout 

- Sturdy metal construction in the mechanism to facilitate forward/reverse 
motion, variable speeds and left/right turning 

- Top/down assembly was provided by the design and the pieces could be taken 
apart and put back together any number of times without damage 

- All individual pieces from different remotes proved to be interchangeable 
 
The restoration efforts proved to be labor intensive, fun and rewarding.  It was a pleasure 
to work on something that was originally made so well and even my kids took to the 
vehicles within a short period of time, although they did tend to remind me that this thing 
was “only a toy, and it isn’t even radio controlled – they had to use wires back then!”  
Nevertheless, I began the restoration efforts and would soon get out of control…   
 

I had to exercise care in the cleaning of the vehicles and used mild detergents in 
this regard.  Various rust remover compounds (auto polishing compound worked 
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great here) and steel wool were used on the metal parts.  The windshields had 
numerous scratches and were taken out of the vehicles in order to rectify; this was 
facilitated by using a polishing method I found out about on the internet involving 
wet/dry paper, soapy detergent and a brass polishing compound – it took a lot of 
time but the results were stunning. Removal of the cab seating compartment 
during this activity allowed me to fix the spring loaded mechanism (some 
lubricating gel) on the steering wheel to facilitate potential functionality of an 
electrical horn attachment – should I ever be able to locate, purchase and install 
this somewhat rare Johnny Express accessory item.   
 
Three of the four motor assemblies on the vehicles did not work, this was 
apparently due to gunk in the assembly or the brushes oxidizing over the years of 
non-use; this was rectified by spraying some Electric Motor Cleaner into motor 
housings and passing the proper DC current through. It wasn’t long before the 
familiar hum on the Johnny Express motors I recall from my childhood was heard 
once again.   After I got the motors going it was apparent that the gears had to be 
cleaned further, this was done with Tuner Cleaner spray and removing the 
dirt/hairs/rug fibers that had accumulated through the years.  The gear style 
present in the drive trains consisted of metal gears and light grease is 
recommended for the mating gears.  (Note that it is best to use graphite when 
lubricating plastic parts.)    
 
The electrical wiring had to be redone/replaced in a few instances, along with 
soldering wires to a couple of the motors as well. My younger boy, who has been 
mastering soldering since he made the motorized pine box derby car in the scouts, 
helped out a bit on this.  Restoration of the remote control units proved to be very 
challenging and consisted of:  intensive cleaning of the electrical contacts, 
rheostat/wiper mechanisms (for speed control), and removal of battery acid from 
the plastic and metal pieces – isopropyl alcohol, Tuner Cleaner, “Goo Gone” and 
other detergents were used on the plastic pieces as well.  Cleaning of the rheostat 
coils proved difficult and it was necessary to replace one coil (swapped from a 
junked remote I bought at another auction, along with other spare parts) and do 
some minor rewiring to get things working properly.  Replacement and repair of 
some of the other pieces also occurred – this involved the plastic horns, the 
replacement/gluing of cab light sections and trailer light frame holders and the 
modular “L” shaped carriers (my job training helped out with the choice and 
purchase of industrial strength epoxies and adhesives).   
 
I was able to obtain a set of replica decals and labels via an internet auction, the 
replacement activity was carefully done.  It proved impossible (or way too 
expensive) for me to locate replacement side mirrors and exhaust pipes.  Both of 
these items, especially the exhaust pipes, contribute to the realism of the toy.  
While I’m continuing the search for mirrors, and pursuing the construction of my 
own workshop plastics forming equipment so I can make plastic parts myself - I 
decided to attempt to manufacture (or have made) replacement exhaust pipes.  I 
started out by obtaining measurements from the scaled drawings present on an 
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instruction sheet of the vehicle I pulled off the internet along with a broken 
sample of the original I was able to borrow, and proceeded to make wood 
samples.  I deployed a plastic mesh around the middle round section in an effort 
to replicate the stack design – and I was not satisfied with the results.  I wanted to 
capture the realism of the vehicle and of the original design and soon realized that 
the only way to do this was to have the parts machined out of anodized aluminum.  
So I got in touch with a former company employee who had set up his own 
machine shop in his garage after losing his job at my work location.  This 
involved a couple of meetings with my drawings and specs and discussion about 
how to make these as inexpensively as possible, with the highest degree of 
replication possible and to be able to turn out decent quantities.  The machinist 
ordered the necessary parts, built a jig to turn the pieces while milling the detailed 
design in the middle section, and the results were stunning.  Bead blasting and the 
application of oil completed the manufacturing operations - the vehicles I had 
restored now have exhaust pipes.   

 
While still searching for a few replacement pieces to further enhance the restoration 
quality of the vehicles I purchased, the activity was at a breakpoint.  Both my wife and 
kids were extremely tolerant of my activity and behavior during this period.  My older 
boy was overheard saying to his former baseball coach at the gym one day – “my dad is 
kind of going through a phase right now,” and a co-worker told me –“some people turn to 
alcohol, drugs, or do other things they shouldn’t do during a mid life crisis  - restoring an 
old toy isn’t so bad.”   While I do believe that my family members came to be won over 
by the toy and my passion to recapture something from my youth along with preserve a 
thing of beauty and quality for the future – my wife then said “Ok, where do you want to 
put these things now?”    I suggested multiple high visibility areas in the house, places of 
prominence.  After discussion, I was awarded a small out of the way space up above my 
bedroom dresser and decided to make a wall hanging cabinet out of cherry wood with 
glass framed doors.  The cabinet, along with the two restored vehicles, is shown below in 
Fig. 2: 
  Figure 2 – Restored Vehicles In Homemade Cabinet 
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Looking back on my childhood, the fantastic things about the Johnny Express toy were 
the size and durability of the toy along with the fact that it could be made into many 
different toys as well.  The Johnny Express was/is the biggest, baddest, toughest battery 
powered truck ever. (Note that Remco made a toy truck called “Tuff Boy 6” which was 
bigger than Johnny Express, but this vehicle could not hold a candle to Johnny Express in 
terms of workmanship, detail, operation and quality.)  The fact that it was made so well 
was something that I can recall being aware of when I was a kid, since the Johnny 
Express I had took a beating and held up very well.   Several friends of mine also had 
their own Johnny Express vehicles and we used to get together and run them for hours on 
end.  We used to share some of the attachments and trade them off from one vehicle to 
the other – our mothers seemed to be aware of who had what because none of us had 
duplicate attachments:  One kid had the dump body, another kid had the liquid tanker, 
another kid had the crane…I had a homemade bridge that I made along with homemade 
black pipes…and when I would pester my mother about wanting one of the attachments 
for a birthday present – she would remind me that one of the other kids already had that.  
I also recall that I always wanted my Johnny Express nearby so that I could look at it 
even when I wasn’t using it.  There used to be a table near my bed that it would be placed 
on, and I would always put it under my bed when I would go to sleep at night and take it 
out from under my bed the next day.  While the vehicles themselves could indeed handle 
200lbs of weight, a couple of the L carriers on my truck would eventually break due to 
the pressure from my mattress on top- probably due to me jumping up and down often on 
my bed.  I would glue the L carriers back together and recall the fashion in which they 
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originally broke.  It would be almost stunning to me 38 years later as I would acquire 
many Johnny Express items, including broken L carriers that had signature break points 
exactly the same (characteristic of pressure from above) as I recall on my vehicle from 
my youth.  Maybe I wasn’t the only kid who slept with a Johnny Express truck under 
their bed.   
 
“Switch N Go” 
The Christmas following my ninth birthday would yield another fantastic toy: Switch N 
Go.  I’ll always remember that my uncle who used to live in Texas sent that up to me for 
a present.  The Mattel toy company (“you can tell it’s Mattel, its swell”) manufactured 
the Switch N Go product line that consisted of the following sets:  GT Car Set; Dump 
Truck Set; Bat Mobile Set; Lost In Space Set; Military Tank Set and Battle Set.  The 
descriptive information will be confined to the Battle Set, which I think is the best.. 
 
Switch N Go was perhaps the cleverest idea ever for a toy.  It combined the features of 
DC motors, mechanical actions and pneumatics in a fashion to make you wonder who 
could have ever thought something like this up.  The toy is somewhat difficult to 
describe, but I will do my best.  A sixty-foot length of hollow flexible tubing track was 
provided complete with markings at one-foot intervals; the markings were for measuring 
and cutting the track into desired lengths.  Tubing connectors, along with accessories 
including remote control air switches, air firing triggers, an exploding pillbox, flip 
crashes and remote control flip crashes (more on these a bit later) are interconnected with 
the flexible tubing.   The user of the toy would design a layout, cut the track as necessary 
and connect the track to the various switches and actuators and use connectors as well.  
An air pump would be inserted into the track via a “T” connector and control the 
operation of the actuators; the actuators, as dictated by track layout, would activate upon 
squeezing the air pump.  The Battle Set came with two air pumps and two tanks.  Each 
tank was operated with a transverse mounted DC motor, two tires on the rear and a guide 
wheel in the front of the tank that kept the tank on the flexible tubing track.  A switch on 
the tank would turn it on and start it running, and it was possible to select one of three 
different speeds controlled by the placement of bushings on the rear tires.  The tank fired 
two missiles, one from a fixed turret and one from an adjustable turret.  The tank also 
contained separate firing mechanisms for each missile along with a spring-loaded flip 
crash mechanism that (when activated) would flip the tank over.  The flip crash 
mechanism also had a plastic target mounted on back – and when hit – by either a missile 
from another tank or by a missile from the exploding pillbox, would result in the tank 
flipping over.  There were also cardboard targets that could be setup within or along the 
periphery of the track layout; the targets would be positioned in a fashion to be hit by the 
missiles that would be fired by the tanks.  The Switch N Go Battle set, one of the three 
greatest toys ever made, is shown below in Fig. 3. 
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So picture a unique track layout that was just designed and set up on the floor.  There 
would be two kids, two tanks, two air pump controllers.  One kid positions himself at one 
end of the track, the other kid positions himself at the other end of the track.  Each kid 
turns on his tank and starts his tank going in different directions on the track.  It becomes 
a battle situation as one tank tries to “defeat” the other tank and knock over some of the 
targets in the process, and avoid getting flipped over by the exploding pillbox.  Now to 
get back to the actuators, each kid with an air pump tries to direct his tank – or the 
opponent’s tank – over the various actuators, including:   
 
The air switches:  control the direction your tank, or your opponent’s tank goes in.  
Squeeze the air pump just as your opponent’s tank goes over an air switch and direct the 
tank to a flip crash mechanism that flips the tank over.  Or, use the air pump when your 
opponent’s tank goes over another air switch – this time direct his tank to the “firing 
side” of the exploding pillbox, the tank trips a manual firing mechanism on the pillbox 
that in turn shoots a missile from the pillbox at the tank’s spring-loaded flip crash 
mechanism – if the missile hits – the tank is flipped over.  Or, use the air pump when 
your tank goes over another air switch, this time avoiding the “firing side” of the pillbox 
and direct the tank instead to the “safe side” of the pillbox so missile fire is avoided.  Or 
use your air pump when your tank goes over air switches to avoid a flip crash mechanism 
or to avoid getting behind your opponents tank in order to avoid being fired upon. 
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The remote control air flip crash:  squeeze the air pump as your opponent’s tank goes 
over an air flip crash, and if your timing is right on, the tank’s spring-loaded flip crash 
mechanism activates and the tank is flipped over. 
 
The air-firing triggers:  My favorite actuator in the Switch N Go toy.  As your tank 
drives over an air-firing trigger, you squeeze the air pump just at the right time and the 
actuator flips up hitting the tank firing mechanism underneath the tank and fires the 
missile.  If you laid out the targets correctly, the missile will hit a target.  Or, if you are 
fortunate to be behind your opponent’s tank on the track, and are traveling in the 
direction in which the fixed turret missile will be fired by the trigger, you can fire the 
tank missile and hit your opponent’s tank spring-loaded flip crash mechanism and flip his 
tank over!  This is the coolest Switch N Go scenario there is in my opinion.  Another 
scenario that is slick is firing the adjustable turret missile and hitting the exploding 
pillbox in the right place – and cause it to “blow up” into multiple pieces (that you put 
back together again). 
 
[Note that there were also a couple of different track connectors provided as well.  One 
connector type was hollow in the middle so it permitted the joining of flexible tube track 
lengths such that the air would pass through.  A second connector type was plugged such 
that air would not pass through the connector; use of this connector allowed the toy user 
to set up a track layout that would facilitate the tank “jumping the track” and running on 
the floor over homemade bridges, or maybe directed onto a long piece of telephone wire 
taped to the floor going out to the kitchen – so my mom could see the tank every once in 
awhile - and back to the track at another juncture that has a plugged connector as well.] 
 
I do not know how easy it is to follow the descriptions I’ve just provided above, but this 
is what I used to do as a boy.  My friends and I would drive my mother nuts by setting up 
a track layout all over the house and running tanks on it, using air pumps to fire missiles 
all over the place…we would play for hours and hours.  I would also take the stuff 
outside and set it up on a porch or wherever there was lots of space, and I could play it by 
myself or with someone else.  This toy is noted and held in a high regard for challenging 
the creativity of the user when designing the track layout, developing hand/eye 
coordination skills, combining the use of motors and pneumatics, being incredibly fun to 
use and being so wonderfully creative insofar as a concept. 
 
“Johnny Astro” 
The date is November 22, 1963 and I’m sitting in Sister Elizabeth Rose’s kindergarten 
class at Saint Augustine’s school in Troy, NY.  This is a day I would never forget.  The 
principal comes running into the class in tears, as she announces that the school is being 
closed for the day and our mothers are all coming to pick us up.   There was a fear in the 
air that day that I had never experienced before.  The nuns started huddling together out 
in the hallways, talking quietly and sobbing, I recall every child in my kindergarten class 
as being silent (this didn’t happen too often) and being scared.  The pastor of the parish 
would arrive on the scene and stand with the nuns for a couple of minutes and then the 
pastor would go from classroom to classroom and announce to each class that President 
John F. Kennedy had been assassinated. 
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After my mother came and took me home, we had the Thanksgiving holidays upon us 
that were not happy events at all. My family would spend the time sitting around either 
the radio or the television (which was new for our house), listening to and watching the 
events that would unfold in the coming days.  I would come to learn what a “grassy 
knoll” was and names such as Walter Cronkite, Dan Rather, Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack 
Ruby would become etched into my memory forever.  The television news coverage 
would also show some of President Kennedy’s speeches including the speech in which he 
challenged our country to put a man on the moon before the end of the decade.  This was 
my first exposure to the concept of a “space race” and the idea that space travel to the 
moon, or another planet, wasn’t just science fiction but was considered possible.  I was 
five years old, terrified that something bad was going to happen to me and my family, but 
I can recall focusing on the idea of somebody traveling to the moon might be a possibility 
because my President – who was just shot and killed – said that we as a country could 
make it happen.   
 
In the next five years that would go by, the concept of traveling by spaceship somewhere 
would be a theme that would recur in books, television shows and in the movies.  Oh, this 
wasn’t something really new – but the magnitude of exposure and my awareness of it, 
seemed to be increased as a result of heightened interest due to the space race.  The TV 
show “Lost In Space”’ came out in 1965 and was great the first year but kind of went 
down hill and became silly after that.  The Boys’ Club I used to go to as a kid had a 
“Science Fiction Theatre” on Saturdays and showed such classic movies as “The Day 
The Earth Stood Still,” “The Forbidden Planet (with Robby the Robot),” “This Island 
Earth,” “It Came From Beyond Space,” and many others that were a blast to watch. The 
TV show classic “Star Trek” would be introduced in 1966 but I had a tough time keeping 
up with it since they put it on late and kept changing the days and times it was on.  The 
toymakers in the U.S. seemed to be making more and more toys that had something to do 
with outer space and the concept of space travel.  I can recall in late 1967 (I believe that 
was the year) seeing a magazine ad for a new toy – The Johnny Astro spaceship that 
could be flown without the use of any attached wires.  I don’t remember if the TV ad was 
out at that time or later, but I do recall other kids talking about the toy and thinking about 
asking for it for Christmas.  I remember the Johnny Astro toy looking very cool in the 
pictures of it I saw and I couldn’t help but wonder – how the heck did the thing work, 
without wires? 
 
Johnny Astro, one of the three greatest toys ever made, is shown below in Figure 4: 
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So I asked my parents if I could get one for Christmas, and unlike the other two toys 
presented here, I would never get a Johnny Astro toy as a kid.  But I had a friend who got 
Johnny Astro, and I think I got the Johnny Eagle Lieutenant rifle toy as a present that 
year.  Recall that it seemed like the kids I had a tendency to hang around with would get 
different toys than I got.  So my friend who got a Johnny Astro toy invited me over to his 
house several days after Christmas to play with this and his other toys.  So I go over to 
his house and he gets out the Johnny Astro, and proceeds to show me how to set it up.   
 
The Johnny Astro box was a neat display as it shows a kid working the controls and 
flying one of the spaceships with no wires attached.  We open up the box and find the 
following items that comprise the toy: 
 
The control center:  this plastic unit is shaped in a fashion that reminded me of a keyhole 
or a boat anchor shape for some reason. There is a joystick and speed lever control at one 
end and a fan unit at the other end.  Metal linkages connect the joystick to the fan unit 
and permit the operator to move the fan unit in a forward/backward motion as well as 
side to side.  The control center had a futuristic look to it, complete with (non 
functioning) dials indicating speed, altitude, distance and a fuel cell indicator of some 
sort.  There was a small metal lever affixed to the joystick that would fit into an 
accompanying slot on the control panel to fix the joystick into a “takeoff” position.  The 
speed control was a wiper/rheostat combination control that varied the DC voltage to the 
fan unit thereby controlling the fan speed.  The idea was for the toy operator to operate 
the joystick with their right hand and operate the speed control with their left hand in 
order to fly the spaceship.  The control center was powered by four D size batteries, the 
staple battery type for the toys I had from that era. 
 
Launching station:  this part was a piece of cardboard that had a red, white and blue 
colored design on it complete with a launching/landing site “target” for positioning the 
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spaceship before launch and served as a landing site as well.  There were three holes in 
the end opposite the “target” that mated with three prongs present in the control center.  
This facilitated placement of the control center onto the launching station and would in 
turn fix the position of the fan unit when the small metal lever was placed into the 
“takeoff” position.  I recall the launching station looking kind of futuristic and definitely 
American – with the red, white and blue colors. 
 
Space vehicles, landing carriages:  The space vehicles were ordinary balloons with 
designs printed on them including “Mars 2,” “Luna 2” and “Luna 3.”  The balloon 
markings made reference to the concept of going to Mars and the moon and was right in 
line with the Apollo space missions I was beginning to hear more about.  The landing 
carriages were small and light, made of wire or a bendable plastic – these would permit 
the balloons to have a base that would provide ballast to the space vehicle.  The landing 
carriages would be attached to the balloons with Scotch tape. 
 
Space vehicle template:  This was just a piece of cardboard that had a circular cutout in it 
that corresponded to the correct size that the user was supposed to inflate the balloon to. 
 
Astronaut/capsule:  There was a little plastic capsule with an astronaut in it, and although 
it looked cool – we wouldn’t use it because it would prove to reduce how high the thing 
could fly due to the added weight.  It looked neat though. 
 
Instruction set:  The instruction set has to be mentioned because this was definitely one 
toy that would be difficult for a kid to figure out how to use without some guidance.  
Descriptions on how to assemble the unit, attach the control center to the launching 
station, how to use the template and how to practice to obtain flying control were all 
provided.  There was also an address provided where one could obtain replacement 
balloons from the Topper Toy Company in Elizabeth, NJ. 
 
[Note that there were also accessory items for the toy, including a Moon and Mars 
Landing base set and The Explorer toy which was essentially a fan unit in a housing that 
resembled a flashlight.  The landing bases were cardboard things that you could land one 
of the spaceships on, and the Explorer toy was a portable version of the toy that allowed 
the user lay down in bed and fly a spaceship without the need for the control center and 
some of the other wherewithal mentioned.]  
 
Playing Johnny Astro for the first time was a wonderful experience, although it took a 
little while to be able to do anything with the spaceship.  I couldn’t control it at first and 
my friend spent a good amount of time teaching me how to aim it at the balloon 
spaceship and vary the speed control gradually.  I was also shown that it was possible to 
leave the joystick in the “takeoff” position and slowly increase the speed control and 
watch the spaceship extend out further away from the landing strip at about a 30 degree 
angle or so; slowly decreasing the speed control would bring the spaceship back to the 
“takeoff” point it was released from – it was as though the spaceship was on a string or 
something.  It was incredibly fascinating and mesmerizing.  While the instruction set 
indicated that the spaceship could be flown at a maximum height of three or four feet, my 
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friend’s Johnny Astro went higher than this- maybe even five feet.  This may have been a 
result of the aerodynamics present in the room we flew the thing in and/or that individual 
toy set might’ve been suped up for some reason – but it really did fly much higher than 
advertised. 
 
So we would play with the Johnny Astro toy for hours on end.  Often times the batteries 
would get run down to the point of noticeable changes in the speed control, and we would 
replace them and start playing all over again.  There were many games and contests that 
we came up with including:  1)who could fly it the longest without losing control, we 
used a racetrack timer to measure how long; 2)how many times could you make the 
spaceship go out and come back with the joystick in the fixed “takeoff” position; 3)who 
could make it go the highest; 4)landing contests with the criteria of getting it closest to 
the center of the target in the launching base; 5)we’d put fishing hooks on the bottom of 
the landing carriage and try to pick up light household items or other toys like little army 
men and transport the items elsewhere; 6)we’d make our own landing bases and put these 
at different levels, like on a TV tray table or on top of piled up books, and try to land the 
spaceship on these; 7)the toughest contest was landing the spaceship somewhere elevated 
and launching it from that same spot again and flying it under control – this was 
extremely tough to do but possible. 
 
[There was nothing else ever like Johnny Astro that I was aware of as a kid, in fact the 
only thing that was remotely similar was a Lionel train set that had balloons floating over 
a section that the toy user would fire projectiles at. In that case, the balloons were 
suspended straight over the train car as the train rolled around a track, there was no 
directional control feature.] 
 
I couldn’t help but wonder - how the heck did the Johnny Astro toy work? 
 
Since I didn’t have my own Johnny Astro toy, I set out to make my own version of the 
toy by myself.  I began by looking closely at my friend’s toy, and although he wouldn’t 
let me take it apart, one could observe a lot without using any tool to remove anything at 
all.  The fan unit consisted of a motor and a propeller along with a strangely shaped 
housing, OK – I could use some of my erector set parts to duplicate that I thought.  The 
speed control was like the volume control on our TV set – varying the voltage to the fan 
motor – I could use a potentiometer I had from the local electronics store (we had those 
back in the 1960s) along with the battery holder from another toy and make my own 
speed controller.  I had already been soldering by myself for over a year by that time in 
1968, made some of the Eicocraft series electronic kits; and I had become sort of a 
regular at Trojan Electronics and the Troy Sylvania TV parts store within walking/biking 
distance from my house, so I could spend hard earned paper boy money on some of the 
other parts I might need there.  So those metal linkages underneath the toy – that would 
be no problem – I would take a metal clothes hanger, use my Dad’s big pliers and break 
and bend the thing as necessary to get metal rods like the real Johnny Astro toy.  I would 
use a leftover piece of paneling from the basement (houses from that era had lots of 
paneling) and some other pieces of pine for making some of my toy parts.  I took big 
pieces of paper over to my friend’s house and traced everything from the Johnny Astro 



 14 

toy: the landing base, the control center and the spaceship template.  I took the tracings 
home and I transferred them onto a leftover piece of paneling from the basement, used 
the hand drill and the coping saw from my Handy Andy tool set to cut out all of the stuff: 
the results were far from perfect, but I had wooden pieces that loosely resembled the 
Johnny Astro components.  
 
So before I tried to build my own Johnny Astro toy, I decided to experiment with 
household items first.  I wasn’t really sure if I needed to try and make things exactly the 
same as the toy, maybe I could get it to work better by leaving something out or doing 
something differently I thought.  I got a couple of balloons, blew them up and took a 
small household oscillating AC powered fan and began to experiment.  I put the balloon 
underneath the household fan and the thing just blew all over the place without any 
control at all, I became immediately sad as it was evident that there was something more 
to this toy than meets the eye.  So I remember experimenting with the household fan 
some more, using telephone books to raise the it up onto its side and taking a large sized 
diameter piece of metal ducting from the basement – bending that into a tubular shape 
and putting it over the fan assembly, the result – all of a sudden I got a little bit of control 
over the balloon, this was exciting.  Next I thought about the fan housing and I recall 
proceeding with the premise that it must be necessary in order for the thing to work 
correctly, so I tried simulating that:  I tried pieces of audio speaker grill and put that over 
the metal ducting and the fan; I removed the grill section of the bathroom fan in our 
upstairs bathroom (it came out with a couple of screws) and put that over the metal 
ducting and the fan; I tried a big plastic cup that I drilled holes in and put that over the 
metal ducting and the fan; I took a badminton birdie and hollowed out the top of it, put 
that over the metal ducting and the fan in an inverted position;  in each case I tested the 
effect of the fan/ducting/household items combination with the fan and the balloon.  I 
would observe that I would be able to obtain varying degrees of control over the balloon 
and the badminton birdie and ducting – for some reason – worked the best.  It should also 
be noted that I experimented with different balloon sizes as well during this and noted the 
pretty dramatic changes that would occur as a function of balloon size.   
 
I didn’t know it at the time, but I was caught up in my own “space race” to build my very 
own Johnny Astro toy that I could play with.   I ultimately realized that I would need to 
almost duplicate the fan housing as it was made on the real toy if I were to have any shot 
at all at making something that would be able to work reasonably well.  So I went back to 
my friend’s house who owned the toy, brought my ruler and took measurements, 
producing a drawing of the fan propeller size and the wherewithal in the fan housing.  I 
measured and copied down the dimensions of the spokes and everything else I thought 
that was important and went home.  I would spend hours at making various attempts at 
duplicating the fan housing and testing the results.  I tried girders from my erector set, 
pieces of wood cut to similar shapes, Styrofoam and cloth and I found the best thing to be 
simple thick cardboard wrapped in masking tape.  I would then cut out the required 
quantity of spokes for the fan housing in cardboard and proceed to glue up an assembly 
that would somewhat resemble the real toy. (I would also learn that a small rubber ball 
with a hole drilled through the middle, cut in half and glued into the middle of the spoke 
assembly provided better control of the balloon.)   At this point I was in the stage of using 
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my own DC powered motor along with a propeller I bought at the local electronics store; 
I was able to make up a fan housing unit out of an empty hollowed out peanut can, 
cardboard pieces along with a couple of pieces of wood, some screws and a few metal 
pieces from the erector set.  A sketch of my homemade fan unit is shown in Figure 5: 
 

 
 
I built up the fan assembly and I tested it out - the results were fantastic!  I was a handy 
kid who grew up using tools before I could even walk and got my first erector set when I 
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was in the first grade. I was a 10 year old who built things all the time and knew how an 
electric motor worked, but I had no idea whatsoever of how the setup I made exerted a 
measure of control over the balloon.  
 
I remember being all excited as I turned on the motor at full voltage and was able to 
suspend a balloon in the air.  Oh the distance wasn’t as far as was able to be achieved 
with the real Johnny Astro toy I played with, but it was maybe two and a half feet max 
and I was happy with it.  So I can remember calming myself down, and getting back to 
the task at hand.  I took the wood pieces I cut out weeks before and started to build what 
would become my completed toy.  I hooked up and soldered the wires to the battery 
holder, fan assembly and the potentiometer that also had a switch contained in it.    I put a 
perforated circular metal piece with a set screw (from the erector set) as a knob onto the 
potentiometer shaft (mounted on a block of wood on top) and connected a popsicle stick 
to it – this would be the throttle in my toy.  I used some more erector set parts, including 
L brackets and other right angle sections (that had holes) to mount the hanger wire 
through and connect to the fan housing.  If I needed some screws or Bell wire, I’d walk to 
the local hardware store and get the stuff – it was cheap, and while there I could also look 
at the Johnny Express items they sold there as well.   I added a couple of springs to the 
bottom of the fan unit and attached these to the control unit with a couple of screws; the 
bent up coat hanger was inserted between the metal right angle pieces and connected to 
the fan unit, a piece of wooden dowel was added to the opposite end of the hanger wire – 
this would be my joystick.  I screwed the battery holder onto the control panel underneath 
the unit – like it was on the real Johnny Astro toy, fished the wires up through a hole 
(prior to soldering to the potentiometer), and the control unit was complete.  The 
launching pad was connected to the control unit with a few nails as both items were made 
out of wood, and I kind of estimated the placement angle from the picture on the box in a 
Sears catalog my mother had.    The contraption is shown below in Figure 6: 
 

 
 
I blew up a balloon (sized to the template I made) and taped a piece of bottle cork on a 
length of string at the bottom of my balloon to make my spaceship.  I placed the 
spaceship toward one end of the homemade launching pad raised up on a large inverted 
paper cup, adjusted the joystick – pointing it at the spaceship – cranked my popsicle stick 
throttle control forward to turn on the fan assembly – and launched the spaceship.  I was 
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flying my very own spaceship on my very own homemade Johnny Astro!   It was 
awesome!!  It was late in the year of 1968, and I had won my own space race.  Before the 
real Apollo astronauts would land on the real moon, I would be flying my own 
homemade spacecraft and landing it on cardboard and paper moons along with other 
places that were creations of my own imagination.   
 
Of course I had to change some things – the balloons worked better if they were smaller 
than originally planned – so I eventually made a smaller template with a center cutout 
that wasn’t perfectly circular.  The optimal launching position on the launching pad 
would be dramatically different that what was originally planned (note the addition of the 
paper cup for takeoff) because my homemade version of the toy didn’t have as many 
degrees of freedom with the joystick control, and I never came up with a fixed “takeoff” 
position feature.   I also painted the launching pad some colors of my own design, would 
make my own landing bases out of cardboard or wood and I would use my homemade 
toy to fly my homemade spaceships.  The control and range of my homemade version 
were nowhere near the capabilities of the original toy, and probably exaggerated in my 
own imagination as I used it.  But I would have hours of fun and excitement anyway.  
And because of the practice, I would consistently whip my friend who owned the real 
Johnny Astro toy at the contests we’d play.  He never knew how I got so good at it. 
 
I would still wonder, how does this thing work?   
 
The design of the Johnny Astro toy incorporates a precise ducted fan that generates a 
steady stream of air that can control the position of the balloon in air.  It is a controlled air 
whirlpool type effect produced by the fan/housing design, the dynamics of which are able 
to suspend and control a spherical balloon (the spaceship) in a fascinating way. The 
stream of air, as directed by the ducted fan provides a lot more thrust than an ordinary 
fan, with directional control achieved primarily by the fan housing design.  The number 
of spokes in the cowling, the concave shape of the spokes, the hollow cone, propeller 
positioning, the fan housing and size and the relationship to the balloon size (the 
template) are all designed features essential for optimum operation. It is truly an amazing 
engineering wonder, thoroughly unlike anything else in a toy from that era.  
 
Go to http://www.johnnyastro.com for everything you ever wanted to know about this 
toy, including a better description of how it works. 
 
There was simply nothing else ever like the Johnny Astro toy in my opinion. Johnny 
Astro represents a rare perfection of superior engineering work in order to satisfy a 
market segment need generated by the space race of the 1960s. The toy was incredibly 
fun and fascinating to use, almost hypnotic in nature.  Just because of the fact that it 
worked at all – made me think and wonder more than any other toy I ever came in contact 
with as a kid; and remember, I never even owned one as a kid.   The Johnny Astro toy, in 
this writer’s view, is the greatest toy ever made. 
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Afterword 
By the end of 2002 I would obtain and restore all three of the toys presented here.  My 
kids would get to experience them to a degree as well.  Although both of my kids don’t 
see what the big deal with the Johnny Express is – “it isn’t even Radio Controlled, they 
needed wires back then,” they both think very highly of Switch “N” Go and Johnny 
Astro. The legacy of the people who dreamed up these toys lives on.  Looking to focus on 
something positive?  Think back to your youth, and the toys you had back then.  It 
worked for me. 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


