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THE ADVENTURES OF SMILING’ JACK (1943)

“Maven’s Series” this month is something of a misnomer because The Adventures of Smilin’ Jack (1943) is an old-style serial, with twelve cliff-hanging chapters leading up to the finish in the thirteenth one.


Thirteenth one.


Hmmm.  Maven isn’t superstitious but thirteen chapters?


Uha, no way!
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(“Smilin’ Jack” – by Zack Mosley – 

in its original comic form)


But The Adventures of Smilin’ Jack was standard fare for the period with each chapter ending in a cliffhanger, and usually one that looked like the hero couldn’t possibly survive!


Survive he does and frequently by “conveniently” repeating the scene with a different end in the next chapter.


Cheating? Yep.


Fun?  Of course!


But that’s how serials were made back then, even radio shows like I Love a Mystery (a program Maven loves on compact discs, complete with cliffhangers!).

Plus you have Luke Chan, Tommy Lee and Victor Wong interspersed with the likes of Cyril Delevanti (as Mah Ling/Han Po) and Jay Novello (as Kushimi) who are made up as Chinese.
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This mixing of Anglo and Asian actors is the standard in most movies and serials of the era.  
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In Adventures . . . Tom Brown plays “Smilin’ Jack” Martin, a pilot who opens the show in an airplane exhibit that starts off things with a bang.


He is shown in the 1938 Pan Hemisphere Air Meet, the 1939 “Suicide Squadron Over Spain,” and then somewhere in China in 1940.


He is recruited in Chungking (sic) shortly thereafter to help the people of China by trying to find the Mandon Route that is a short-cut between that country and India that would greatly help the Chinese.
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(Sidney Toler as General Kai Ling and Keye Luke as Captain Wing.)


Smilin’ Jack is sent on the mission by General Kai Ling, played by the Caucasian Sidney Toler who is reunited in this serial by Chan # 1 son, Keye Luke, as Captain Wing. 
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(Marjorie Lord as Janet Thompson and

Rose Hobart as Gertrude Muller)


Complicating the mission are two women . . . one being Marjorie Lord playing Janet Lord, sister to Tommy Thompson, Jack’s friend.


The other is Rose Hobart who plays newspaper reporter Gertrude Muller.


Ms. Muller is actually Fraulein von Teufel, head of a gang of Nazi Spies who ruthlessly heads the Chinese spies as well as her own.


She manages to sabotage Jack Martin throughout the entire serial with the help of such “Asians” as Terhan Bey as Kageyama.
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(Nigel De Brulier as the Lo-San, Turhan Bey as Kageyama, 

Philip Ahn as Wu Tan and Luke Chan as a Mandonese Gate Guard)


Maven wonders whether the audience even noticed the use of the likes of Nigel De Brulier and Turhan Bey among the more authentic Asians like Keye Luke, Philip Ahn and Luke Chan, especially since so much of Adventures . . . takes place in China.


Speaking of sabotage, audiences might consider taking notes on how many different forms are used to keep Smilin’ Jack from his mission.


We are talking sinking ships, crashing planes, bombing the Chinese locals and plain old kidnapping when nothing else worked . . . anything horrendous to keep the kiddies coming back for the next chapter next week.


And were our hero and heroine really sunk, crashed, bombed, stabbed, shot, run over or otherwise blown in to smithereens?!


Heck, no.


The last few minutes of last week’s cliffhanger was repeated with the good guys either wiggling out of the situation or – gasp! – they completely forgot about the stabbing, shooting, running . . . .  Imagine that!


