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For Jason Aldrich

When your mom and I are unable, may the power protect you.
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A Note on Sourcing


This book includes recollections and re-creations of moments throughout the history of Power Rangers, informed by original interviews conducted by the author with participants and archival interviews, press clippings, and so on of participants. A complete list of author interviews is available at the back of the book, along with endnotes that include citations as well as additional context and author commentary.


Introduction
Legacy of Power


There were at least a thousand people in Panel Room A at the Anaheim Convention Center. Most were wearing morphers on their wrists.

Most convention panels center around Q&As with cast members or “first look” product demonstrations. Power Morphicon 2018’s “Shattered Grid: Live” was unique: a table reading of an adapted story from the popular Mighty Morphin Power Rangers comic-book series. More than a dozen creatives involved with the books and TV series performed, including original series actors Barbara Goodson, David Fielding, Walter Jones, Jason Narvy, Paul Schrier, Michael Sorich, and Tom Wyner.

Fielding reprised his role as Zordon, the original Power Rangers’ mentor, for the first time in more than 25 years. About 38 minutes1 passed before he spoke. His first line—delivered through a device to achieve the same postproduction enhancement heard in the show—got the crowd roaring. A minute later, he closed with his signature five-word phrase: “May the power protect you.” Deafening applause for 30 seconds.

I grew up in a small eastern Kentucky town filled with Free Will Baptists. But that fleeting moment, in a room accompanied by hundreds of people and morphers, is the closest I’ve felt to God.

Power Rangers has been there for me since it began in 1993, but I don’t remember that. I was two years old. As my mom tells it, she couldn’t leave our trailer for groceries until the show finished. My earliest recollections of the show are VHS tapes; my favorite was “Happy Birthday, Zack,” in which Jones’s character, Zack Taylor, mistakenly believes his friends have forgotten his birthday. Within a few years, I’d follow—and record—the show’s reruns and newer seasons as they aired. Most of my bootlegs survived until a friend’s house burned down in 2010 (ironically, while we were watching an episode of the re-versioned Mighty Morphin Power Rangers).

Power Rangers was there for me when my dad was in prison. I couldn’t wait to get back home from visiting him because a historic episode, “Forever Red,” aired the same day. I was 11 and far more worried about that recording than I was seeing my dad. With the benefit of hindsight, I feel even less guilty about that than I did then.
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After helping develop Kamen Rider, manga artist Shotaro Ishinomori created Himitsu Sentai Gorenger. That creation eventually spawned a worldwide phenomenon. Photo by Sankei Archive via Getty Images



Before entering middle school, I allowed my mom to sell all my Power Rangers toys in a yard sale. I was 15 when I decided that was a grave error and frequently started purchasing new Power Rangers toys while perusing eastern Kentucky Walmart stores with my pals. What I lacked in girlfriends I made up for in rare Power Rangers RPM action figures.

Despite my rigorous recording schedule, I don’t think I’d seen every episode of Mighty Morphin Power Rangers until college. Between beers and books, I plowed through all three seasons thanks to Netflix. I was 21. I can safely confirm that I’ve seen them all, many times over, and find new things to love about them—and every season of the show—each time I reexperience them.

The first time I boarded a plane was in 2016, to attend that year’s Power Morphicon. The next time I flew was in 2018, to attend the next Power Morphicon. I was 28 and skipping the first week of Kentucky’s high school football season—important to note because I was the lead high school sports reporter for one of the state’s top news organizations. I missed touchdowns but got to touch the Command Center. Worth it.

I wore a Power Rangers sweatshirt while doing bourbon shots with friends on the morning of my wedding. I wore Power Rangers socks in the wedding. Instrumental music from Power Rangers played during the reception. I was barely 31.

Power Rangers was there for me when my son was born. I held him as I cried through the end of Cosmic Fury, the show’s thirtieth season and, as of 2024, its last. I was almost 33 and about 30 months into writing Morphenomenal.
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Power Morphicon in 2007 was founded as the first “comic con” dedicated to Power Rangers and other media adapted from or inspired by Japanese programs that combined lovingly crafted practical effects—like rubber suits, scale-model sets, and mini explosives—and cleverly placed cameras to create otherworldly scenes. This type of filmmaking—“tokusatsu,” or special filming—was popularized throughout the 1950s and 1960s thanks to the international success of Gojira, produced by the Japanese film company Toho and Americanized as Godzilla. Eiji Tsuburaya, the film’s special effects director and widely credited as the “father of tokusatsu,” after Gojira founded a production company that launched another global tokusatsu franchise, Ultraman.

That series prompted rival studio Toei to develop a tokusatsu superhero of its own. Kamen Rider, the bug-themed, motorcycle-riding brainchild of renowned manga artist Shotaro Ishinomori and studio executive Tohru Hirayama, hit big in Japan. But it was another Ishinomori project in 1975, Himitsu Sentai Gorenger, that would lead to global renown. It featured a team of five heroes, distinguished by their uniquely colored uniforms. Eighteen years later, the newest installment of the overarching series, Super Sentai, would get adapted for the United States and change the course of superhero history.

Superheroes have for so long dominated pop culture that the phrase “superhero fatigue”2 has been in circulation since at least 2011—one year before The Avengers grossed a record $1.5 billion. As of 2024, Spider-Man: No Way Home was the fourth superhero film to since pass it. Still, by the 2020s, the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) showed signs of wear and tear. Following Avengers: Endgame, the 2019 conclusion to a story that started in 2008, a string of big-budget titles failed to win over critics and audiences.

Was the MCU finished? No. But it was something else: old. For many who watched—and, importantly, grew up with it—the good ol’ days were done. No matter how exciting the MCU’s future stories are, it’ll be hard to generate the same level of affection from millions who followed along as a multi-billion-dollar franchise sprung from comic-book pages. Hooking newcomers is even harder in an attention economy dominated by handheld screens, 15-second videos, and 13-year-olds who, like their parents, want their own corporate creations to love. Marvel’s plight isn’t new. It’s the same one faced by any intellectual property (IP) fortunate enough to soar to great heights. It’s the same one with which Power Rangers has struggled for most of its existence.

Power Rangers exploded in the mid-1990s. Its ratings immediately went through the roof and set the pace for half a decade. Parents ventured into Toys “R” Us stores, desperate to buy anything they could find with a Mighty Morphin Power Rangers logo on it. Parent-advocates blasted the show’s “violent” content and the ease with which it programmed consumer behavior—but who was going to let $17.953 stand between them and becoming an official member of the Power Rangers Fan Club? If you opened a newspaper or turned on a TV and didn’t see a Power Ranger, you were probably blind.

Beyond a two-year craze, Power Rangers stayed a staple among kids while stepping out of the spotlight. New seasons delivered good ratings into the 2010s and strong streaming numbers into the 2020s. It consistently churned out the top-selling action figure line for more than a decade. You’re still bound to see Power Rangers costumes every Halloween, these days worn by kids whose parents wore their own in 1993—and still might be.

Power Rangers also remained a touchstone for adults who never turned it off. Many were kids, but others were in college or well into their careers when Zordon recruited “five teenagers with attitude” to save the world. Some fell in love with it while watching with their own kids, as was the case in 2011 for Mara, cohost of Toku Ladies, a Power Rangers podcast run by female fans. Two of the hosts, Margot and Danielle, are married and met thanks to Power Rangers. “The phrase, ‘I have a Megazord on my desk,’ has resulted in two marriages,” said fellow host PockySquirrel, who met her husband in like fashion.

Millions of people follow official accounts, fan pages, and actors on social media. Thousands pour out every year to meet their heroes at shows like Power Morphicon. But one of the best examples of Power Rangers’ staying power is, by internet standards, arcane. RangerBoard, a message board dedicated to the show, traces its roots to 1998. The site, which as of 2024 boasts more than 50,000 users, was essential to connecting the fans who in 2005 started laying the groundwork for Power Morphicon.

“It was a mom-and-pop convention at that point,” said Christopher Hayden, one of Power Morphicon’s cofounders. “It was a lot of faking it ’til you make it, ’cause none of us had ever put on a convention before, none of us had ever worked on a convention staff. We were all early twentysomethings. I was in film school at the time, and it was very much in the spirit of film school. You kind of learn as you go, and apply those things as you go, and hope for the best at the end of the day.”
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The story of Power Rangers—the show, toys, music, books, trading cards, movies, stationery, fishing bobbers, and so on—begins in Egypt and leads, most recently, to New Zealand, with stops all over the world in between. It’s one of entrepreneurial spirit. Of a fledging TV network seeking something the world (well, most of it) had never seen. Of women in power making decisions and receiving undersized credit for it. Of teamwork, on and off the screen. Of chaos and uncertainty. Of meteoric success. Of exploitation. Of marketing. Of backstabbing. Of futility. Of hope. Of resilience.

Mostly, though, it’s one of colors. Black, blue, green, pink, red, white, and yellow: these are the seven colors featured in the trailblazing Mighty Morphin Power Rangers and the seven most used across the series. Ask anyone 40 or under which one is their favorite, and you’ll probably get a hearty response.

These days, Power Rangers is more often cited as reference material than an object worthy of its own merit. Marvel Studios’ Eternals drew unfavorable comparisons: Rolling Stone’s K. Austin Collins wondered why the titular heroes were “saddled with4 refurbished Power Rangers costumes for eternity.” When an episode of The Book of Boba Fett premiered in January 2021, the use of brightly colored scooters prompted Power Rangers to trend nationally on Twitter. If a collection of multicolored things is assembled, a mention of Power Rangers usually isn’t far behind.

Most things in Power Rangers are coated with an over-the-top glaze—but especially its villains. Viewers suggested that Rita Repulsa sent Doja Cat to Earth when she showed up at the 2021 MTV Video Music Awards wearing a large, pastel, worm-like suit. Actress Jennifer Coolidge was the subject of an entire tokusatsu-themed photo shoot in 2023, wherein she channeled the exasperated spirit of Rita, the show’s founding evildoer. Rita is casually evoked to bond the leads in the 2023 horror film Unseen. As embedded in people’s minds as the Power Rangers are, so are the bad guys.
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In his final hours as a bachelor, the author drank bourbon with friends while wearing a Power Rangers sweatshirt. Author’s Collection



Power Rangers is as much an adjective as it is a television show. Whether deployed to praise or mock, its continued use as such requires a level of deference earned by few entities. Batman cornered the market on dark and brooding, but the Power Rangers have colorful and campy covered. In an increasingly fragmented media landscape, that kind of cachet is invaluable.

Mighty Morphin Power Rangers’ progenitor, Haim Saban, felt like it would be a hit if a network would just give it a chance. Saban had vision, but even he couldn’t have seen what unfolded in the months, years, and decades after the show premiered on August 28, 1993. That Saturday propelled him toward incredible wealth, turned the fledging Fox Kids Network into a television staple, and morphed a cheap Japanese program into one of the most iconic franchises in entertainment history.

Power Rangers spawned more than 900 episodes, thousands of action figures, and an unforgettable traffic jam. It led to three feature-length films, a best-selling comic book series, a live tour, McDonald’s Happy Meal promotions, and thousands of counterfeit products. In its original form, it lasted for 30 years while changing hands among three unique owners airing across five networks and half a dozen streamers. It drew a thousand people to a room to listen to an hour-long reading.

To borrow a phrase coined by Kimberly Hart, the first Pink Ranger, it was morphenomenal. This is how Power Rangers conquered Earth.


CHAPTER 1


 The Rockstar


If not for the kindness of an Egyptian police officer in 1957, Power Rangers might not exist.

In the 1950s, Egypt made a concerted effort to expel Jews from its country. “My father worked in a toy store,”1 Haim Saban told Variety in 2017. “He used to give toys to the head of police when he would shop for his kids. One day the police head came in and told my father, ‘You’re on the list. Within two weeks, we’re going to come and arrest you.’ So within two weeks we got the heck out of there.”

The Sabans—Haim, his parents, his brother, and a blind grandmother—fled first to Greece. Later, the Jewish Agency for Israel set them up in a one-room apartment in Tel Aviv. Decades later, Saban would rub elbows with presidents and prime ministers; when he was 12, he shared a communal bathroom with the prostitute and pimp who lived next door. He did some schoolwork between self-taught guitar sessions, usually in the apartment halls.

Throughout his impoverished youth, Saban honed a keen business sense. As a boy, he sold cactus fruit on the street and cleaned barn manure; eventually, he earned so much work that he paid other kids to hold the shovels. He wasn’t the best student or musician, but his gut and wits were stout—and noted. When conscripted into the Israeli Defense Forces, he landed a noncombat role—organizing entertainment for troops.

While in the army, Saban visited a resort whose house band hadn’t helped with its attendance problem. Ever the opportunist, Saban found the owner and convinced him that his band could play better; he promised big crowds befitting his swanky digs. Saban, the alleged bassist in this ensemble, didn’t own an instrument. And while he had a good ear for music, his ability to play was just slightly more legitimate than the band he promised. So he contacted a music-store owner who gave him a lead. During the group’s first performance for the club owner, Saban faked an arm injury but “found” a replacement bassist. The show could go on.

The Lions of Judah, as they would be known, got the gig and several more despite hiring Saban as a “bassist” who faked his way through most shows. They toured around London, recorded a couple of singles that charted in the United Kingdom, and relieved Saban of his onstage duties to focus on managing them and others. By the early 1970s, Saban was managing legs in Israel for acts like Ray Charles and Blood, Sweat & Tears. Concert promotion became a lucrative grift2 for Saban, who promised 10 percent advances up front to artists but seldom had that in hand; he’d turn around and offer ticket brokers exclusive rights in exchange for the advance he promised an act. It was an effective albeit shaky way of conducting business. Then the Yom Kippur War started.

The same night the two-week war began, Saban had scheduled an expensive and eclectic act to perform in Tel Aviv. He paid $350,000 to bring 45 Japanese harpists to Israel for a tour that died in a hotel lobby; they played a free show in the Tel Aviv Sheraton hotel before returning home. Overnight, Saban was $600,000 in debt. Following the war, his generous creditors allowed him to leave the country to recoup what he owed. He brought a nine-year-old Israeli boy, Noam Kaniel, with him; he had star potential, Saban thought, so he taught him French. They were off to Paris.
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Television music boomed in the 1960s and 1970s. Twenty-nine TV theme songs charted on the Billboard Hot 100 over the course of the two decades, including two of the four to ever reach the top: “S.W.A.T.,” an instrumental recorded by disco band Rhythm Heritage for the ABC drama S.W.A.T, and “Welcome Back,” written and performed by John Sebastian for the same network’s sitcom Welcome Back, Kotter.3 TV on the radio wasn’t a U.S.-only phenomenon: international audiences were even more eager to spin songs from their favorite shows.

On the back of his protégé, Saban settled his debt within a year. Kaniel sang, and Saban produced, and by the end of the 1970s, they sold more than 8 million records. Their catalog’s biggest hit? A 12-song album that featured the theme song for Goldorak, the first Japanese anime series broadcast in France. Its success sprung from another Saban plot: he charged nothing to produce European themes for existing shows in exchange for exclusive record rights. Saban Records forged a relationship with Paris animation company D.I.C. Audiovisual and through it produced a number of top sellers. Saban, Kaniel, and a new partner, Israeli musician Shuki Levy, found so much success that their move to Hollywood in 1983 felt less like a calculated risk and more like an inevitability.

Kaniel, in exchange for a steady salary, signed away his rights to substantial royalties. This would become standard operating procedure for Saban employees, leaving most of the pie to the publisher (Saban) and writers (in most cases, Levy and Saban). If there’s a cartoon theme from the 1980s that’s impossible to get out of your head, they’re probably the team who put it there. He-Man and the Masters of the Universe? Them. Heathcliff? Mm-hmm. Inspector Gadget? Yup, Gadget, yup.

Saban and Levy were on their way to becoming multimillionaires when they sought a new challenge: making TV. Kidd Video, cocreated by Saban Productions and D.I.C., premiered in 1984. It follows a live-action teenage band that gets transported into an animated world; for 26 episodes, they fought evil with the power of popular songs and music videos. Kidd Video, a consistent rater among the top 10 kids shows, was a successful first try for Saban Productions. The show reflected Saban: cheesy, colorful, musical, resourceful, and, importantly, profitable. Each episode cost $200,000 to make but netted $120,000.
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Haim Saban (right) is worth billions and wields significant influence in geopolitical affairs. In 1993, he was trying to get Mighty Morphin Power Rangers on TV with the help of his wife Cheryl, who wrote 18 episodes. Photo by Frank Micelotta/ImageDirect/Getty Images



Saban Productions—renamed Saban Entertainment in 1988—­partnered with D.I.C. on a few short-lived cartoons, most based on existing IP, through the 1980s. Saban also tapped preexisting relationships with Japanese companies to dub and distribute shows in America. None of those imports became hits, but they were cheap to license, helping Saban build a catalog. Any content was better than no content. “I realized that to be considered a significant player you need a significant library,”4 he told Forbes in 1991.

Saban Entertainment in the late 1980s also secured foreign distribution rights to D.I.C. shows when D.I.C. ownership changed and needed cash; Saban quickly flipped those rights. The relationship between Saban and the new D.I.C., led by former Hanna-Barbera creative Andy Heyward, was severed when the latter filed a lawsuit in 1990; the parties settled in 1991, but Saban and Heyward didn’t speak for a decade. “He’s loyal and generous to his friends, but in business he is deadly,”5 Heyward said. “If you took all Haim’s money away and took him to a Casbah, gave him some rugs and said, ‘Stay here’—a year later he’d have a billion dollars.”

The dissolution was inconsequential to Saban. Soon, his company would be at the forefront of a project, one that would boost his clout. That show kicked off with an all-time banger of a theme song and starred a team of superheroes.

It wasn’t Mighty Morphin Power Rangers.
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On the heels of her first breakout hit, Margaret Loesch craved something special. X-Men delivered in a big way for the nascent Fox Children’s Network (FCN), and other Marvel adaptations already were in the works. She was certain they too would capture the hearts of children. But Spider-Man wouldn’t swing into her schedule for a couple years at least, and Loesch wanted something special now. It was the fall of 1992.

X-Men, a coproduction between Marvel and Saban Entertainment, excelled just like Loesch knew it would when she was president and CEO of Marvel Productions. There, she helped bring to life several kids shows that spawned dynastic franchises, Transformers and My Little Pony chief among them. Despite a clear knack for creating strong kids TV, Loesch in her six years at Marvel couldn’t sell a single show based on its well-known comic properties. The best she managed was a half-hour pilot special, Pryde of the X-Men, developed using funds earmarked for a floundering RoboCop
6 animated series. It didn’t impress enough to prompt a series order.

Loesch, who became the first president of FCN in 1990, believed in the mutants. Now on the other side of the pitch table, she could make good on a promise made to her longtime friend and colleague, Spider-Man creator and future cameo maestro Stan Lee. They wanted
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