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				A Working-Class Hero, Part 1: Proletariat, Prisoner, and Pilot

				November 18, 2016
			

You may wonder what on earth the following is doing on “a history of computer entertainment.” If so, please trust that the meaning behind my madness will become clear in the course of the next few articles. In the meantime, I hope you’ll enjoy getting away, just for a little while, from computers and games and business machinations involving them to an earlier time that was even more fraught and no less fascinating.
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Edward Mannock, Great Britain’s ace of aces of World War I and of all time, was also a man of a bewildering number of names. He wasn’t even born as Edward Mannock, but rather as Edward Corringham.

His father, another Edward Mannock, was the black sheep of an otherwise respectable middle-class London family. In 1878, in debt and likely in trouble with the law, he joined the army as an enlisted soldier, an occupation that was considered so ignoble at the time that his family begged him to assume an alias. Thus he became Edward Corringham, and it was as Corporal Edward Corringham that he married an Irish girl named Julia Sullivan in 1883 in Ballincollig, Ireland, the village at which his regiment was stationed. Four children, two boys and two girls, followed, the family moving all the while around Ireland and England behind Edward’s regiment. Young Edward, the third of the children, was born on May 21, 1888, in Brighton, England. Despite being born in England to an English father, the boy would always self-identify as at least as much Irish as English. That identity came complete with his mother’s brogue, an accent he may have actively cultivated as an act of defiance against his cruel drunkard of an English father.

In 1891, his father was discharged from the army, and the family reverted to his old surname of Mannock, with young Edward taking Corringham as his middle name for old times’ sake. Moving back to London in the hope of being accepted back into the respectable Mannock family’s good graces, they found nothing of the kind on offer. On the contrary, the other Mannocks were all too willing to visit the father’s sins upon his children, continuing to disown them all completely. Edward the elder had difficulty finding steady work, both due to the disrepute in which an ex-soldier was held and his own fondness for drink, and the £40 severance he had been awarded at the end of his service quickly evaporated. By the end of eighteen months, the family was living in horrid squalor and poverty, abused daily one and all by the man of the house, who took his frustration out on his wife and children with fists and kicks.

With no other prospects on offer, Edward the elder rejoined the army, enlisting with a regiment that was about to be shipped off to India. Once again, wife and children duly followed him to this latest posting. Life there was a little better; the family, not even considered on the level of the servant class back in England, could actually afford a servant of their own in India. With the economic stresses now eased, some of the physical abuse slackened, although it would never entirely go away.

It was in India, in these much improved if hardly luxurious conditions, that young Edward, now typically called “Eddie,” passed most of his childhood. In the beginning, he was a rather sickly boy, a result of the malnutrition, unsanitary conditions, and constant abuse that had marked his old life back in England. He contracted a serious amoebic infection in his eyes, which blinded him completely for as long as a fortnight.1 But in time he grew into an active boy with a keen interest in sports of all types.

Eddie received a reasonably good primary-school education in India via a local Jesuit mission. In 1899, his father sailed with his regiment to South Africa to take part in the Boer Wars while his wife and children were left to await his return in India. He wound up spending three years in South Africa, at one point actually volunteering to join another regiment and remain there rather than return to his family — as sure an indication as any of just how estranged he really was from them. At last, in 1902 he was shipped back to Canterbury, England, without ever returning to India at all; his wife was left to book her own passage with her children to join him.

Eddie was 14 upon their return. With virtually no memory of England, he had to acclimate himself to life in Canterbury, which was not yet the tourist trap it is today, just a rather anonymous English market town surrounding a grand cathedral. Then, within a few months of the family’s arrival, his father walked out on them for the last time. Father and son would never see each other again.

Any thought of further schooling for Eddie must now be forgotten. With no other means of support, the entire family had to go to work. For years, Eddie worked menial jobs. His first was that of a grocer’s boy, schlepping crates full of food around the town. Later he worked as a barber’s boy, sweeping floors, washing hair, and mixing vats full of shaving soap. Both jobs offered only long hours of the most stultifying labor for the most meager of wages, but needs must.

But meanwhile his older brother Patrick had had a stroke of luck. The best educated of the family thanks to his having come to the good offices of the Jesuits in India at an older age than his little brother, he found employment as an accounting clerk at the National Telephone Company. When another opening came up some time later, he was able to secure it for the now 20-year-old Eddie. This really was an extraordinary stroke of luck by most people’s measure. A clerk’s job offered relatively reasonable working hours spent indoors in an office, sitting relatively comfortably behind a desk. At the end of 45 years or so, it even offered the relative security of a modest pension. For a young man of Eddie Mannock’s social standing, this was about the most he could reasonably hope for in life. No, the work itself wasn’t especially exciting, but what work open to him was? The vast majority of young men in his position would have accepted the job gratefully and remained there for the rest of their working life. Indeed, Patrick Mannock did precisely this. Eddie, however, accepted it only with some reluctance, and almost immediately started looking for a way out.

Eddie Mannock was developing into an ambitious man who refused to accept that this seeming best lot in life offered him by the Edwardian class system was the only one possible. Well over his childhood sickliness, he was now a strong young man who, while hardly well-educated, had a certain native mechanical intelligence that made him very good at solving practical problems of many descriptions. He played cricket at every opportunity, loved to fish, and loved to tinker with engines and electricity whenever given the opportunity. He joined the Territorial Force, the forerunner to the modern British Army Reserve, where he drilled regularly with his cavalry unit, becoming quite a good horseman.

From the beginning, the circumscribed indoor life of an accounting clerk rankled. Better, he thought, to be at the scene of the action, rigging cable out in the field as a linesman for the same National Telephone Company that now employed him as an office worker. At last, after some three years behind a desk, he asked for a transfer to the field, thus stating his willingness to forgo his cushy office job for a much more difficult and dangerous life of physical labor. Everyone thought he was crazy, but his request was finally granted.

To take up his new duties, Mannock was transferred to the village of Wellingborough in the East Midlands. His fellow workers there, taking note of his Irish brogue, rechristened him “Paddy.” Products of the working class just as he was, they accepted with equanimity his radical politics, which he didn’t hesitate to share with them. At some point during his years in Canterbury, you see, Edward Mannock had become a committed socialist.

It should be noted that most of the policies for which Mannock argued, so radical in the context of Edwardian England, have thanks to the steady march of progress long since become accepted baseline standards by even many conservative Western politicians. He wanted universal suffrage for all, regardless of class, sex, race, income, or land ownership (or lack thereof). He wanted, if not necessarily to abolish the nobility and the monarchy, at least to strip them of political power. He wanted a livable minimum wage, a ceiling to the number of hours one could be expected to work per day and per week, and the abolition of child labor. He wanted a progressive tax system to redistribute the nation’s wealth more equally, but he was certainly no full-blown Marxist. His socialism didn’t even imply any particular discomfort with the notion of a British Empire, or the notion of taking up arms to defend it, as shown by his enthusiastic continuing participation in the Territorial Force. Likewise, he remained, while not overly religious by any means, a member of the Catholic Church. Even his views on the age-old question of Ireland, with its inflamed passions on both sides, sound oddly moderated today. Despite his proud Irish ancestry, he was in favor only of Home Rule — the creation of a separate Irish Parliament that would be able to adjudicate many questions of domestic politics for itself — rather than a fully independent Ireland.

The three years Mannock spent in Wellingborough were good ones, perhaps the best of his short life. The work was every bit as difficult and dangerous as had been advertised, but he found it suited his need for physical activity and his tinkerer’s instinct alike. Soon after his arrival, he met Jim Eyles, the manager of a small foundry in town which made pipes and gutters. Typically enough for Mannock the avid cricketer, they met at a cricket match. Eyles was playing, Mannock was only watching, but the former had a boil on his neck that was giving him all kinds of problems, and so the latter offered to bat for him. He was out for a duck, but the two struck up a conversation and, soon, a friendship which grew so close that Eyles asked Mannock if he’d like to move in with him and his wife and son. Mannock became known around the Eyles household, the first version of a comfortable family life he had ever known, by the slightly more dignified sobriquet of “Pat” rather than “Paddy.”

He regarded Eyles, who shared his political views, as a mentor and a father figure, a role the latter was more than happy to play. Eyles encouraged him to read the books found in the family library, which helped to give his socialism, previously a patchwork of good intentions and intuitive beliefs, the framework of a coherent political ideology. The two would sit up well into the night after the rest of the family had retired, discussing the ideas therein along with all the latest political news. And with Eyles’s encouragement Mannock’s socialism began to go beyond mere talk: he helped to found a branch of the socialist Independent Labour Party right there in Wellingborough. Passionate, idealistic, and articulate in his rough-hewn way, he might, Eyles began to think, have a real future in politics.

Nevertheless, a certain endemic restlessness that seemed always to exist at the root of Mannock’s character began in time to reassert itself. He sought adventure, wanted to make his way in the world outside of provincial England. He considered trying to become a diamond miner in South Africa or a plantation owner in the West Indies, but in the end he settled on the slightly more sober scheme of continuing his current trade in Turkey. The “sick man of Europe” though the Ottoman Empire may have been for decades if not centuries, its government was still doing its feeble best to modernize. Of late, these efforts had come to include the construction of a telephone network. It seemed the perfect opportunity for an ambitious man of Mannock’s’s talents. Thus one bleak winter day a melancholy Eyles family walked him to the local train station to begin the first stage of a long journey to the edge of the fabled Orient.

Mannock’s new life in Turkey could hardly have started out better. He showed up at the offices of the National Telephone Company in Constantinople, which was responsible for installing the new telephone network, showed his credentials, and was immediately offered a job as a rigging foreman. Placed in charge of others for the first time in his life, Mannock showed a knack for leadership, even though those he was leading were Turks with whom he could barely communicate thanks to the language barrier. He proved himself an eminently capable man on a project where capable men were sorely needed, and moved up quickly in his superiors’ estimation, being handed more and more responsibility. When not working, he lived, like virtually all of the British expatriates in Constantinople, in a small enclave with the air of a country club, where opportunities for swimming, rowing, riding, and playing tennis, croquet, and of course his beloved cricket were abundant. All told, it made for a fine life for the vigorous young man, who was now going by  the nickname of “Murphy,” yet another name given him in tribute to his Irish heritage. The only problem was the date: the 27-year-old Edward “Eddie/Paddy/Pat/Murphy” Corringham Mannock had arrived in Constantinople in February of 1914. A war that absolutely no one saw coming was soon to engulf much of Europe and the world.

Why should anyone have been thinking about war as the lovely spring of 1914 turned into the most bucolic summer anyone could remember? There hadn’t been a truly major, extended war in Western or Central Europe since Napoleon’s final defeat back in 1815. The intervening century had been on the whole the most peaceful in recorded European history, marked only by a handful of brief conflicts that had ended with fairly minimal casualties, along with more extended but remote proxy wars like the Crimean War and the Boer Wars in which Mannock’s father had fought. Historians of later times would be able to identity all sorts of plausible reasons to call the Europe of 1914 a “powder keg”: an entangling system of ill-considered alliances all but guaranteed to turn local conflicts into continent-spanning ones; the rising tide of nationalism and its less pleasant little brother militarism; the decrepit dysfunction of the Ottoman Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Czarist Russia; the destabilization that resulted from dynamic young Germany sitting right next to all these staid old men; a nostalgic glorification of the wars of old, and with it a feeling that, with Europe not having had a really good war in such a long while, perhaps now was a good time for one; a desire on the part of many nations to try out all the modern military hardware they’d been so busily accumulating. But none of these feel terribly satisfying as a real reason to wage war. The greatest tragedy of the First World War must be that it was waged for very little concrete reason at all.

The Turks had been drifting closer to Germany for years. Indeed, they had quite the crush on the younger power. They struggled with mixed results to remodel their ragtag military in the German Army’s hyper-disciplined image, and their commanders and statesmen affected the side whiskers favored by the German general staff. The prospect of using Germany to inflict revenge for past slights upon Greece and Russia, their two most longstanding ethnic enemies, held immense appeal. When the assassination of the Austrian Archduke Francis Ferdinand by a Serbian nationalist caused the dominoes to begin to fall in Europe that summer of 1914, Mannock wrote home that “things [are] very serious here. War in the air. Great anti-British feelings displayed by the people.” Still, Turkey remained at least ostensibly neutral through that fateful summer and for some time thereafter, leaving the little expatriated community in Constantinople in an uncomfortable limbo. Certainly for Mannock, who was moving up so quickly, forgoing his life in Turkey must have felt like a bitter pill to swallow. So, like many of his fellows, he cooled his heels. If it held true to recent form, this latest European war would be a quick, clean one, after which everyone could settle down again and concentrate on the jobs they’d come to Turkey to do. And if the government of Turkey did begin to make a clear public shift in the direction of Germany, there should still be time to get out before war was declared.

He was wrong on both counts. Referencing a list of recent grievances against Britain in particular, the Ottoman Empire unexpectedly declared war on Britain, France, and Russia on October 29. Mannock and his fellow Britons were immediately interned.

Actually, “interned” is far too soft a verb to use. While the women and children were treated comparatively gently and soon sent home, the men were thrown in prison, where they lived under the most appalling conditions; not for nothing has the term “Turkish prison” become such a cliché in reference to man’s inhumanity to man. Eyewitness accounts of Mannock during this period are somewhat sketchy, but they describe a man who repeatedly defied the guards, and in return was subjected to beatings, starvation, and solitary confinement even more extreme than that endured by the other prisoners. He came to be regarded as a leader and a role model by his comrades, many of whom were older and more frail than he. One of them later described him as “our philosopher, friend, and guide”: “He was always cheery and helpful, and kept the men ‘British’ all through.” He dug a hole under the fence surrounding the prison, which he used not to attempt to escape but to make nighttime journeys to a nearby black market, returning with food to supplement the prisoners’ meager daily ration of black bread and water. For the first time in his life, he showed himself capable of genuine heroism. In a different, perhaps better world, we might admire him more for what he did during these five desperate months than for what he would later accomplish in the cockpit of an airplane.

After much negotiation, largely undertaken by the American ambassador to Turkey on behalf of the British government, an exchange of British and Turkish nationals was finally worked out. On April 1, 1915, Mannock and his fellow prisoners were released — only to be packed on board a train for a long, circuitous journey across the Balkans that proved as physically trying as life in prison had been. Reaching Greece at last, they sailed for home. Upon Mannock’s return to Wellingborough, Jim Eyles was shocked at the appearance of his surrogate prodigal son. He looked, Eyles would later say, “an absolute mess,” still wracked by dysentery and malaria from his time in prison and quite possibly pneumonia from exposure to the elements on the long journey home.

Still a strong young man at bottom, Mannock would recover physically from the Turkish nightmare. But in another sense he was changed forever. He had become a very bitter man, his idealistic enthusiasm for the international socialist movement now exchanged for a darker, more violent worldview. He reserved his greatest hatred not for the Turks but for the Germans; manifesting the casual racism of the times, he regarded them as the Turks’ masters, and thus the true cause of all his recent suffering. What with his connections to international socialism, Mannock must have known at some intellectual level that Germany as a whole was no more of a political piece than was Britain, that there were plenty inside the country, even plenty fighting on the front lines, who lamented the reactionary militarism of the Kaiser and the war that was being fought in its name. But somehow none of that seemed to register anymore. Germans were a scourge, an affront to everything Mannock and his fellow socialists believed in. He wanted not just to make the world safe for socialism; he wanted to kill Germans.

This darkness in Mannock’s character, which would only grow more pronounced with time, is something his biographers and hagiographers alike have always struggled to come to terms with. Certainly it’s tempting to put on one’s psychologist’s hat, to speculate on whether in hating Germans so rabidly he was sublimating the frustration and rage of a lifetime over the course of which, no matter how capable he proved himself or how nobly he conducted himself, he must always be looked down upon by his alleged betters in the strict Edwardian class hierarchy, must always be condescended to and made subtly to understand that he could never truly be of the class of men who were so happy to make use of his talents. Then again, maybe a cigar really is just a cigar in this case. It certainly wasn’t unusual for even ardent socialists to support the British war effort wholeheartedly. For each of them who elected to endure ridicule by sitting out the war, sometimes in prison, as a conscientious objector, several more went to war willingly, convinced both that the war was worth fighting on its own merits to combat German militarism and that, having fought and won it for their alleged betters, the British working classes would have to be rewarded with new opportunity and equality.  It would only be after the war was over, when new opportunity and equality most conspicuously failed to materialize, that the British left’s view of the war would harden into that of a colossal, pointless, criminal sham perpetuated by the ruling classes upon the working men who fought and died in it.

In this sense, then, Mannock was fairly unexceptional among his creed in eagerly rejoining the Territorial Force just as soon as his health would allow, well before mandatory conscription, the inevitable result of the casualties the volunteer army was sustaining, went into effect in 1916. He was assigned to an ambulatory force which drilled in England for months on end without ever getting sent to the front. This situation rankled Mannock deeply, as did the very notion of serving in a noncombatant role. In November of 1915, now fully recovered physically from his ordeal in Turkey, he applied for a transfer and an officer’s commission with the Royal Engineers; he thought, rightly, that they would be pleased to have a man of his practical experience with rigging and wiring. He told Eyles that his ultimate goal was to join the so-called “tunneling” forces. One of the dirtiest and deadliest jobs on the front, tunneling meant literally digging tunnels from friendly trenches under those of the enemy and planting explosives there. It seldom worked out all that well; in keeping with so many aspects of trench warfare, the whole enterprise tended to take on a farcical, blackly comic tone, with the tunnelers often winding up in the completely wrong place and blowing up nothing more than a few trees, or blowing themselves up with the touchy explosives of the era long before they made it to enemy lines. Nevertheless, the notion struck a chord with Mannock’s sheer bloody-mindedness. “Blow the bastards up!” he told Eyles. “The higher they go and the more pieces they come down [in], the better.”

Transferred to a newly established Royal Engineers unit in Bedfordshire in early 1916 and commissioned as an officer, Mannock, who for some reason was now going by the nickname of “Jerry,” found himself in a social environment very different from that he had known as a Territorial. Here, in this unit that had accepted him at all only due to his practical experience as a telephone rigger, he was surrounded by much younger men — Mannock was now pushing thirty — from the upper classes. They didn’t take any better to his gruff working-class manners than they did to his forthrightly radical politics; ditto his Irish brogue, especially when the Easter Rising began that April. They didn’t know whether he committed so many social faux pas because be didn’t know any better, because he didn’t care, or because he was actively tweaking them — but, increasingly, they began to suspect the last. And for good reason: Mannock judged most of his comrades to be the worst sort of drones of the English class system, shirkers who had used their family connections to win a posting to the Royal Engineers in the hope that the long period of training that must precede transfer to the front would let the war get finished before they had to take part in it. Having joined the unit for precisely the opposite reason, he was a man apart in the officers’ mess in this as in so many other ways.

When he learned upon completing several months of basic training that he might have to spend another full year training to become a tunneler — news that must have struck his comrades as wonderful — Mannock applied yet again for a transfer, this time to the air corps; absurdly counter-intuitive as it strikes us today, it actually took far less time to learn how to fly an airplane in those days than it did to learn how to dig tunnels and blow stuff up. His unit’s commander, perhaps weary of this capable but confrontational socialist firebrand who was constantly disrupting life in his officers’ mess, pushed this latest transfer request through. After passing the various medical and psychological exams, Mannock began aviator ground school in Reading in August of 1916.

Ground school filled about two months, during which Mannock and his fellow trainees were expected the learn the details of eight different types of aircraft engines. Other subjects included “General Flying,” “Aircraft Rigging,” “Theory of Flight,” “Bombs,” “Instruments,” “Morse Signalling,” and “Artillery Cooperation.” As the last two subjects attest, the real value of the airplanes of the time — the only roles in which they would make a really significant contribution during the war — was as the ultimate reconnaissance platform, taking photographs of the enemy lines and rear areas and guiding artillery barrages in real time. All of the exploits of the renowned “knights of the air,” the great fighter aces who were followed so eagerly by press and public, surrounded and perhaps too often obscured this real purpose. Aerial observation was therefore considered a skill that one and all needed to learn. Ground school included a rather fascinating early interactive simulator to help them do just that, as described by one Second Lieutenant Frederick Ortweiler:

In a large room, laid out on the floor was a model of the Ypres Salient and re-entrant by Messines, made exactly as it would be seen from an aeroplane 8000 to 10,000 feet up. With a squared map it was possible to pick out all the various roads, etc., and we were given practice in picking out points on the map. Then, by a system of little lights in the model, we were made to imagine that a battery was firing on a target and we were correcting. We would first be shown the target by having it lit up; then a flash would appear as the battery fired and another where the shot fell. Then we would have to send corrections over the buzzer till an “OK” was registered and the shoot finished.


Wars, if they go on long enough, produce a social leveling effect. The Royal Flying Corps, strictly the domain of “gentlemen” early on, was broadening by necessity to admit men like Mannock, who made up for in practical skills what they lacked in breeding. The class blending produced inevitable conflicts of the sort with which Mannock was all too familiar by now. A simpering gentleman named Dudley McKergow sniffed:

There are some perfectly appalling people here now. Their intonation is terrible and you can pick out hairdressers, Jews who would sell tobacco, the typical shop attendant, the comic-turn man at the very provincial show, and the greasy mechanic type. These are the class of fellows from cadet school — hardly one of them has any pretence of being a gentleman. There are still a very good crowd of observers and we keep to ourselves.


Mannock, of course, did nothing to make himself more palatable to the Dudley McKergows around him; he was as unashamed of his accent as he was of his political opinions. On the front, at least, the snobbery would fade somewhat in the face of the more elemental realities of life and death.
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After ground school, it was off to Hendon Airfield in North London for flight school. It’s difficult to fully convey today how new and wondrous the very idea of powered flight was in those days, quite apart from any applicability as a tool of war. It had, after all, been barely a decade since the Wright brothers first flew at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. A body of best practices for the teaching of new pilots was still all but nonexistent. The standard training aircraft were Maurice Farman biplanes, ungainly contraptions dating from before the war that looked hardly more airworthy than the original Wright brothers glider. They flew about the same as they looked, slewing sluggishly through the sky. Still, they responded so slowly to the controls that it was difficult to get into irreversible trouble with them, and they proved surprisingly durable when the trainees bounced them down hard on runways or taxied them into trees. The Farmans were equipped with dual controls for the trainee and his instructor, but the engine sitting directly behind them both was so loud that spoken communication was impossible. If an instructor felt he absolutely had to say something to his pupil, his only way of doing so was to turn the engine off for a moment — a risky procedure, as an engine once switched off wasn’t always guaranteed to start back up again.

What with the short and sketchy ground-school curriculum that preceded each trainee’s first flight, the job of the instructors could sometimes be almost as perilous as that of the front-line pilots. Indeed, some took to calling their trainees “Huns” (the universal British appellation for the Germans) because they considered the scariest of them every bit as dangerous as any German ace. Many of the very worst of the trainees — the ones who most needed instruction — were pushed through having barely taken the controls at all, simply because the harried instructors lacked the time or patience to correct their failings. Plenty of these hapless fledglings wound up killing themselves in routine exercises before they ever made it to the front. Those who did survive that long could look forward to a life expectancy even shorter than that of the average greenhorn on the front.

What Mannock made of the whole confused process has not been recorded. However, given the yeoman work he would later do in systematizing the art of air combat into something approaching a science, he must have been fairly appalled at the chaos. Regardless, he was certainly among the better fledglings of his class, proving himself an able pilot if not quite a superb one, his native mechanical aptitude serving him well yet again. He was good enough that upon earning his “ticket” — his pilot’s license — and beginning to fly solo, he was earmarked for posting to a “scout,” or fighter, squadron rather than being relegated to a slower, heavier observation plane along with the less promising pilots. Problem was, actual scout aircraft were in short supply. He therefore spent some months after his training was supposedly finished being moved rather aimlessly around England, making occasional flights in obsolete De Havilland DH.2s. He seethed at each new domestic posting and dreamed of the day when he would finally get to go to the front. In the meantime this man of many names at last acquired the sobriquet by which he would go down in history: he became known as “Mick” or sometimes “Mickey” among his jittery fellow fledglings, yet one more tribute to his Irishness.
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In March of 1917, at the end of this period of impatient waiting, the veteran ace James McCudden, who would come to be credited with 57 victories, second most of any British pilot of the war, spent some time giving Mannock and his fellow inexperienced pilots some final instruction before the long-awaited posting to the front came. This encounter between Britain’s eventual aces of aces and the runner-up led to one of the most famous stories about Mannock — famous despite or perhaps because the incident is so atypical of him. One day, McCudden told his charges that it was impossible to pull an airplane out of a spin that began below 2000 feet in time to avoid hitting the ground. The next day, Mannock threw his DH.2 into a spin at just 1500 feet. If he had hoped to prove McCudden wrong, he didn’t quite succeed: he managed to regain just enough control to plunk his plane roughly down on its wheels directly in front of the Vickers Ammunition Factory, yards away from rows and rows of sheds stuffed full of high explosives. Mannock insisted to his livid superiors that the whole thing had been an accident, which may very well have been true; unlike so many of his fellow aces, he would never acquire a reputation for heedless daredevilry. McCudden, however, was convinced that the “impetuous young Irishman” — McCudden was about to turn 22, while Mannock was almost 30, making the description rather rich — had done it deliberately to show him up.

Although the two men would never fly into battle together, they would cross paths regularly over the fifteen months or so each had left to live. During this time they would build a friendship but also a marked rivalry, only to die within three weeks of one another. For now, though, for the older but much, much greener of the pair, training days were finally over. On April 1, 1917 — two years to the day after he had been released from a Turkish prison — Second Lieutenant Edward “Eddie/Paddy/Pat/Jerry/Murphy/Mickey/Mick” Carringham Mannock arrived at St. Omer, France, for final posting to an active-duty squadron on the front lines. At long last, he was going to war.

(Sources for this article and those that follow in this series: Mick Mannock, Fighter Pilot by Adrian Smith; The Personal Diary of ‘Mick’ Mannock, introduced and annotated by Frederick Oughton; The Knighted Skies by Edward Jablonski; The American Heritage History of World War I by S.L.A. Marshall; Aces Falling by Peter Hart; Bloody April by Peter Hart; King of Airfighters by Ira Jones; Mount of Aces by Paul R. Hare; Winged Victory by V.M. Yeates; The First World War by John Keegan; A Short History of World War I by James L. Stokesbury.)


	Generations of hagiographers would later claim that the infection left Mannock’s vision out of his left eye permanently impaired if not destroyed entirely, thus giving rise to the legend of “the ace with one eye,” a story worthy of a Biggles novel. Manly lad that he was, the accounts claim, he never revealed his handicap to any but those who were closest to him out of a horror of being pitied. Instead he worked for hours on end to find ways to compensate when, for instance, playing cricket (a sport at which he was actually quite accomplished). Thus did the hagiographers neatly sidestep the fact that the vast majority of those who remembered Mannock remembered absolutely nothing of note about his vision, other than perhaps an unusually intense stare when he talked with them.

Similarly, the hagiographers claimed that he managed to pass at least three eye exams with ease prior to becoming a pilot by using a photographic memory that is in evidence nowhere else in his life’s story to memorize the optical chart. As it happens, one Lieutenant Gilbert Preston, who had lost his left eye as a ground soldier at Gallipoli before deciding to sign on with the Royal Flying Corps, tried to fool the doctor in exactly the same way Mannock is claimed to have done. It didn’t work out terribly well for him:

I thought that I had fooled the doctor, because after I had read the reading board with my right eye, he turned me to the window and said, “Tell me what you see out of the window.” I knew that I would have to come back to reading the eye chart, so I memorised all of the lines on the board. When I finished describing what I had seen out the window, he swung me around, and covered my right eye and said, “Will you continue reading the eye chart?” I knew what was coming, so I started to “read” the board. Suddenly he said, “You’re blind in that eye, aren’t you?” I said, “Oh no, not quite.” He told me, “Uncover your right eye and look again at the chart.” While I had been looking out the window, and unknown to me, he had turned the chart over and the only single letter on that chart was the letter “E.” I was heartsick as I thought my own chances were non-existent. He then announced, “Don’t take it too much to heart, because I have orders to send you to the Flying Corps – whether you can see or not!” To my disappointment he informed me that I could not qualify as a pilot and that I would go to France as an observer.


So, the stories of Edward Mannock as “the ace with one eye” are all, needless to say, almost certainly complete bunk. Nor are they necessary for casting him in the role of hero; his story is plenty heroic without them. ↩
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				21 Responses 
			


						
		
						
				Andrew Plotkin			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 5:27 pm			

			
				
				“Historians of later times would be able to identity all sorts of plausible reasons to call the Europe of 1914 a “powder keg”: an entangling system of ill-considered alliances all but guaranteed to turn local conflicts into continent-spanning ones; the rising tide of nationalism and its less pleasant little brother militarism; the decrepit dysfunction of the Ottoman Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Czarist Russia…”

Thanks, this really helps take my mind off our current news woes. :/

Grr.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 5:29 pm			

			
				
				Sometimes you have to move your chess pieces into place first when telling a story, but I’m a little skeptical this much of a tangent is required reading to understand Wings. We have no option but to trust this will lead to a big payoff when you start writing about the game.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 7:44 pm			

			
				
				We did go on quite a side journey into the history of the atomic bomb around Trinity… although I do hope this won’t be quite that long!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 9:33 pm			

			
				
				Not that long this time, no. (It’s Civilization you all should be really nervous about. That one could stop us in our tracks for a year or two if I’m not careful…)

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Ian Silvester			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 7:19 pm			

			
				
				Fascinating stuff! Honestly I am more than happy to read such accounts even if you never do tie them into the blog’s overall subject ;o)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jeremy Gans			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 11:03 pm			

			
				
				Ditto! And it’s not just the history I enjoy, but also your excellent writing.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 7:45 pm			

			
				
				This post on Tumblr may amuse in this context: If World War One Was a Bar Fight

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Rob			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 8:23 pm			

			
				
				“He was out in a duck”. The correct phrase is “He was out for a duck”. And he would have been batting, not bowling.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 9:23 pm			

			
				
				Man, and I was pretty proud of myself, thinking I had the lingo down and all. Teach an American not to pretend he understands cricket. Anyway, thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jaakko Markus Seppälä			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 8:26 pm			

			
				
				I don’t mind this different subject matter at all. The way Jimmy writes these biographies, I’d be happy to read even about, say, Mick Mannock’s dog :)

There is, I think, also some validity for choosing such a long-winded style for introducing Wings (It’s got to be Wings, right?). After all, it is a game of stories, exposition and biographies, abundantly so.

Even so, some of the famous aces are featured prominently in the in-game story (Richthofen), but others are barely mentioned outside the top pilots’ “kill list”.

What would be a better way to pay homage to the rich narrative of Wings than to fill in those gaps – to showcase some of the less-known (in-game, that is) aces of the skies?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 9:24 pm			

			
				
				Don’t tempt me… ;) I’ve even got a picture of the furry little devil: http://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-mick-mannock-vc-rfc-major-edward-mick-mannock-1887-1918-the-highest-4261751.html. Why is he turned away from the camera? What inner trauma is he concealing?

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				TsuDhoNimh			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 8:29 pm			

			
				
				I don’t know if I’ll end up playing the game after reading the stories, but, like the Trinity series of articles, knowing the backstory in great detail can make playing the game a lot more fun. 

It’s too bad Pirates! didn’t get this same treatment. On the other hand, you can get a pretty good idea of the historical context by reading the manual of the original game, which unfortunately was not included in the modern version of the game in the early 2000’s.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Eric Lundquist			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 8:43 pm			

			
				
				I’m content reading anything Jimmy chooses to write about.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 10:22 pm			

			
				
				+1.  I think Jimmy has well and truly earned our trust at this point.  I’ll happily follow wherever the arc of his narrative takes us.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Sir Harrok			

			
				November 18, 2016 at 10:26 pm			

			
				
				I don’t care if this is a tangent; it’s great.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Matt Weiner			

			
				November 19, 2016 at 5:46 pm			

			
				
				+many

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				November 19, 2016 at 2:11 am			

			
				
				C’mon People , Give the man a break !!

He hasn’t let us down yet, has he ?

Jimmy :  Side-story or not, this article is one of your strong ones. Educating yet entertaining, something that can’t be said about most of the content written or filmed about WW-I. Looking at pre-war and war periods through this man’s eyes is a stroke of genius on your part.

People:  Wings wasn’t the only “simulation with a narrative” during the period of gaming history we’re entering now. There were plenty of games and media that dealt both with the great war and inter-war period. So if Jimmy felt like using one or two posts to “set the stage”, just go along. Did he dissapoint after introducing 1970’s role-playing game culture ?  Do you deem the Lovecraft / M.I.T. posts before Lurking Horror unnecessary ?  Do you feel sorry that you had to “endure” his post on Dennis Wheatley’s Crime Dossiers ?  What about the Golden Hare ?  … quite pointless but you loved it, huh ?

This is trademark Jimmy and everyone here should admit it’s quality work !

If you want something more “concrete” and “concise” go read the CRPG Addict’s latest (he’s great too, mind you) or get some back issues of Retro-Gamer (great magazine) and read a few of their “Making of …” articles (they cover many of the games that Jimmy writes about here).

Oh, yes, I almost forgot :   Y’all liked that stuff about Vannevar Bush, right ?  … well, stop whining then.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				November 20, 2016 at 10:35 pm			

			
				
				I absolutely adored the MIT overview prior to Lurking Horror and the Golden Hare preamble because the subject has not been covered extensively or thoroughly.   As far as I’m concerned he could have written double what he did with those. Writing about WWI or Trinity, not so much because it’s kind of been played out dozens of times and no longer holds much interest for me personally. The beauty of the Digital Antiquarian IMHO is that it covers those niche topics that everyone else ignored yet so richly deserve to be covered.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				ZUrlocker			

			
				November 21, 2016 at 7:13 pm			

			
				
				I agree.  I love Jimmy’s writing, but I love it more when it’s directly related to games development and evolution. Neither the Trinity background posts nor the WWI history was my cup of tea.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Michael Davis			

			
				November 19, 2016 at 6:15 pm			

			
				
				I would have never guessed that a blog dedicated to the history of a specific subset of computer games would teach me so much about so many things. I am so grateful for your efforts Jimmy; every time I see a new article is available it’s like a tiny present.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Dan Art			

			
				November 22, 2016 at 7:01 pm			

			
				
				Another fine article!
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[image: The grim reality of war in the trenches.]The grim reality of war in the trenches.


The real impact that airplanes had on the course of World War I was very limited in contrast to the wars that were still to come. That press and public latched onto the exploits of the airmen so eagerly was largely down to the sheer ugliness of the war on the ground, which proved notably lacking in the martial glory and strategic derring-do everyone had anticipated when the armies had first marched off to battle.

After the initial German advance into France was finally halted in late 1914, the ground war devolved into a static slaughter the likes of which no one had ever imagined it could become, for the very good reason that the world had never seen anything like it. The situation was born of the fatal combination of weapons of mass destruction with primitive command-and-control systems that made it impossible to use them in the service of anything other than the most indiscriminate, random killing. Heavy artillery had a disconcerting tendency to wipe out friendly rather than enemy forces, while poison-gas attacks, one of the most truly horrifying technologies of warfare ever invented, consisted during World War I of nothing more than opening huge tanks of the stuff when the wind was blowing toward the enemy lines and hoping it didn’t shift direction for a few hours. “Strategy” on the Western Front devolved into one side or the other getting antsy from time to time and launching a massive frontal assault at one spot or another along the line, leading to the gruesome spectacle of soldiers with rifles climbing laboriously over barbed wire in the face of hundreds of machine guns, while the generals stood behind them hoping the enemy would run out of bullets before their side ran out of men. Occasionally, at the cost of thousands or tens of thousands of lives, the enemy lines might bend a little under the onslaught, but they never broke.

With no real strategic gains to which to point, the generals were left to justify each successive bloodbath by waving vaguely at the effect it might be having on the enemy’s morale, or, bringing things down to the final brutal arbiter, claiming to have just possibly managed to kill slightly more enemy than friendly soldiers. Here, for instance, is what the British General John Charteris had to say in 1916 to justify the otherwise inconclusive Battle of the Somme — a battle which began with the bloodiest single day in the history of British arms and wound up killing or maiming more than 1 million men in all.

There is deterioration in the morale of the German Army in this battle, although people at home will not recognize it. Surrenders are more ready than they were at the beginning. Though far from being demoralised as an army, the Germans are not nearly so formidable a fighting machine as they were at the beginning of the battle. Our New Army has shown itself to be as good as the German Army. The battle is over and we shall not know the actual effect it has had on the Germans for many a long day, but it has certainly done all, and more, than we hoped for when we began. It stopped the Verdun attack. It collected a great weight of the German Army opposite us, and then broke it. It prevented the Germans hammering Russia, and it has undoubtedly worn down the German resistance to a great extent.


The years of war still to come would beg to differ with almost every one of even these tepid assessments. In this new inflationary era of warfare, 1 million causalities bought very, very little.

[image: The Somme in 1916, looking like a scene out of Dante.]The Somme in 1916, looking like a scene out of Dante.


In the face of all this ugliness, the air war alone seemed like the clean, noble sort of war the public had expected going into this thing. Not for nothing did the metaphors that were applied to it always reach back to the eras of knights or gladiators — to allegedly cleaner, nobler eras of warfare. “They are the knighthood of this war, without fear and without reproach,” enthused British Prime Minister David Lloyd-George about the aviators, “and they recall the legendary days of chivalry, not merely by the daring of their exploits, but by the nobility of their spirit.” (What, one has to ask, of the thousand acts of quieter heroism that occurred among ordinary soldiers every hour inside the trenches on both sides? Had they no “nobility of spirit?” Even in war, the hierarchies of class remained as strong as ever.) Journalists covering the front began to tally up official “victory counts” for the pilots, with 5 victories making any individual pilot an ace, and thus worthy of closer observation as an up-and-comer. The ultimate honor was to become the ace of aces, the pilot with more victories than any other. The latest tallies were printed in newspapers, to be eagerly perused over the home-front breakfast table the way that peacetime readers might turn to the horse-race results or the latest cricket scores. The most successful aces became veritable celebrities, complete with adoring fan bases. As Edward Mannock was transferring to the air corps, baby-faced Albert Ball, the first of the great British aces and to this day still the best remembered, was much in the news for his exploits. Not yet 21 years old, he presented the very picture of modest, chivalrous young British manhood. “I only scrap because it is my duty,” he said. “Nothing makes me feel more rotten than to see them go down, but you see it is either them or me, so I must do my best to make it a case of them.”

[image: Albert Ball, who broke all the rules and got away with it for quite some time thanks to sheer skill. He preferred to attack from below rather than above, preferred to prowl alone rather than as part of a flight. Mannock would spend much time later in the war trying to break would-be Albert Balls of their delusions of single-handed heroism.]Albert Ball, who broke all the rules and got away with it for quite some time thanks to his sheer skill as both a pilot and a gunner. He preferred to attack from below rather than above, preferred to prowl alone rather than as part of a flight. Mannock would spend much time later in the war trying to disabuse would-be Albert Balls of their delusions of single-handed heroism.


Mannock would prove a very different sort of air fighter than the famously reckless Ball, who is known on at least one or two occasions to have thrown himself into battle alone against six German planes. Certainly Mannock didn’t enter into the Royal Air Corps with any particularly romantic notions about it, even if he did write in his diary upon his acceptance that he would “strive to become a scout pilot like Ball.” He was simply seeking a way to do some good — and to kill some Germans, which he defined as largely the same thing.

Although the war as a whole was half over by the time Mannock learned to fly, what would come to be regarded as the classic era of World War I dogfighting, subject of countless future books, movies, and games, was really just beginning. When the war had started in 1914, the air forces of the various combatants had consisted of no more than a few dozens or hundreds of rickety unarmed planes. Little thought had been given to the prospect of aerial combat; it was dangerous enough just trying to fly one of the things from Point A to Point B. The airplane was rather regarded as the ultimate reconnaissance tool, even better than the observation balloons armies had been using for years. United by the shared brotherhood of flight, the pilots for the opposing sides, who might very well know each other given how tiny the world of pre-war aviation had been, would blithely wave to one another when they happened to meet on their reconnaissance rounds and continue on their way. Only as casualties mounted and true hatred between the combatants began to set in did it begin to occur to pilots that it might be a good idea to prevent the aviators for the other side from returning home with a cockpit full of valuable information on the positioning of friendly forces. Thus many fliers took to carrying pistols or rifles up with them and taking potshots at enemy planes. Others started carrying up bags of bricks and chucking them at the enemy. But it’s doubtful whether any airplane ever managed to down another using such crude methods; nor were the heavy, slow, two-man observation craft themselves all that suited for aerial jousting. Clearly something better was needed if the war truly was to be taken into the sky. The era of the so-called “scout” plane — the name is a misnomer if ever there was one; its goal was not to “scout” anything but to shoot down enemy reconnaissance planes — was nigh.

[image: A French Nieuport biplane with machine gun mounted, less than ideally, above the pilot.]A French Nieuport biplane with machine gun mounted, less than ideally, above the pilot.


Almost from the beginning, it had been clear that the ideal weapon of airborne war would be a machine gun mounted directly in front of the pilot, so that he could, to borrow the parlance of a later era, simply point his plane in an enemy’s direction and shoot. But the obvious problem with that was the propeller in the nose of the plane; it would be shot to splinters long before the pilot could hope to down an enemy. One possibility might be to mount the gun in the nose of a “pusher” aircraft — an aircraft in which, like in the original Wright brothers’ plane, the propeller “pushed” the airplane through the air from behind rather than “pulling” it along from in front. (Just such a design was the De Havilland DH.2, the only single-seater Mannock got a chance to fly before being posted to the front.) But the pusher configuration was inefficient and aerodynamically awkward, for which reasons it was already passing into aeronautical history; certainly it was hardly possible to build a fast and maneuverable would-be fighter plane using it. The best compromise anyone could come up with for a “tractor” aircraft — a plane with the propeller located in the nose of the fuselage — was to mount the machine gun above the pilot’s head, on the upper wing of a biplane. That way the bullets would fly over the propeller — but that way also meant that aerial gunnery became much more difficult, as the pilot had to reach over his head to fire a gun whose bullets would fly above his plane’s arc of flight.

[image: Roland Garros's propeller, complete with bullet deflectors.]Roland Garros’s propeller, complete with bullet deflectors.


In April of 1915, a French pilot named Roland Garros briefly terrorized the Western Front with a rather hair-raising solution to the problem of the nose-mounted machine gun in a tractor plane: he bolted heavy metal plates to the propeller blades of his little Morane monoplane, in the hope that they would deflect away those bullets that struck them. It worked, after a fashion, despite the ever-present danger of the force of the bullets’ impact eventually breaking the propeller, or of a bullet ricocheting into the engine, or for that matter into the pilot’s face — risks which do much to explain why no other Allied pilots proved willing to implement Garros’s scheme. Still, Garros managed to shoot down a few German planes with the setup before being forced down himself and taken prisoner. His captured plane was given to Anthony Fokker, a Dutch aeronautical engineer working for the Germans, with orders to come up with something similar. What he actually did come up with was something much, much better.

[image: A Fokker Eindecker ("monoplane") of the sort which, equipped with the first synchronizer gear, terrorized the Allies on the Western Front during the fall of 1915.]A Fokker Eindecker (“monoplane”) of the sort which, equipped with the first synchronizer gear, terrorized the Allies on the Western Front during the fall of 1915 despite being a mediocre performer in all respects other than gunnery.


Fokker devised a system of gears that would prevent the machine gun from firing during those instants when a propeller blade was directly in front of the muzzle. It was far from foolproof — especially during the early months, hapless pilots could and did occasionally shoot off their own propellers when the mechanism slipped a gear — but Fokker’s invention set the pattern that would hold true for all of the remaining years of the air war: that of a constant game of technological one-upsmanship. Introduced on the Western Front late in the summer of 1915, the synchronizer gear led to a period of absolute German dominance of the skies that Allied pilots came to call the “Fokker Scourge.”

[image: In a telling measure of just how unexceptional the Fokker Eindekker really was, it was a two-man pusher, the Royal Aircraft Factory F.E. 2B, that ended the Fokker Scourge and briefly tipped the scales in favor of the Allies even as they still struggled to perfect a reliable synchronizer gear. Still, the F.E. 2B would be the last effective fighter of its type. The future belonged to the "tractors."]In a telling measure of just how unexceptional the Fokker Eindekker really was, it was a two-man pusher, the Royal Aircraft Factory F.E. 2B, that ended the Fokker Scourge and briefly tipped the scales in favor of the Allies again even as they still struggled to perfect a reliable synchronizer gear of their own. Still, the F.E. 2B would be the last effective aircraft of its type. The future belonged to the “tractors.”


The tide of the air war ebbed and flowed throughout 1916, but by early 1917 the Allied forces were once again clearly getting the worst of it. Indeed, Mannock arrived just time for the month destined to go down in infamy as “Bloody April.”

[image: An Albatros D.III, the scourge of Bloody April, seen from above -- the only angle from which any Allied pilot wanted to see one, if he had to see one at all.]An Albatros D.III, the scourge of Bloody April, seen from above — the only angle from which any Allied pilot wanted to see one, if he had to see one at all.


It was a case of quality over quantity. To support the latest fruitless British offensive, near the village of Arras, France, the Royal Flying Corps could field 754 aircraft, 385 of them scouts. The Germans had just 264 airplanes on that section of the front, 114 of them scouts. But offsetting the three-to-one advantage the British enjoyed in sheer numbers was the technical superiority of the German planes and pilots. The latest German Albatros scouts were faster and tougher than anything the British could muster, and could climb much higher thanks to their high-compression engines — a critical advantage in air combat, where he who enjoys the advantage of height most often enjoys victory. Just as critically, they were armed with not one but two synchronized Spandau machine guns mounted on the cowl, capable of unleashing a devastating barrage of 1600 rounds per minute. The British, by contrast, had yet to perfect a foolproof synchronizer gear of their own. Their French-built Nieuport scouts — the plane the newly arrived Mannock would fly into battle — were equipped only with a single Lewis machine gun mounted above the wing. In addition to having to aim the thing in the middle of a dogfight without losing control of his airplane or being shot up by someone else — no mean feat in itself — the pilot had to constantly change out ammunition drums that held just 47 rounds each. This was the heyday of the German Jagdstaffeln (“hunting squadrons”), or “Jastas,” which ranged freely across the front at altitudes the Allied planes couldn’t dream of reaching. From their lofty perches, the German Albatroses could swoop down out of the sun and destroy their enemies before they even knew what was happening. The most feared of all the Jastas was Jasta 11, commanded by Manfred von Richthofen — the Red Baron, greatest ace of them all. He and his cohorts were always identifiable by the blood-red paint jobs their aircraft sported in arrogant defiance of the usual drab military color scheme.

[image: The Red Baron (center) with some of his fellow Flying Circus performers.]The Red Baron (center) with some of his squadron mates. This picture was sold as a postcard in Germany, where Richthofen was celebrated as his era’s equivalent of a rock star.


The consequences for the men of the Royal Flying Corps were horrendous. As airmen were killed, they were replaced by sketchily trained greenhorns, often with less than 25 hours of total flying time, and with no real instruction whatsoever in the rapidly evolving wiles of airborne warfare. Little better than cannon fodder for the Jastas, after going down in flames they were replaced by still more hastily trained and activated new recruits. The vicious circle came fully to a head in Bloody April. That April of 1917, the British lost 275 aircraft, leading to the death of 207 men and the wounding of 214 more. Set against the carnage taking place in and around the trenches, these numbers may have been minuscule, but in relation to the relatively tiny numbers who took part in the war in the air they were staggering. One out of every three airplanes the British had on-hand at the beginning of April had been shot down by the end of the month; another airman was killed for every 92 hours of total flying time by British airplanes as a whole. April of 1917, Mannock’s baptism by fire, was the absolute most dangerous time of the entire war to be a British flyer.

Major-General Hugh Trenchard, the man in charge of Britain’s air war on the Western Front, had an inflexible strategy for dealing with the psychological fallout of casualties. It was best summed up by the oft-repeated maxim “no empty chairs at breakfast.” The fallen were not to be mourned or even acknowledged. Instead the possessions of a fallen airman were quickly whisked out of his room to make space for his replacement, who would likely arrive within hours from a pool of fresh faces waiting in the town of Saint-Omer, a staging area located just across the English Channel. Mannock spent just a few days there waiting for a spot to open up — i.e., waiting for someone to die, a wait that never took long — before being sent on April 6 to 40 Squadron, posted near the village of Bruay, west of the town of Lens.

Most soldiers who go to war have the comfort of doing so as a group, with the same people with whom they have trained and prepared for months. Not so Mannock and the other fledgling flyers arriving in France to plug the holes made by the relentless Albatros patrols. They went to war alone. The experience of one Second Lieutenant Geoffrey Hopkins, who somewhat unusually was posted directly from Britain to 22 Squadron, likely mirrors that of Mannock in most other respects.

I travelled by the ordinary leave train from Victoria to Dover and thence by ship to Boulogne, where we arrived about dark. Everybody else disembarking there seemed to know exactly what to do and where to go, but I had no idea whatsoever and stood by my camp kit and valise, feeling rather lost. Some kindly soul, who had perhaps had the same experience himself at an earlier date, asked me where I was going and, when I told him, advised me to report to the RTO (Railway Transport Officer). He laughed when I naively asked him what an RTO was! The RTO said, “Oh, yes, 22 Squadron, RFC. They’ll pick you up at Amiens railway station. You can catch a train early in the morning. The squadron is at a place called Bertangles.”

Next day an RFC corporal met me on the platform at Amiens station, took my kit to a Crossley tender outside, and drove me to a bar where, he said, I would find some other officers from the squadron. I found them there having a drink before returning to the aerodrome. I was introduced all round and we had a drink before setting off. We had a very crowded and noisy drive back. They belonged to C Flight and told me that I’d been posted to B Flight, where they dropped me at the mess, on a very cold night with thick snow on the ground. The first person I met on going into the mess was Gladstone, who had joined up with me from school. He introduced me to the others there, told me that the commanding officer and our flight commander were not there that night, and I should report in the morning. After something to eat and drink, I was shown my billet. This was a farmhouse in the village, my room being a sort of cubbyhole off the main living room with a bunk bed containing a pallisasse, filled with straw. I have no recollection of any bathing or sanitary arrangements — I don’t suppose there were any — but have vivid memories of how cold it was.


The veterans who made up of the core of a squadron weren’t in the habit of being overly welcoming to the wide-eyed newcomers who were constantly washing up in their mess hall. It was a matter of emotional self-protection; the life expectancy of the average greenhorn at that time was measured in days rather than weeks or months, so there was little to be gained and much to be lost from forming bonds destined so quickly to be rent. If a pilot managed to stay alive for a few weeks, seemed to have a real knack for combat flying, then and only then would his relationship with his comrades deepen beyond the most cursory of formalities. It made for a cold reception indeed for many an already disoriented, uncertain young man.

For his part, Mannock had an unusually difficult time integrating into the life of 40 Squadron. For one thing, the man he was replacing was not another faceless, barely-remembered greenhorn, but rather a well-liked veteran who had finally met his match; Mannock’s presence in his bunk and in his chair at breakfast was a constant reminder of the old boon companion he was replacing. Mannock’s other problem was more typical of him. Determined as ever to assert himself and not to be cowed by his alleged betters, he overdid it, creating a very unfavorable first impression, as remembered by a fellow flier who betrays traces of the same old class snobbery that had dogged Mannock throughout his life:

His manner, speech, and familiarity were not liked. He seemed too cocky for his experience, which was nil. His arrival at the unit was not the best way to start. New men took their time and listened to the more experienced hands; Mannock was the complete opposite. He offered ideas about everything: how the war was going, how it should be fought, the role of scout pilots, what was wrong or right with our machines. Most men in his position, by that I mean a man from his background [emphasis mine] and with his lack of fighting experience, would have shut up and earned their place in the mess.


New fliers arrived at the front in a state of unpreparedness that must strike us today as extraordinary. With modern, combat-worthy aircraft virtually all earmarked to the front to replace the endless stream of losses, the airplanes the new arrivals had flown in training were wildly different from those they would be expected to fly into combat. Mannock had never before in his life flown a Nieuport 17, the nimble but rather under-powered and under-gunned French scout with which 40 Squadron was equipped. For that matter, he had flown a single-seat “tractor” aircraft of any sort for the first time only after arriving in France, when he was allowed a few practice flights in an obsolete Bristol Scout at Saint-Omer while waiting for his final posting. And trainees like Mannock had been given virtually no instruction in the vital discipline of aerial gunnery — a discipline whose mastery was made all the more vital by the awkward over-wing Lewis machine guns on the Nieuports that made every shot an exercise in deflection shooting.

The veterans of 40 Squadron may have been cool to newcomers, but a sense of fair play demanded that they at least give the fledglings a chance to put in a bit of practice flying and shooting in a Nieuport before being sent out over the front. Mannock was allowed about a week to do what he could to prepare himself. Gunnery practice involved laying a sheet of brightly-colored fabric of about six feet by six feet on the ground to serve as the target. Pilots would then dive toward it and take their shots, an exercise that would in theory force them to master the art of maintaining control of their aircraft while also manipulating the Lewis gun. It was damnably tricky. One William Bond, who arrived at 40 Squadron a few weeks before Mannock, later recalled being disappointed to learn after his first attempt that he’d managed to hit the target with just one shot out of 97. When he expressed his disappointment, the man in charge of the target range told him he had been the first in the last five days to hit the target at all.

Inevitably, some wiped out on the target range, wounding or killing themselves before they ever met an enemy airplane. Second Lieutenant Gordon Taylor of 66 Squadron describes an all too typical accident:

Pilots dived individually on a ground target near the aerodrome, firing their guns at the outline of a German aircraft laid out on the grass. I was watching a [Sopwith] Pup dive on this target only a day or two after we arrived. He was coming down steeply with engine on, firing, but holding his dive beyond the time when he should have started to pull out. I was in agony, trying to will him out of the dive before it was too late. He must have realised his mistake, seen the ground coming up, and pulled back too heavily on the stick. With a ridiculously harmless sound, like a child’s balloon bursting, the aeroplane disintegrated. The fuselage dived straight into the ground with the crunching noise of somebody treading on a matchbox. Tattered fragments of wing followed it, fluttering slowly to earth. The silence which settled over the scene was appalling.


Mannock’s career as a combat pilot very nearly ended before it began on the same tragic note. Pulling out of a dive at the end of a run, his right lower wing literally came off, pulling right out of the fuselage, the result of yet another problem that plagued the Allied pilots in their struggle against the Germans: the often terrible build quality of their airplanes, which were thrown together in haste in jerry-rigged factories to meet the constant demand for replacements. In what even his many detractors had to admit was a fine bit of flying, Mannock managed to bring his plane in upright for a crash landing that he escaped without injury. In his diary, he claimed that he was told he was the first pilot ever to manage such a feat.

On April 17, Mannock’s practice period, such as it was, was declared finished, and he made his first combat sortie over the front that evening. Herbert Ellis, another green pilot who had arrived at 40 Squadron at about the same as Mannock, had turned heads that very morning by shooting down a German plane on his own first sortie. As William Bond later told the story, Ellis accomplished this feat largely by accident, after getting lost in the clouds and losing all contact with the other two planes that formed his flight: “He searched around for some time, not knowing at all where he was, and then suddenly a Hun two-seater came out of a cloud and flew at him. Ellis fired promptly and saw the Hun turn over, go down spinning, and crash to the ground.” Such were the fortunes of war. Mannock’s own debut would be far less auspicious.

No pilot ever forgot his first glimpse of the front, a sight of a devastation so complete as to be surreal, like flying above the surface of the moon. A pilot named Marcus Kaizer described (or perhaps failed to describe) it thus:

There was not a house left standing — just as if a big steamroller had passed over them. As we went further east, the shell holes in the ground grew more numerous until we reached the zone where each hole literally touches four or five others. I cannot describe the appearance of this to you — there were billions and all full of water. The whole looked like a wet sponge — hardly a tree or house visible.


[image: An antiaircraft gun.]An antiaircraft gun.


As Mannock, flying in formation with five other Nieuports, was struggling to comprehend what he saw below, a German antiaircraft, or “Archie,” barrage began against them. Like so many other technologies of modern war, antiaircraft gunnery was in its infancy during the First World War, as gunners struggled to adapt to this strange new need to hit targets above them in the sky. Accuracy, at least when firing at planes at reasonably high altitude, was far from good, a fact that veteran pilots came to understand very well. In general, they simply ignored the Archie fire and continued on their way, trusting to the odds against the one-in-a-thousand lucky shellburst that might actually do them harm. For a newcomer like Mannock, however, all those bombs bursting in air around his airplane were profoundly unnerving. They caused him to commit the worst sin possible in the eyes of his peers: he panicked — “I did some stunts quite inadvertently” with “feelings very funny,” he wrote laconically in his diary that night — careening wildly out of formation in the hope of getting away from the barrage. When he regained his self-control, he found he had no idea where the rest of his patrol was. At last he blundered back to his aerodrome, alone in his ignominy. His comrades, who had already marked him for a blowhard in the officers’ mess, now began to see him as untrustworthy in the air as well — quite possibly a coward. That impression would only harden in the days to come.

The famous but indefinitely attributed description of war as “months of boredom punctuated by moments of extreme terror” dates from the First World War. In the case of fliers as well as their trench-bound counterparts, the months of boredom also encompassed enormous physical discomfort. It’s difficult indeed to overemphasize how taxing combat flying during World War I really was on the bodies of those who engaged in it. Mannock and his comrades typically patrolled the front at altitudes approaching 20,000 feet, right at the limit of what their Nieuports could manage, thereby to minimize one of the principal advantages enjoyed by the Germans: the fact that their aircraft could climb still higher. At that height, whether in winter or summer, the air was biting cold and terribly thin. A typical patrol began at dawn, the pilots emerging from the mess with as much protection from the cold as they could contrive. One Flight Lieutenant Robert Compston:

We were muffled up to the eyes and wore fleece-lined thigh boots drawn up over a fleece- or fur-lined Sidcot suit, a fur-lined helmet complete with chin guard and goggles with a strip of fur around them. Any parts of bare skin left open to the air were well-coated with whale oil to prevent frostbite. For our hands we found that an ordinary pair of silk gloves, if put on warm and then covered with the ordinary leather gauntlet gloves, retained enough heat for the whole patrol.


The dawn quiet of the aerodrome would ring out with the coughs and backfires of engines springing reluctantly to life. Flight Commander Colin Mackenzie:

All pilots should be in their machines five minutes before the time of starting, the engines having been previously tested by the petty officer of the flight. When all engines are ticking over and the petty officer signals to the leader that all the engines are running satisfactorily, the flight leader leaves the ground; the remaining four machines, if head to wind, should get off in thirty seconds, the order of getting off corresponding to each machine’s position in the formation.


Once all airborne, the flight would form up and set off for the front line, climbing all the while in the encroaching light of dawn into ever cooler and thinner air, straining for every bit of the precious altitude that could spell the difference between life and death. Compston:

While gaining height we saw away on our starboard beam a dark mass, which we knew to be the town of Arras, while the silvery, twisting thread straggling eastward showed us the River Scarpe. An occasional bursting shell and some Very lights betrayed the whereabouts of the lines, while a star shell threw into clear relief the chalky contour of the Hindenburg Line. Rudely we disturbed that quiet hour before the dawn.


[image: A Nieuport 17 on patrol.]A Nieuport 17 on patrol.


This was flying at its most elemental, flying in a way that few modern pilots have ever known it. Up there in their rickety little open-cockpit aircraft, they felt like they could reach out a hand and touch the vault of heaven. If they could forget for a moment the grinding cold, the shortness of breath and pain in their heads and extremities brought about by oxygen deprivation, and the gnawing awareness that enemy aircraft could be lurking almost anywhere, they could appreciate the stunning beauty that surrounded them. Lieutenant George Kay:

These April clouds are perfectly clearly defined, and are like great mountains and castles of snow. You are sailing along in the sparkling sun under a clear blue sky and underneath is a fluffy white carpet.


Unfortunately, dwelling on the beauty of the scene was an excellent way to get yourself killed. Any one of those fluffy clouds could hide the Red Baron and his mates. The tension was unbearable, almost worse than the minute or two of chaos and terror that followed when the dreaded thing did finally happen, when German aircraft swept down out of the clouds or out of the sun. Lieutenant Cecil Lewis:

Our eyes were continually focusing, looking, craning our heads round, moving all the time looking for those black specks which would mean enemy aircraft at a great distance. Between clouds we would not be able to see the ground or only parts of it which would sort of slide into view like a magic-lantern screen far, far beneath. Clinging close together, about twenty or thirty yards between each machine, swaying, looking at our neighbors, setting ourselves just right so that we were all in position.


Contrary to myth and legend, extended dogfights, those much-vaunted extended aerial duels between these knights of the air, were quite rare. Mostly death came swiftly and unannounced; many a casualty of the war in the air literally never knew what hit him. The emotional toll of this life of overarching, eminently justified paranoia was staggering, while the physical toll it took was almost equally enormous. Spending several hours each day in a condition of oxygen deprivation brought on constant headaches and constant fatigue. Mannock wrote home to Jim Eyles that “I always feel tired and sleepy, and I can lie down and sleep anywhere at any time.” The oil and unburned fuel thrown off by the engine got into the skin and hair and was almost impossible to scrub out, while the quantities of the same noxious stuff which every pilot inadvertently inhaled led to persistent stomach cramps and diarrhea.

High-strung by temperament, Mannock didn’t cope very well with the strain — not ever really, and certainly not in his first weeks at the front. “Now I can understand,” he wrote in his diary, “what a tremendous strain to the nervous system active service flying is.” Unlike the majority of his peers, he survived as his first days turned into his first weeks at the front. But he didn’t acquit himself with any particular glory in so doing; while it’s true that he managed not to get shot down, it’s also true that he didn’t come close to shooting down anyone from the other side. Many of his comrades grew more than ever to see him, rightly or wrongly, as a shirker, the sort of flier who by some happenstance always seemed to be elsewhere when the going got really tough. When he turned for home early once or twice from particularly dangerous patrols due to what he claimed to be engine problems, it was viewed with great suspicion. George Lloyd, a fellow flier who arrived at 40 Squadron very shortly after Mannock:

Mannock was not actually called yellow, but many secret murmurings of an unsavoury nature reached my ears. I was told that he had shot down one single Hun out of control [Mannock was never officially credited with even this kill], and that he showed signs of being over-careful during engagements. He was further accused of being continually in the air practising gunnery, as a pretence of keenness. In other words, the innuendo was that he was suffering from cold feet.


Skeptical of the motivation behind it though Lloyd is, his comment about Mannock’s habit of constant gunnery practice points I think to something important. Even as he undoubtedly struggled to master his very real terror, Mannock was also at some level studying the nature of air combat, looking for ways to get better at it. It was perhaps every bit as much for this reason as any other that he seemed to hold himself apart from the fray; he was studying the field of battle before he threw himself into it. The polar opposite of a natural pilot and intuitive warrior like the famed Albert Ball, Mannock’s was, despite his relative lack of education, a very analytic mind. Nothing about fighting in the air seemed to come to him easily, but, once finally learned, lessons were never forgotten.

Take, for instance, this incident, which he wrote about in his diary on May 3:

Two mornings ago, C Flight escorted four Sopwiths on a photography stunt to Douai Aerodrome, Captain Keen, the new commander, leading. We were attacked from above over Douai. I tried my gun before going over the German lines, only to find that it was jammed, so I went over with a revolver only. A Hun in a beautiful yellow and green bus attacked me from behind. I wheeled round on him and howled like a dervish (although of course he couldn’t hear me), whereat he made off towards old Parry and attacked him, with me following, for the moral effect! Another one (a brown speckled one) attacked a Sopwith, and Keen blew the pilot to pieces and the Hun went spinning down from 12,000 feet to earth. Unfortunately, the Sopwith had been hit, and went down too, and there was I, a passenger, absolutely helpless, not having a gun, an easy prey for any of them, and they hadn’t the grit to close. Eventually they broke away, and then their Archie gunners got on the job and we had a hell of a time. At times, I wondered if I had a tailplane or not, they were so near. We came back over Arras with the three remaining Sopwiths, and excellent photos, and two vacant chairs at the Sopwith squadron mess! What is the good of it all?


Forced bravado aside (“they hadn’t the grit to close…”), a very shaken Mannock learned from this incident and one or two others like it to check his weapon personally before taking off. He would laboriously go over the gun itself and over each drum of ammunition, bullet by bullet, trusting no one else with the task out of the simple logic that no one else could possibly consider it as important as he, that no one else could possibly be guaranteed to do it as thoroughly as he would.

[image: A German "Drachen" (literally "dragon"), or observation balloon, about to go aloft.]A German “Drachen” (literally “dragon”), or observation balloon, about to go aloft.


On May 7, Mannock and five companions attacked six German observation balloons hovering just above the front lines, a frenzied exercise that entailed screaming barely ten feet above the trenches at full throttle hoping not to be hit by the rifles and machine guns cannoning around them, then raking the balloons from below with their Lewis guns as they passed under them. Mannock managed to take one them out in a blossom of flames before sprinting madly for home, his machine riddled with bullet holes and his nerves in an equally frazzled state. His was the only plane to make it back for a proper landing at the aerodrome. “I don’t want to go through such an experience again,” he wrote in his diary. The event marked his first kill in two senses. It was his first official tally as a pilot  — and it was the first time he could definitively know that he had killed at least one other human being.

On the very same day, Albert Ball, who had now tallied 44 official victories, was shot down and killed, possibly by the Red Baron himself, whilst, as was his wont, prowling the front recklessly all alone. A torch had been passed, although it would be a long time before anyone realized it. Certainly anyone who had told Mannock’s squadron mates that the unstable, untrustworthy, uncouth big “Irishman” in their mess would someday replace the fallen hero Ball as Britain’s leading ace would have been roundly jeered. Mannock seemed anything but destined for glory. Just two days later on May 9, after another inconclusive engagement which raised the eyebrows of his squadron mates, he wrote in his diary how he had landed “with my knees shaking and my nerves all torn to bits. All my courage seems to have gone.” His commanding officer, showing more sympathy than would have most of Mannock’s other fellow fliers, took him briefly off active duty, judging him to be in no condition to fly at all, much less to fly and fight.

And yet, little by little, in a process that would require months yet to reach any sort of fruition, the worm was turning. Mannock the shirker was soon to become Mannock the reliable old hand, and waiting in the wings was Mannock the ace.

(Sources: The same as the first article in this series.)
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				November 26, 2016 at 6:42 am			

			
				
				Although the war as a whole was half over by the Mannock learned to fly

By the time he learned to fly, perhaps?

Others started carrying up bags of bricks and chunking them at the enemy.

Did you mean “chucking”?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				November 26, 2016 at 9:05 am			

			
				
				“To chunk” is another slangy way to say the same thing. (It may be a Southernism.) But I actually like “to chuck” better, so thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				November 26, 2016 at 7:45 am			

			
				
				Typo: “by the Mannock learned” -> “by the time”

For “flying in a way that few modern pilots have ever known it.” I suggest leaving off “it” for smoothness, though your construction is valid.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				November 26, 2016 at 9:04 am			

			
				
				Thanks on the first! On the second, thanks, but I think on balance I prefer the construction with “it.”

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				November 26, 2016 at 1:35 pm			

			
				
				Superb !  …. reads like a novel thanks to your fluid style, but it’s much better than a novel because we know this actually happened in real life.

Keep these posts coming !  …  off-topic or not !

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				November 28, 2016 at 8:32 pm			

			
				
				This is honestly fascinating, from a topic I honestly didn’t know a lot about beyond what I’ve picked up from Snoopy. With one exception – W.E. Johns’ first book of Biggles stories, “The Camels Are Coming”, which has a very different tone from the gung-ho tales of derring-do the series would become known for. It doesn’t avoid the bloody nature of WWI air war, the coldness with which new pilots were treated and the massive turnover, and over the course of the book the strain builds up on Biggles until he finally has a breakdown and literally attempts suicide-by-German, only surviving because his final desperate assault takes place on November the 11th, 1918.

It’s a far cry from time travelling adventure with Jon Anderson warbling about heroes in the background.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				November 29, 2016 at 8:37 am			

			
				
				The only Biggles I’ve read is Biggles Flies East, which I picked out pretty much at random. Will have to try to find a copy of the first one. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				November 30, 2016 at 7:52 pm			

			
				
				While your writing is superb as usual, I don’t think this level of depth is needed to preface a later discussion on the “Wings” game.  AFAIK it wasn’t a landmark title.  I don’t mean to be a killjoy or anything, man…  but, I dunno, it seems like you get carried away on these historical stories sometimes!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Rob			

			
				December 1, 2016 at 6:54 am			

			
				
				This is a blog about the history of videogames. Nothing is needed. However, some of us are enjoying this diversion immensely.

Feel free to not read! However, don’t assume that no one else is deriving value from this.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				December 2, 2016 at 1:50 pm			

			
				
				I vote for these historical diversions to continue. Videogames are culture, and can’t be understood outside of their context. Moreover, a change of pace is good now and then, and this is an awesome way to learn more about history.
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				May 2, 2017 at 5:40 pm			

			
				
				Fighting a rearguard action on this (even if the comment weren’t months late), but it’s vicious circle, not cycle.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 5:43 pm			

			
				
				Spectacular series otherwise, though. I wonder if you’ve ever taken a look at Harvey Kurtzman’s war comics from EC in the 1950’s, Two-Fisted Tales and Frontline Combat. Highly regarded, including by servicemen of the time, as being just about the only contemporaneous media willing to engage in a realist view of war. Most of it focused on the then-current Korean War and recently concluded WWII, of course, but there are stories about other conflicts.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 3, 2017 at 5:22 am			

			
				
				No, I’ve never seen nor heard of them. Will make a note of them.

Thanks for the correction!
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[image: A British S.E.5a literally shoots a German Fokker to pieces.]A British S.E.5a shoots a German Fokker to pieces high above the front.


What makes a hero? Is a hero a cool cucumber who feels no fear, who charges into peril without giving a thought to life and limb? Or is a hero someone who quakes with terror but charges in anyway? I know which side I come down on. There are stories from the Second World War’s Battle of Britain of exhausted British pilots — Winston Churchill’s storied “few” — who were so petrified at the prospect of going up to meet the German attackers yet again that they literally had to be carried out to their planes and strapped into the cockpits, shaking, with tears streaming down their faces. Yet somehow, finally, they found the strength to enter the maelstrom again. If you ask me, courage isn’t the opposite of fear. Courage is rather feeling terrified but doing it anyway.

Edward “Mick” Mannock would never truly banish his fear, for fear, like addiction, is something one can never eradicate; one can only overcome it on an ad hoc, day-to-day basis. Yet Mannock would, like Churchill’s few, find a way to do his part despite his fear. This being a real rather than a Hollywood story, there is no single watershed moment we can point to and say that this marks the instant when he was transformed from a quivering greenhorn into a steel-eyed veteran. Instead there is a whole series of gradual steps. Mannock himself would come to regard May 9, 1917, when he returned to his aerodrome in such a state that his commanding officer took him off active duty for a short time, as being of some significance, marking as it did a crossroads where he faced a choice between accepting the shame of a transfer back to the home front or continuing to struggle with his raw terror in the air; he chose, of course, the latter. And it’s certainly tempting to mark June 7 on the calendar as well, the day that Mannock downed a German Albatros — his first official victory over an enemy airplane. (“My man gave me an easy mark,” he wrote in his diary. “I was only ten yards away from him — on top so I couldn’t miss! A beautifully coloured insect he was — red, blue, green, and yellow. I let him have 60 rounds at that range, so there wasn’t much left of him. I saw him going spinning and slipping down from 14,000 [feet]. Rough luck, but it’s war, and they’re Huns.”) Still, the process really was most of all a very gradual one. As Mannock grew less erratic in the air, and as he simply continued to live far beyond the normal life expectancy of a new scout pilot, his comrades in 40 Squadron slowly let go of their early judgments of him and accepted him into the life of the mess hall. And that acceptance in turn helped him to control his fear, a virtuous circle that transformed him in time into one of the squadron’s reliable old hands.

As Mannock was allowed to join in with the life of the squadron’s core, he joined them in the many coping mechanisms that soldiers at war develop. Rather amusingly, he was first encouraged to let his hair down by one B.W. Keymer, the squadron’s unusually earthy and thoroughly beloved chaplain, who understood and accepted that young men have needs of the flesh as well as the spirit. Keymer told Mannock that he should abandon his lingering resentments of class and politics to join the others on their drinking excursions into Saint-Omer. Meanwhile, through the example of his patronage, the good chaplain helped to convince others in the squadron to accept Mannock into their own good graces. In time, Mannock became one of the lives of the party at 40 Squadron, always willing to join in with whatever horseplay was afoot. One of the squadron’s favorite airborne pranks was astoundingly cruel really, but such are the ways of war: Mannock and his mates loved to swoop down out of the sun on unsuspecting friendly observation planes, just like they were Germans on the attack. From his diary:

Amused ourselves by dodging about the low clouds and frightening the engine out of sundry crawling “quirks” doing artillery work. Great sport. You come down vertically at approx. 160 mph on a poor unsuspecting observer and bank away to the right or left when almost cutting off his tail. You can almost hear him gasp.


One does have to wonder why no one ever got a nose full of machine-gun fire for his trouble…

But most of the squadron’s hijinks took place on the ground. Inevitably, alcohol became a key coping mechanism. Frederick Powell, one of Mannock’s squadron mates:

The centre of the squadron seemed to be in the bar. When you think of the tensions they lived through day to day — they would come in in the evening and ask about their best friend, “Where’s old George?” “Oh, he bought it this afternoon!” “Oh, heavens!” The gloom would come, the morale would die, and the reaction was immediate: “Well, come on, chaps, what are you going to have?” That was the sort of spirit that kept you going, and although people are against alcohol I think that it played a magnificent part in keeping up morale.


Coupled with the drink were other coping mechanisms of a more aggressive character. Games of rugby, sometimes played indoors right there in the mess hall, could get very rough indeed, yielding black eyes and broken fingers. Political discussions, in which Mannock was as strident as ever in advocating his socialist worldview, sometimes degenerated into brawls. Mannock and another flyer, a Second Lieutenant de Burgh, took to beating the sod out of one another as a matter of course on nearly a nightly basis. De Burgh:

Mannock was very keen on boxing, and as I had done a good deal [of it], we often used to blow off steam by having a set-to in the mess. It fact, it used to be a stock event, if the evening was livening up, for Mannock and me to have a round or two — and he nearly always said, “Let’s hit it out,” and we used to have a good slog at one another. I think, on the whole, that I used to get more than I gave, as he had the height of me and a slightly longer reach, but I had him at footwork.


The bad feelings engendered by the more violent nightly episodes seldom persisted beyond the alcoholic haze that did so much to create them. Living under almost unbelievable tension, knowing each successive flight had a good chance of being their last, the pilots were simply doing what they needed to to get through each successive day.

Mannock’s greatest fear was the same as that of many other pilots: to go down in what was called with typical forced jocularity a “flamer.” In an airplane made from a wooden frame covered with doped fabric, with a thin unarmored tank filled with many gallons of fuel, an aerial conflagration was never more than a single stray bullet away. Many pilots of stricken aircraft chose to jump to their deaths — parachutes were nonexistent prior to some German experiments very late in the war — rather than be burned alive with their planes. Mannock himself always carried a revolver up with him; “I’ll blow my brains out rather than go down roasting,” he said. To cope with this greatest fear, he indulged in elaborate black humor that made even many of his squadron mates, whose own humor was hardly of the most sensitive stripe, a bit queasy. The German aircraft that he shot down in flames he called “sizzlers” or “flamerinos.” He would describe their endings with a pyromaniac’s glee, finishing on a note of near-hysteria, whereupon he might turn to one of his comrades and suddenly burst out, in a jarringly high and strangled voice, “That’s what will happen to you on the next patrol, my lad.” The squadron would, remembered one pilot, dutifully “roar with laughter,” but it was uncomfortable laughter, its tone all wrong. “He is getting obsessed with this form of death,” thought one of them. “It is getting on his nerves.”

For all that Mannock loved to loudly and proudly proclaim his hatred of Germans, the killing he did in the air quite clearly affected him as much as did his constant fear for his own life. This was the other side of the supposedly glorious, chivalrous war in the air. The folks on the home front who tallied up the latest victory counts and ranked the aces failed to understand that war is not sport but rather a brutal exercise in kill or be killed. On July 13, after scoring his fourth victory, over a German two-man observation plane — he killed the pilot, but the observer somehow survived the crash — Mannock ventured into the trenches on foot for the first time to inspect his handiwork. While his diary describes the event with typical terseness, it can’t entirely disguise the effect the experience had on him.

I hurried out at the first opportunity and found the observer being tended by the local M.O., and I gathered a few souvenirs, although the infantry had the first pick. The machine was completely smashed, and rather interesting also was the little black-and-tan terrier — dead — in the observer’s seat. I felt exactly like a murderer. The journey to the trenches was rather nauseating — dead men’s legs sticking through the sides with putties and boots still on — bits of bones and skulls with the hair peeling off, and tons of equipment and clothing lying about. This sort of thing, together with the strong graveyard stench and the dead and mangled body of the pilot (an N.C.O.), combined to upset me for a few days.


This earliest incarnation of aerial warfare was an unnervingly intimate affair; it was often possible to hear the screams of pilots and crew as they were burned alive. Mannock’s attitude toward the killing he engaged in was, like so many things about this complex man, contradictory, swinging between manic glee at the death of another of the hated Huns and the guilt of, as he himself expresses it in the diary passage above, committing murder. On September 4, he shot down another flamer, killing both the pilot and the observer; it marked his eleventh victory. “He went down in flames, pieces of wing and tail, etc., dropping away from the wreck,” he wrote in his diary. “It was a horrible sight and made me feel sick.” He ventured out to the trenches to try to locate this kill as well, an act that now seemed to be becoming a compulsion for him. This time, however, he failed in his quest to examine his gruesome handiwork — probably, one has to think, for the best. While other aces were somehow able to fool themselves into believing they were destroying only machines, not men, Mannock was unable to delude himself in this way. At some level he seemed to revel in the knowledge that he was a mass killer, even as the same knowledge rent his psyche daily.

Months after his eleventh kill, a plaintive message that had been dropped over the front reached him while on leave in London.

I lost my friend Fritz Frech. He fell between Vimy and Lieven. His respectable and unlucky parents beg you to give any news of his fate. Is he dead? At what place found he his last rest? Please to throw several letters that we may found one. Thank before.

His friend, K. L.

P.S. If it is possible, please a letter to the parents:

Mr. Frech

Königsberg

Pr. Vord Vorstadt 48/52



The Fritz Frech in question had been the observer in the plane Mannock had shot down and watched burn up on September 4. Mannock did indeed write to the parents, explaining that their son was dead but sparing them the full details of how he had met his end at their correspondent’s own hands. If only such small human mercies could outweigh the horrors of war.

Despite those ongoing horrors of war, things were, relatively speaking, looking up for Mannock as 1917 entered its second half. On July 19, in an event that surprised him as much as anyone, he was awarded the Military Cross for his “conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty,” despite having yet to score his coveted fifth kill and thus win the designation of ace (he would not accomplish that feat until August 5). In truth, such awards were being handed out with rather shocking liberality as a morale-boosting hedge against the enormous casualties among the airmen, but Mannock was nevertheless duly proud of the honor. Shortly after, he was promoted to a patrol leader with 40 Squadron. In less than three months, he had gone from faceless cannon fodder to mistrusted shirker to respected veteran in the eyes of his squadron mates. Such was the war in the air, where lifetimes were often measured in days.

But even that ugliest of statistics was starting to look better. By the fall, the average lifespan of a new British scout pilot on the Western Front had extended from the mere days of Bloody April to a downright generous ten weeks. This welcome development could be credited to a number of causes. The Arras offensive had, like all of the offensives before it, long since petered out into stalemate, and the fighting in the air had grown slightly less intense as well as a result. British standards of flight training were also improving, with more attention paid to the crucial skill of aerial gunnery and with trainees finally being given a reasonable amount of time in the sorts of aircraft they would actually be flying into battle at the front.
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Yet the biggest cause of the improving British fortunes of war was the arrival of two new aircraft that at last proved a match for the dreaded German Albatros scouts. The Sopwith Camel, destined to become the most iconic airplane of the entire war thanks largely to a certain cartoon dog, was indeed a dogfighter’s dream. Extraordinarily maneuverable, it could do things in the air that literally no other plane could do. But it was also notoriously tricky to fly; the torque from its rotary engine, combined with its deceptively heavy tail, killed dozens if not hundreds of green pilots, who inadvertently slammed a wing or the tail into the ground on takeoff or landing or threw the plane into a hopeless spin when practicing aerobatics. “It was always teetering on being out of control,” writes the military historian Peter Hart of the Camel — and that was a good thing, for “if the pilot barely knew what was happening how could his opponent?”
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The other new British plane is less famous than the Sopwith Camel, but in reality played an even more important role in swaying the balance of power in the air. Certainly it was much better suited to a no-nonsense aerial tactician of the sort that Mannock was rapidly becoming. The Royal Aircraft Factory S.E.5a wasn’t the purist pilot’s plane that the Sopwith Camel was. It was heavier on the controls and a bit lumbering really; if the Camel could turn on a dime, the S.E.5a needed at least a quarter. On the other hand, it could fly faster than the Camel, could climb faster and higher, and could take more punishment. It was also as forgiving of new pilots as the Camel was dangerous, and offered a wonderfully stable platform for its potent armaments, which consisted of the traditional British Lewis machine gun mounted on the upper wing along with, at long last, a Vickers mounted on the cowl of the fuselage, synchronized to fire between the propeller blades. The two guns were operated by one trigger, and were angled to intersect on a sweet spot about 100 yards ahead — or the pilot could aim and fire the Lewis manually for, for instance, raking the underside of an enemy aircraft that had on him the crucial advantage of height. Mannock would wind up scoring 46 of his eventual 61 victories in an S.E.5a. It was ideally suited for his favored tactic of swooping down on a German formation at high speed, raking it with gunfire from medium range, then using the kinetic energy of the dive to zoom back up into the sun for another go if necessary.

Still, Mannock’s relationship with the S.E.5a started out decidedly rocky. When 40 Squadron received the new aircraft as replacements for their trusty old Nieuport 17s some weeks before Christmas, they found them still beset with teething problems. Their water-cooled piston engines — much more complex than the air-cooled rotaries found on the Nieuports — were chronically unreliable, and, more than two years after the Germans had perfected their machine-gun synchronizer technology, the British were still struggling with theirs; the cowl-mounted gun could shoot off the propeller if something went wrong, leading many pilots to refuse to use it at all when over enemy lines. Mannock ranted bitterly about the S.E.5a to any superior who would listen, demanding fruitlessly that 40 Squadron be given back their Nieuports. He would manage to score just one victory in an S.E.5a in this the final stretch of his first tour at the front.

Nevertheless, when Mannock left 40 Squadron in January of 1918 he left as, in the words of fellow flier Gwilym Lewis, “the hero of the squadron,” with 16 official victories to his credit.

He came on to form having been older than most of us and a more mature man. He had given great, deep thought to the fighting and had re-orientated his mental attitudes, which was necessary for a top fighter pilot. He had got his confidence and he had thought out the way he was going to tackle things. He became a very good friend of mine, and I owed a lot to him that he was so friendly. I was unnecessarily reserved, and he liked to give people nicknames — he called me “Noisy”! He was a lot of fun.


As a pilot and a fighter, Mannock was the polar opposite of the impulsive Albert Ball, who despite having been killed in May of 1917 still remained Britain’s most famous ace by far. Loath though he doubtless would have been to acknowledge the similarity, the ace Mannock most resembled was none other than Manfred von Richthofen — the legendary Red Baron, the greatest of all the German aces and, indeed, the greatest of the entire war. Like Mannock, Richthofen devoted much effort to codifying a system of rules for aerial combat as a disciplined team effort, leaving to the romantics who celebrated his achievements all the stirring poetics about jousting “knights of the air.” It would be no great exaggeration to say that the serious study of aerial combat as a tactical discipline unto itself really begins with these two men. The axioms they developed were often amazingly similar. Mannock, for instance, had learned after one or two early misfortunes the importance of checking his weaponry over thoroughly before flying into battle, and pounded this theme home relentlessly with his charges after being given command of his own flight. Here is Richthofen on the same subject:

It is the pilot and not the ordnance officer or the mechanic who is responsible for the faultless performance of his guns. Machine-gun jams do not exist! If they do occur, it is the pilot whom I blame. The pilot should personally examine his ammunition and its loading into the belt to ensure that the length of each round is consistent with that of the others. He has to find time to do this during bad weather or in good weather at night. A machine gun that fires well is better than an engine that runs well.


Both men regarded “stunt pilots,” those who placed their faith in reflexes and fancy maneuvers rather than sound tactics, with near contempt. Richthofen said that he “paid considerably less attention to flying ability” than he did to tactics and gunnery: “I shot down my first twenty whilst flying itself caused me the greatest trouble.” Both men were thoroughgoing pragmatists, willing to engage in battle only when the odds in terms of numbers and position were in their favor, and willing to break off any engagement rather than bring undue risks upon themselves. Most of all, both men were great leaders and teachers. Already during his first tour, Mannock was noted for his patience with the new fliers who came under his charge; his own rocky first weeks with 40 Squadron gave him much empathy for these greenhorns’ plight. He would place them in relatively sheltered positions during their first flights and work to indoctrinate them into his teamwork-oriented, “no individual heroes” approach. Similarly, Richthofen could at times sound more like a fussy schoolmarm than a dashing fighter ace:

It is important and instructive that a discussion be held immediately after each Jagdgeschwader flight. During this everything should be discussed from takeoff to landing and whatever had happened during the flight should be talked through. Questions from individuals can be most useful in explaining things.


If it’s difficult to reconcile Mannock the patient teacher and cerebral tactician with the hooligan who liked to beat people bloody in a bar every night, count it up as yet one more contradictory aspect of this hopelessly contradictory man.

By this time, seasoning a new squadron with two or three combat veterans had become standard practice in the Royal Flying Corp. Thus, after some weeks of much-deserved leave, Mannock was sent to join the brand new 74 Squadron in England. The commander of the squadron, a tough Kiwi named Keith Caldwell, deferred greatly to him, treating him almost as his equal in the chain of command. It was a golden opportunity for Mannock to indoctrinate a mass of unformed clay into his theories of air combat. This he proceeded to do over the several weeks prior to his return to the front with his new squadron, driving home easily remembered rules of thumb like “always above; seldom on the same level; never underneath.” He wasn’t unwilling to use occasional tough love on his skittish charges; a pilot who broke formation might be terrified by a burst of live machine-gun fire, deployed by Mannock to get his attention and force him back into position.

Among the fliers he instructed was one Ira Jones, who would go on to write the most famous biography of Mannock, albeit one so drowning in Jones’s unabashed hero worship that it’s sometimes more interesting as a psychological study of its author than it is for its ostensible subject. Here, for instance, is Jones’s breathless description of his first impression of his squadron’s new flight leader:

His tall, lean figure; his weather-beaten face with its deep-set Celtic blue eyes; his modesty in dress and manner appealed to me, and immediately, like all the other pupils, I came under his spell. He had a dominating personality, which radiated itself on all those around. Whatever he said or did compelled attention. It was obvious that he was a born leader of men.


Aided by Caldwell’s strict discipline and Mannock’s tactical mastery, along with the latest iteration of the S.E.5a, from which the Royal Aircraft Factory had finally shaken out the bugs, 74 Squadron would be a remarkably successful combat unit, losing very few pilots in proportion to the kills they scored against the Germans.
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They would need to be. The front to which Mannock returned with his new squadron on March 30, 1918, was a very different place from the one he had left, thanks to two titanic political events of the previous year. One had been the declaration of war by the United States upon Germany and its allies; the other had been the Russian Revolution, following which the government of the new Soviet Union had signed peace terms with Germany. The army of the United States, still a sleeping giant on the world stage just waking up to its own potential, had been very nearly nonexistent prior to the declaration of war. It would take the Americans more than a year to train, equip, and ship enough soldiers across the Atlantic to make a significant difference in Western Europe. Once that happened, however, the jig would be up; Germany couldn’t hope to continue to hold the front against the combined armies of France, Britain, and the United States. The German commanders believed, logically enough, that they stood just one chance: to shift all of their forces from the old Eastern Front to the Western and throw absolutely everything they had against the Allies during that spring of 1918, in the hope of breaking through and sweeping to the coast in these last few precious weeks before American forces began to arrive en masse. This, then, was the desperate battleground that 74 Squadron flew into.

When the squadron flew into action for the first time on April 12, the young Ira Jones, much like the Mannock of almost exactly one year earlier, performed poorly and returned to the aerodrome in a very bad way.

The feeling of safety produced an amazing reaction of fear, the intensity of which was terrific. Suddenly I experienced a physical and moral depression which produced cowardice. I suddenly felt I was totally unsuited to air fighting and that I would never be persuaded to fly over the lines again. For quite five minutes I shivered and shook.


Departing markedly from the treatment his old squadron mates had meted out to him in the same situation, Mannock quietly pulled Jones aside and told him about his own early struggles, sharing some tips on how he had learned to manage his fear and thus how Jones might as well. Jones’s ardent lifelong hero-worship of Mannock seems to date from this exchange — and understandably so. Motivated perhaps as much by his horror of disappointing his hero as by anything else, Jones soon rounded into one of the squadron’s steady hands.

Jones’s story was hardly unique. Mannock was brilliant at motivating and instilling confidence in new fliers in general. A favorite technique was to “break the duck” of a hesitant newcomer by taking out the gunner of a German observation craft himself, then signaling the greenhorn to finish the job and thus come away with his first victory. Doing so wasn’t quite the sacrifice that it might first appear; the rules for scoring the war in the air stipulated that every pilot who helped to bring down an enemy airplane received credit for that victory, meaning Mannock could feel free to spread the wealth around without sacrificing his own tally. Nevertheless, it was a generous act, even as it was also a rather macabre act — but, again, such are the ways of war.

Caldwell and Mannock molded their squadron into a disciplined fighting unit the equal of the Red Baron’s dreaded “Flying Circus.” Jones:

He [Mannock] not only mystified and surprised the enemy, but also the formations he led. Once over the lines, he would commence flying in a never-ending series of zigzags, never straight for more than a few seconds. Was it not by flying straight for long periods that formation leaders were caught napping?

Suddenly his machine would rock violently, a signal that he was about to attack. But where was the enemy? His companions could not see them, although he was pointing in their direction. Another signal and his SE would dive to the attack. A quick half-roll, and there beneath him would be the enemy formation flying serenely along, the enemy leader with his eyes no doubt glued to the west. The result [was] a complete surprise attack.

Mannock would take the leader if possible in order to give his pilots coming down behind him a better chance of an easy shot at someone before the formation split up and the dogfight began. Having commenced the fight with the tactical advantage of height in his favour, Mannock would adopt dive-and-zoom tactics in order to retain the initiative.


Thanks not least to Mannock, 74 Squadron was one of the happiest on the front, even if that happiness was always tinged with the usual unnatural mania, always shadowed by the stress and terror it worked so diligently to cover up. Jones again:

Mannock was always full of pranks. His favourite one was to enter a comrade’s hut in the early hours of the morning after returning from a “night out”. He would enter, usually accompanied by Caldwell, who would be carrying a jug of water. Once inside, Mannock would pretend that he had wined and dined too well, and would make gurgling noises as if he was going to be sick. As each retching noise was made, Caldwell would splash an appropriate amount of water on the wooden floor. The poor lad asleep would suddenly wake up and jump out of bed to the accompaniment of roars of laughter as his legs would be splashed with the remaining water.


Despite the emphasis on teamwork in the air, Mannock’s personal victory count soared during this his second tour of duty — as incontrovertible a proof as any of just how effective his tactics really were. In barely two months, he increased his tally from 16 to 52, an astonishing run that often saw him shooting down multiple German aircraft on a single day or even a single patrol. His pace during this period was unequaled during any similar stretch of time by any other ace of the war. He was awarded the Distinguished Service Order on May 24, then the same medal again just two weeks later after destroying eight German aircraft in five days.
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Given the doctrine he preached to his pilots, one might think that Mannock would have been uninterested in his personal tally and the personal glory that went with it. But, once again, to do so would be to underestimate the complexity of this endlessly complex and contradictory man. On April 21, 1918, shortly after Mannock’s return to the front, a gunner on the ground shot down Manfred von Richthofen largely by luck, firing a bullet toward his Fokker Triplane that pierced his heart and lungs, killing him almost instantly. When the pilots in 74 Squadron’s mess hall that night proposed a toast to their fallen nemesis, Mannock merely scowled and said, “I hope he roasted the whole way down!” He now had a static target to strive for: Richthofen had tallied 80 victories. First, however, he would need to oust his old friend and rival James McCudden, currently back in England with 57 victories to his name. Ominously, he wrote home that he intended to beat all the other aces’ tallies or to “die in the attempt.” Did he, a working-class man, want so desperately to unseat the Red Baron — who, as evidenced by his nickname, was a member of the Prussian aristocracy — as a comeuppance to the class system that had so often used him so badly? We can only speculate.
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By June, the final frenzied German attack on the ground had largely exhausted itself. It had been a near thing on multiple occasions, with the Allied lines buckling at times far more than than they had in all the previous years of war. Still, the Germans had never quite managed to achieve the full-on breach for which they had died in so many thousands. Now, with fresh American troops at last beginning to pour into France to take up the fray against the battered German armies, the war could only end one way; it was merely a question of when. For the first time, the soldiers and aviators on the front could realistically look forward to the prospect of peace in the near future.

And yet Mannock, still the picture of leadership and camaraderie on one level, was falling apart on another. Increasingly obsessed with his victory count even as the terror and guilt he constantly felt threatened always to master him, he was caught in a downward spiral from which he didn’t know how to extricate himself. His obsession with going down in a “sizzler” became more pronounced than ever; even the starry-eyed Ira Jones had to admit that his hero was “getting very peculiar about the whole business.” He took to asking the other pilots, “Are you ready to die for your country today? Will you have it in flames or in pieces?” Even more disturbingly, he began to abandon some of his own tactical dicta. On June 16, for example, he initiated an attack on a German formation that outnumbered his flight by three to one, a clear violation of everything he had always taught his charges; he shot down two planes that day, but the rest of his pilots felt lucky just to escape with their lives. Premonitions of death began to creep more and more into his correspondence. He wrote to his old friend and mentor Jim Eyles:

Things are getting a bit intense just lately and I don’t quite know how long my nerves will last out. I am rather old now, as airmen go, for air fighting. Still, one hopes for the best. These times are so horrible that occasionally I feel that life is not worth hanging on to myself, but “hope springs eternal in the human breast”.


On June 21, Mannock was informed that he was to assume command of 85 Squadron, another unit at the front. He would now be given the rank of Major, a remarkable ascent for a working-class man less than three years removed from the Territorial Forces. His new squadron was another very effective unit; it had lately been commanded by Billy Bishop, a Canadian who with 72 victories to his credit would go down into history as the ace of aces of all the British Commonwealth airmen. That said, Bishop’s actual tally may well have been much lower. There is reason to believe that, eager to inspire the fighting men of the Commonwealth, British commanders may have deliberately inflated his victory count; some historians are willing to credit him with as few as 27 real, confirmable victories. Regardless, Bishop was considered to be of huge symbolic importance. For this reason, he had been withdrawn from active duty; witnessing what a blow to German public morale the death of the Red Baron had been, there was concern about the potential fallout if Bishop should be killed in action. But about Mannock, who despite his achievements remained peculiarly obscure among all but the airmen actually at the front, there was no similar concern. Thus the expendable Mannock was to inherit Commonwealth hero Bishop’s command.
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Before he took over 85 Squadron, Mannock was granted the small mercy of two weeks’ leave back in England. He repaired to the town of Wellingborough, where he had enjoyed the most peaceful three years of his life living under the roof of Jim Eyles — a stretch that must truly have felt like another lifetime to him by this point. Eyles was as shocked by the version of “Pat” Mannock who knocked on his door on this summer day in 1918 as he had been by the one who had returned sick and malnourished from a Turkish prison three years before. To judge by Eyles’s description, Mannock may have been in the throes of a full-blown nervous breakdown by this point; his hands and body trembled constantly. One day Eyles came upon him unaware, standing in the house’s cozy little kitchen:

He cried uncontrollably, muttering something that I could not make out. His face, when he lifted it, was a terrible sight. Saliva and tears were running down his face; he couldn’t stop it. His collar and shirt front were soaked through. He smiled weakly at me when he saw me watching and tried to make light of it. He would not talk about it at all.


Eyles would later say that, although they didn’t express it in words, the two old friends shared a mutual understanding that this would be the last time they would be together. There was “something very final about it” when the two shook hands on the last morning of Mannock’s leave and Eyles’s old companion in socialism and cricket set off down the garden path, just as he had done hundreds of times before while working as a rigger for the National Telephone Company right there in Wellingborough. But, alas, the job to which he was returning today was a far more deadly business. Hadn’t he done enough for his country? Apparently not. He was in a state of complete psychic collapse, yet the powers that were in England still didn’t respect him enough that anybody had bothered to notice. Again — for the last time this time — Major Edward “Eddie/Paddy/Pat/Jerry/Murphy/Mickey/Mick” Carringham Mannock was going to war.

(Sources: The same as the first article in this series.)
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				We near the inevitable end of Mannock’s tale. Thank you for sharing it with us.

NB – Richthofen was a German aristocrat, not royalty. There is a difference.
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				Most minor nitpick, but though Roy Brown is officially credited with downing the Red Baron, it seems as though scholarly consensus is that he was killed by ground gunners (perhaps most likely Cedric Popkin).
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				I was aware there was some controversy about just how Richthofen met his end, but wasn’t aware that, as stated on the Wikipedia page you cite, scholarly consensus now had it he was much more likely to have been killed by fire from the ground than by Brown. Changed to that version of the story, as I’d rather not go into a distracting digression on the controversy in the article. Thanks!
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				Typo spotting: “undo risks” should be “undue risks”.
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				This series is great! Really interesting and I’ve just devoured the three pieces. That letter from the downed German was really touching. There was a similar moment in Hardcore History’s Blueprint for Armageddon.
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				Some typos:

Edgar “Mick” Mannock
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				Thanks! Fixed the last two, but the first is as intended, unless I’m missing something.
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				Ah, Edgar instead of Edward. Came to me while walking around the Christmas market. Thanks!
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				Looking back, it is pretty obvious that Mannock was suffering from the syndrome that has variably been called shell shock, combat fatigue, redlining, and now PTSD. In any modern military force he’d have been dragged out of the front lines (as a soldier in that condition is often as great a hazard to his own side as he is to the enemy), but in those days the consequences weren’t appreciated even though they had a name for it. It is always amazing to look back and see just how recent acceptance of the concept is.
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				New scientific evidence seems that indicate that “shell shock” is quite different from “regular” PTSD in that it includes a physical component – many tiny brain injuries sustained during the, uhm… shell shock (exploding grenade or IED) – see the following New York Times piece, for example:

http://mobile.nytimes.com/2016/06/12/magazine/what-if-ptsd-is-more-physical-than-psychological.html
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				I’m not sure an irish nationalist can be equated to a working class hero, and red baron was not a typical aristocrat by any means. He was quite active in lobbying for peace, unfortunately english simply did not want any peace but total surrender anyway so would not have mattered even if the generals (by then dictators) had listened.
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At the crack of dawn on July 26, 1918, two S.E.5a scout planes of 85 Squadron took off from Saint-Omer aerodrome and flew east over the trenches. The pilots of the two aircraft could hardly have been more dissimilar in terms of experience. Donald Inglis, a stocky Kiwi, was a nervous newcomer with just a few prior sorties under his belt and as yet no victories to his credit. His flight leader and squadron commander, meanwhile, had recently claimed the title of Britain’s ace of aces, with 60 victories to show for many months of combat duty. He, of course, was Major Edward “Mick” Mannock.

Had he not been such a mess of frayed nerve endings, Mannock would have found 85 Squadron, a well-respected veteran unit, almost uniquely congenial to a man of his background and political disposition. It was an unusually egalitarian, even multicultural outfit, including in its ranks Brits, Aussies, Kiwis, Afrikaners, and even three American volunteers, all from many different social strata. The squadron’s composition was a sign of one of the too-few positive attributes of war, its tendency to show up fine distinctions of class and culture for the artificialities they really are. Few to none of Mannock’s charges could be bothered to worry overmuch about the circumstances of their new leader’s birth or the implications of his Irish accent. He was now simply their own Major Mannock, one of the most respected fighting airmen at the front.

Yet even as they respected him, they also found plenty of cause to worry about him — and thus, he being after all their leader, plenty of cause to worry about themselves. While Mannock had arrived in their mess hall on July 5 preaching the same gospel he had preached to 74 Squadron — about the importance of teamwork, discipline, and sound tactics as opposed to individual heroism — his conduct in the air had almost immediately begun to violate his own rules. He threw flights he was leading into battle when the odds or the positioning of his planes relative to the enemy’s called for making discretion the better part of valor, and he evinced an alarming new tendency to follow his kills all the way down to ground level in order to watch them crash, thereby giving up the precious advantage of height and leaving himself vulnerable to other enemy planes that might be lurking in the clouds above as well as small-arms fire coming up from below.

Most of his new squadron mates came to attribute his increasing foolhardiness, which was almost starting to look like a death wish, in one way or another to the death of his friend and rival ace James McCudden on July 9. Some said that Mannock’s frenzy to kill as many Germans as possible was an expression of his grief and anger at the loss. Others of a more cynical bent said that the death of McCudden with 57 victories to his credit gave Mannock a concrete, static goal to strive for in running up his own total. His eagerness to follow each kill down to its bloody end, they claimed, reflected his desire to fix an exact position of the crash so that he would stand the best possible chance of seeing the victory confirmed and thus added to his personal tally. But whatever his motivations or the needless dangers to which he exposed himself and others, he continued the torrid pace of his previous tour of duty. He matched and then surpassed McCudden’s total on the banner day of July 20, when he racked up his 57th, 58th, and 59th victories.

By this morning in question of July 26, the attempted German breakout of the previous spring had exhausted itself without achieving its objective, and now the inevitable Allied counteroffensive was beginning, aided by the hundreds of thousands of fresh-faced American soldiers now pouring into France. The activities of the Allied air forces were, as always, closely tied to the efforts of the armies on the ground. In support of the counteroffensive, they prowled the front in the ever larger formations allowed by the buzzing home-front factories and air schools, looking to down the outnumbered and exhausted remnants of Germany’s air force.

Unusually, however, Mannock and Inglis were flying all alone on this particular morning. As was his wont with new pilots, Mannock had promised Inglis that he would help him “break his duck” — i.e., help him score his first kill. The two of them were thus doing a bit of freelancing to the side of their squadron’s normal responsibilities, looking for a stray German plane or observation balloon that would serve their purpose while the rest of 85 Squadron slept in.

Most of the flight was uneventful. They explored as far into German airspace as they dared — their planes carried only enough fuel for about two and a half hours of flight — and then turned for home without having found any victims. But then, coming back toward the line of the front, Mannock shocked Inglis with a sudden turn and a dive to swoop down upon a two-man German observation craft that his companion had yet to even spot when Mannock’s guns began to bark. Mannock took out the German gunner with cold surgical precision, then banked away, signaling his companion to finish off their now-helpless quarry. A nervous Inglis waited too long to open fire and then waited too long to cut away, very nearly ramming the German plane from behind even as its fuel tank exploded. Still, he got the job done in the end; the hapless observation plane turned into a “flamer” for which the two pilots would share credit, marking Mannock’s 61st victory and Inglis’s very first.

Inglis thought that ought to be that, but, as usual these days, Mannock had other ideas. He followed their burning victim down through its death spiral of many thousands of feet, until it smashed into the ground just on the German side of the front. Not knowing what else to do, Inglis followed his leader down to a height of less than 100 feet, whereupon a hail of fire erupted from the ground, arcing up toward the two vulnerable planes. Dodging frantically and trying to regain some altitude, Inglis saw a tiny flicker of orange flame erupt from the fuselage of Mannock’s S.E.5a, turning into a bright contrail trailing out behind it as Mannock, still apparently alive and in control, managed to steady his plane and tear toward the Allied side of the front, evidently hoping to manage a crash landing over friendly territory.

He didn’t make it. His plane’s nose dipped and it veered into a slow right turn, making two lazy circles before it smashed into the ground. A line of flame arced along the ground, digging a new furrow into the scarred landscape. Inglis was so fixated on the sight that he very nearly suffered the same fate; he came to himself to realize that his plane was still being riddled by gunfire from somewhere below him, and that raw fuel was pouring into his lap out of a hole in the tank. He dashed for home, landing safely back at Saint-Omer, where he leaped out of his plane, covered in fuel and with tears streaming down his face, shouting incoherently, “They’ve shot him down!” Only gradually did the others make sense of what he was trying to tell them: Mick Mannock, their squadron commander of all of three weeks, was dead at the grand old age (for a World War I fighter pilot) of 31.

The aftermath of Mannock’s death was marked by none of the ceremony that had accompanied the death of the Red Baron. Unlike Manfred von Richthofen’s plane, Mannock’s scout bore no distinguishing marks, looking for all the world like just another anonymous S.E.5a. It had come to rest behind the German lines, and the soldiers who buried whatever remained of Mannock’s body in an unmarked grave never had an inkling that they were burying one of the greatest aces of the war. Because the location where they buried him was never recorded and his body was thus never recovered, we don’t know whether he made good on his promise to shoot himself at the last instant rather than allow himself to be burned alive, or whether he did indeed end up suffering the fate about which he’d had so many nightmares.

Even the British side paid surprisingly little attention to Mannock’s death. This was partly due to an official policy, noble in its way, that had been instituted after the press had elevated Albert Ball into one of the foremost heroes of the war. The war in the air, went the official line, was a team effort, and it wouldn’t do to unduly celebrate any of the individuals who fought it. While an exception had been allowed for the morale-boosting Canadian ace Billy Bishop, the British command otherwise hewed to this rule quite seriously.

And so the various squadrons posted up and down the Allied side of the front toasted him one last time with more or less feeling, and that was that. The war went on in the form of the great Allied offensive that finally succeeded in breaking through the German lines, sending the German armies into full-blown retreat and ending hostilities well before Christmas. Mannock would have needed to survive just a few more months of combat — and with the odds increasingly in his favor at that — to have become one of the war’s relatively few surviving aces. And yet one senses, given the condition he was in by the time of his death, that it might just as well have been a few more years.

Only after the war was over did Mannock begin to get some of the public acclamation that was his due. Ira Jones, still his greatest fan, lobbied relentlessly that his idol, the top-scoring British ace of the war, ought to be awarded Britain’s highest military honor, the Victoria Cross. It seemed to him the only fair thing to do; after all, the same honor had already been given to Billy Bishop, James McCudden, and Albert Ball. But if further impetus was needed to pressure the bureaucracy into action, Jones wasn’t above doing a little fudging. By being extremely generous in awarding “possible” kills, he was able to elevate Mannock’s victory count to a “probable” 73 — not coincidentally exactly one more than Billy Bishop, whose own total Jones, like so many others, regarded as highly questionable. Jones managed to find an ally for his cause in none other than Winston Churchill, and Mannock was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross on July 18, 1919. Mannock’s entire family, including his loathed father, now living in a bigamous relationship with a new wife and all too eager to claim kinship with the son he had physically abused and then abandoned, came to the ceremony. But thankfully, Mannock’s big brother Patrick was the one to take actual possession of the medal.

In the years that followed, the story of Mick Mannock, fighter ace, was elevated by hagiographers into a tale of duty, honor, and plucky English courage perfect for a generation of schoolboys raised on Biggles. While Mannock’s story may have lacked some of the flash and color that clung to that of the steely Red Baron or the tender boy ace Albert Ball, as the acknowledged British ace of aces he certainly had the numbers to support his claim to a place in the pantheon of British military heroism. In an effort to give his story that little something extra, the hagiographers invented the legend of “the ace with one eye.” Mannock, they decided on the basis of scant evidence, had accomplished all he had in the air while being blind in one eye, thanks to the amoebic infection he had contracted during his boyhood in India. Such was his burning desire to fight for the British crown in the air, the place where he felt he could do the most good, that he had kept the condition hidden from virtually everyone. Inevitably, it was Ira Jones who laid it on thickest of all in his popular 1934 biography King of Airfighters, inventing treacly speeches for his idealized Mannock that would never have passed the lips of the rough-hewn working-class man of reality. (“Don’t forget that when you see that tiny spark come out of my S.E.,” Mannock supposedly told him near the end, “it will kindle a flame which will act as a torch to guide the future air defenders of the Empire along the path of duty.”)

All of which is at one level fair enough. We need our heroes; we even need our myths. At another level, though, the real world is not a Biggles novel, and shrouding Mick Mannock so relentlessly in Union Jacks and Rule Britannias can only serve to diminish the real man behind the myth. At bottom, his story is inspiring because it is so messy, not in spite of it. The darker, more disturbing aspects of it — his oft-expressed hatred of the entire German race, his struggles to reconcile personal glory with the demands of the war effort as a whole — are the shades and nuances that identify him as a real human being rather than a walking, talking Royal Air Force recruitment poster. Like all of us, he had his demons. The fact that he accomplished so much in spite of them only serves to amplify those achievements, not to diminish them.

Through all their cheap patriotic sentiment, the Ira Joneses of the world avoid asking the really hard questions about the social inequalities against which Mannock struggled for much longer than he fought the Germans, the inequalities which to the very end of his life conspired to deny him much of the credit that was his due. And then, of course, there are the hard questions about the war that killed him. In that war’s aftermath, some — most notably his old friend and fellow socialist Jim Eyles — speculated about what Mannock, a man of so much complexity and capability, might have gone on to had he lived. Would he have, as Eyles liked to believe, taken a more active role in politics than ever, possibly entering the fray himself as a candidate for office? What might he have accomplished for the working classes had he done so? Because of the war — because of a senseless, useless war that, unlike its sequel, in no way needed to be fought — we’ll never know. Multiply Mannock’s wasted potential by the millions of others whose lives were similarly ended too soon, and you begin to gain an appreciation for the real tragedy of war.

Mannock’s fame, such as it was, peaked in the 1930s following the publication of Jones’s book. With the onset of the Second World War and Winston Churchill’s “few” of Battle of Britain fame, British schoolboys found themselves new aviator heroes to admire, even though no British ace of that or any subsequent war would ever equal Mannock’s victory tally. By the 1950s Mannock was already fading into obscurity, a name known only to aviation buffs and military-history fans. Today very few people indeed would recognize his name.

Still, in the interregnum between then and now there was one other tribute — a tribute that was never explicitly labeled as such, yet one that got in its own flawed way to some of the nuance of Mannock’s story that Ira Jones and his flag-waving contemporaries had missed…




See video at:
http://www.filfre.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/wings.mp4




In 1989, more than seventy years after Mick Mannock’s S.E.5a went down in flames, Bob Jacob, head of the American computer-game developer Cinemaware, called John Cutter, one of his most reliable designers and producers, into his office to assign him his next project. Jacob, who almost always personally chose the topics of his company’s trademark “interactive movies,” had decided that Cinemaware ought to make a sort of cinematic flight simulator set during World War I. As usual, he had drawn his inspiration from an old movie, but this time he had in lieu of his usual beloved B-movie fare fixated on a big-budget blockbuster of bygone years: William Wellman’s 1927 silent classic Wings, the first movie to win the newly minted Academy Award for Best Picture. Many actual veterans of the First World War had been recruited for the film, to perform the flying sequences in the actual aircraft they had flown into battle; the aerial footage that resulted remains some of the most incredible ever filmed. Because Wings, like many movies of its era, had a somewhat doubtful copyright status, it should be safe to crib from it even more than was Cinemaware’s usual wont, to the extent of blatantly appropriating its title alongside its spirit of aerial derring-do. Beyond that, Jacob, who was always more interested in the big picture than the details of Cinemaware’s productions, would leave it up to Cutter.

For his part, Cutter was rather taken aback by this turn of events, wondering just how many times he would be expected to channel Jacob’s personal passions instead of his own. He had just finished bringing another of Jacob’s ideas to fruition, a game starring the old vaudeville comedy troupe The Three Stooges. Now he was being asked to make a game based on yet another subject he knew nothing about and frankly wasn’t all that interested in. But needs must. So, figuring he had to start somewhere, he made his way down to the local library to do some reading on World War I in the air. “What incredible stories I read that afternoon!” he later remembered. “They were personal accounts of unbelievable courage and dedication — reflections of man’s indomitable spirit struggling valiantly against his enemies, the elements, and the dangers of an infant technology.” In the space of those few hours in the reading stacks, he went from a man with a job to do and little more to a man on a mission. The cinematic take on the air war of Wings the movie, sometimes spectacular though it was, faded into the background in favor of the real stories of the men who had flown and fought all those years ago. The end result would be unique in the Cinemaware catalog, otherwise made up of blatantly artificial third-hand pastiches of history filtered through this or that cinematic inspiration. Cutter’s Wings, by contrast, would demonstrate a willingness to engage with the real stuff of history.

Cutter found the real-world document that came to hover over the project, giving it much of its form and tone, when he visited the archives of the San Diego Aerospace Museum to further his research. Said document was a slim volume, published briefly in facsimile form by a small British press in 1966, called The Personal Diary of “Mick” Mannock. It was exactly what the title said it was: a diary kept by Mannock between April 1, 1917, the date he arrived in France as a shaky greenhorn pilot, and September 5, 1917, by which time he had found ways to cope with the terrors of airborne warfare and was beginning to make his name as an up-and-coming ace to be reckoned with.

The diary is, it must be said, a rather underwhelming document at first glance. Those who hope for exciting accounts of aerial jousts must be as disappointed as those who hope for rigorous psychological self-analysis. Mannock was no poet, and certainly not conscious of writing for any posterity other than himself. His diary is just that, a personal diary, filled with terse reminders of what happened on this or that day. And even on those terms, it covers the barest fraction of Mannock’s combat career, ending when he had scored just 11 of his eventual 61 victories and before he had really begun to implement the policies of aerial teamwork and unit discipline that would, over and above his personal victory tally, be his most important contribution to the British war effort. Yet when you spend more time with the diary your interest only grows, despite or perhaps because of its sketchy, underwritten prose. You begin to pick up on the rhythms of this strange life, with its horrors always lurking suppressed just below the surface. In bare sentences here and there, you learn about champagne blowouts, brawls in the mess hall, accidents and mishaps in the air and on the ground, alongside the relentless litany of fallen comrades. (“Poor old Pendor is missing since Wednesday, as also is Cullen. I hope both are alright. Poor old Bond is gone and I see that they have awarded him a posthumous D.S.O. Cold comfort!”)

[image: Wings]

Mannock’s diary, at first so underwhelming but then so fascinating, inspired the unique structure of Cutter’s game: a sort of epistolary novel in interactive form. Through hundreds of diary entries of its own, written by a screenwriter named Ken Goldstein, Wings tells the story of the air war on the Western Front, spanning from March 2, 1916, the dawn of the classic era of World War I dogfighting, through November 10, 1918, the very end of the war. In between the diary entries, you fly missions which reflect, as well as possible within the boundaries of the game’s very limited scope of interactive possibility, the events swirling around the squadron to which you belong. You strafe enemy ground emplacements and convoys; you bomb enemy camps and aerodromes; you go after enemy observation balloons. But most of all, you dogfight — you dogfight a lot, hundreds of times as you work your way through those hundreds of diary entries. The pilot whose actions you guide climbs the rungs of the ace leader board as together you shoot down enemy planes. He also collects medals and promotions, and his skills in the disciplines of “flying,” “mechanics,” “shooting,” and “stamina” improve, CRPG-fashion, as he practices them.

I have to acknowledge right now that Wings is by many standards not a very good game at all. Optimistically labelled a flight simulator by Cinemaware, it’s far from worthy of that label by most people’s standards. Instead it’s a collection of fairly simplistic action games whose appeal isn’t helped all that much by the fact that you have to play them so many times; no prior Cinemaware game took anywhere near as long to play through as this one, and few had a bag of tricks quite so limited. The dogfighting game, the one you’ll spend by far the most time with, might just be the least compelling of all; it feels too slow running on a stock 68000-based Commodore Amiga (the only platform for which the game was released), yet seems to run too fast on an upgraded 68020-based machine.

[image: Strafing a German train...]Strafing a German train…


Even the case for the diary’s literary worth can be all too easily overstated. There’s enough empty rah!-rah! sentiment therein to make Ira Jones proud, alongside the occasional factual howler, like the mechanic with your British squadron who dreams of opening an auto-repair shop back home in Vermont after the war (in the meantime, he goes to bed each night dreaming about driving his father’s Model T Ford). Yet redeeming the whole are a succession of interesting characters and touching vignettes, many of them transplanted, with names changed and situations altered to a greater or lesser degree, out of the diary of the game’s patron saint Mick Mannock. For instance, B.W. Keymer, 40 Squadron’s earthy chaplain who did so much to help Mannock overcome his rocky start in the mess hall, takes the form in the game of a chaplain named “Holy Joe” who is likewise more concerned with helping his charges make it through another day of war than he is with standing on conventional religious ceremony.

Very early on, a captured German says that his comrades’ intention is to “bleed France white,” a disturbingly evocative phrase that was actually uttered by German General Erich von Falkenhayn as a justification for the carnage of the Battle of Verdun. Already here the horror of war is beginning to sneak in around all the exhortations to martial glory. Disillusion soon begins to affect our pilot and scribe as well.

July 13, 1916:

Patrolling Verdun this morning. I’m starting to realize how much the trenches are haunting me. I’ve got friends out there rotting in the musty earth, and the war is still no closer to ending than the day I volunteered. With all the military brilliance on our payroll, someone must know how to break the stalemate.


The diary reaches a fever pitch during the most desperate month of the war for the Royal Flying Corps: that Bloody April of 1917, the month of Mick Mannock’s baptism by fire. During this period in particular, Wings is willing to depict a side of war that we too seldom see in videogames.

April 12, 1917:

Farrah’s mole reports that the Germans have indeed changed their fighting strategy. Richthofen’s Jagdstaffel 11 has been expanded into what’s being called a “Jagdgeschwader,” a fighter wing. Three separate Jagdstaffeln of murderous planes are now at his beck and call.

Farrah says we should ignore this and fly today’s patrol as if nothing has changed. That would require a blindfold.

April 14, 1917:

No one here wants to fly. The Richthofen Geschwader is at peak performance. They’re pummeling us even worse than in the days of the Fokker Scourge. While Holy Joe is trying desperately to hold morale together, Farrah is stone cold and has ordered me and three others to patrol Arras at dawn. I think our C.O. is losing perspective. At the very least, he is losing the respect of his men.

April 16, 1917:

In all the mayhem our dog Barkley cowers at night alone. Each day, he loses another friendly hand to pat his head, to scratch behind his ears, to slip him tidbits under the table. Poor Barkley. Poor us.

April 24, 1917:

Some good news. Due to the valiant efforts of the Canadian troops, the British have taken Vimy Ridge! I wish I could report similar victory in the skies. It seems this bloody month will never end, that Richthofen has gained the edge in air superiority. Pilots across the front are weary and losing faith in Wing HQ. We need success on today’s patrol over Douai or our nerve may be forever shattered.

April 27, 1917:

Blood! Blood everywhere! The men are begging not to go up. Each time a sortie is dispatched someone returns grumbling, “That dirty butcher Farrah!” Just as French soldiers have begun to mutiny, we’ve considered rising up against our C.O. When he assigned four of us to patrol Arras after breakfast, I heard someone grumble, “Why doesn’t he just carve us up with a meat cleaver?”

April 29, 1917:

As our troops reclaim territory vacated by the enemy for the Hindenburg Line, we have little to celebrate. Before the Huns left, they leveled buildings, blocked roads, and contaminated water bins. General Ludendorff has served his nation well. He makes me sick.

Those of us at Amiens still willing to fly will patrol Ostend this afternoon. We can only hope the Flying Circus is on a coffee break.

April 30, 1917:

Responding to threats of mutiny, Farrah took heart and told us last night how much he hates to send young pilots like us to our deaths.

May 2, 1917:

Holy Joe has been doing all he can to get more wheelchairs here. With a shortage of hospital beds throughout the Allied camps, Amiens has been turned into an emergency treatment center. All around us there are countless soldiers with hideous stumps in place of their limbs. I’m left feeling queasy, jittery, ever the more wary of today’s patrol to Cambrai.

May 7, 1917:

Strange murmurings around camp. For the first time, pilots are quietly admitting they’re afraid. With Bloody April fresh in our minds, it’s suddenly become very realistic that we could die up there. We see death every day, but now we believe it can really happen to us. With five of us off to patrol Lille this afternoon, we all know it’s unlikely that we’ll all come back.

May 11, 1917:

Tremendous sorrow in writing tonight’s entry. The great British pilot Albert Ball is reported to be dead. Some say he was shot down by the Baron’s brother, Lothar. Others allege that he just disappeared into a cloud after being hit by gunfire from a church tower. I will think of him as I fly tomorrow’s patrol over Douai, praying I won’t die in a similar shroud of mystery.


One of Wings‘s most brilliant rhetorical devices is also its most chilling. When your pilot gets shot down and killed, the game doesn’t end. You rather simply create a new pilot to plunge back into the fray right where you left off — another replacement greenhorn dispatched to the front to plug the hole of another man’s death. Only when it’s all over, when you’ve played through the entire two and a half years of the diary with however many pilots that’s taken, do you see a final scroll of honor, listing each pilot along with his dates of birth and death. It looks, I presume by intention, like one of the many plaintive memorials to the war dead found in towns and villages throughout Britain.

[image: One other way that Wings shows the toll of war is via your squadron's role call of casualties and new arrivals.]One other way that Wings shows the toll of war is via your squadron’s relentless roll call of casualties and new arrivals. Unless you’re ridiculously good, your own pilots will show up here on more than one occasion before you make it through the entire two and a half years of war which the game portrays.


With its interactive parts being so simplistic and repetitive, Wings must rise or fall in you the player’s estimation entirely on the basis of whether and to what extent the diary passages and the other background rhetorical flourishes manage to move you. In a sense, this was an old story for Cinemaware by the time of Wings, one reaching all the way back to the company’s breakthrough interactive movie Defender of the Crown. In Wings, however, the gilding on the lily of game play evinces a degree of humanity — a degree of soul — to which no other alleged “flight simulator” has ever even aspired.

Those other flight simulators define realism as getting all the knobs and switches right, making sure all the engines and airfoils and weaponry are in place and accounted for. Spectrum Holobyte’s Falcon, the king of the hardcore military flight simulators at the time that Cinemaware was working on Wings, came with a manual of more than 150 pages which read like a university engineering text (by the time of Falcon 3.0 in 1991, it would reach a downright Gygaxian 250 pages). Wings was a reaction against that aesthetic. Instead of building a game out of exhaustive technical detail, with no thought whatsoever given to the fragile human being ensconced there in the cockpit in the midst of it all, John Cutter asked what it was like to really be there as a pilot on the Western Front during World War I — asked what, speaking more generally, it really means to be a soldier at war. Michael Bate, a game designer for Accolade during the 1980s, called this approach “aesthetic simulation” — i.e., historical realism achieved not through technical minutiae but through texture and verisimilitude. The aesthetic simulation of Wings is a very different sort of simulation than the technical simulation of Falcon, but is, I would argue, no less worthy of the label for all that. At the end of his manual, Cutter wrote that “I can only pray that Wings will be remembered for its ability to educate and entertain, and not as a glorification of war.” In a medium that so often seems to do little but glorify war and others forms of violence, that stands out as a noble sentiment indeed. War, Wings tells us, has consequences. If the game never achieves more than a fraction of what it aspires to accomplish, that fact at least justifies a certain admiration.

And Wings also is well worth admiring as a loving final memorial to our old friend Major Edward “Eddie/Paddy/Pat/Jerry/Murphy/Mickey/Mick” Carringham Mannock, who is in turn a man worth admiring not because the things he did were easy for him but because they were hard, not because he was an unalloyed good person but because he aspired to be that person. Unlike Albert Ball, Mannock goes unmentioned in Wings‘s diary; this makes a degree of sense if one considers you the player to be to some extent playing the role of Britain’s diary-keeping ace of aces. On the date of his death, however, the game does see fit to give us an unusually lyrical diary passage. I like to believe that this isn’t a coincidence, that it’s intended as a final subtle tribute.

July 26, 1918:

Yesterday I was reminded of what a magical experience it is to fly. As I practiced turning through the soft white clouds, I experienced the sheer joy of defying gravity. The tapering horizon, the mountainous landscape, even patches of the shell-weary fields held fragments of beauty. I dreamed of flying endless hours in peaceful skies.


May all our own skies evermore be peaceful.

(Sources: In addition to those listed in the first article in this series, The One of March 1990, Matt Barton’s interviews with John Cutter and Bob Jacob, and “…and a Prayer: The Making of Wings” on Kaiju Pop!

Wings is available for purchase today in two forms. You can buy the original version shown in the movie and screenshots above in a package with most of Cinemaware’s other games, or you can buy a recent quite impressive remastered version. The remaster is likely to strike modern buyers as far more playable than the original, and is probably the version of choice for all but hardcore historians like yours truly.)

							
		
	
		
			
				Comments

				10 Responses 
			


						
		
						
				TsuDhoNimh			

			
				December 9, 2016 at 6:34 pm			

			
				
				Typo correction:

“German observation craft that his companion hat yet to even spot when…”

hat -> had

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 9, 2016 at 6:58 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Sir Harrok			

			
				December 9, 2016 at 10:39 pm			

			
				
				Awesome. Should ‘Hail Britannia’ be Rule Britannia’ though?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 9, 2016 at 10:49 pm			

			
				
				Yes, that’s better isn’t it? Thanks!
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				Benjamin Bilgri			

			
				December 14, 2016 at 11:03 pm			

			
				
				This blog is pretty amazing; I’ve been working through your back catalog over the course of the last year or so. I was wondering whether you could recommend any other computer game history blogs that complement your own work. I noticed you linked to Alex Smith’s They Create Worlds a while back, and he provides a great overview of gaming’s earliest days, but currently only goes up to about 1972. Any other historians that do similarly rigorous work that you (or anybody else) could suggest would be hugely welcome.

Thanks for the phenomenal reading material.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 15, 2016 at 8:47 am			

			
				
				Alex is still working on his three-book history of the videogame industry, for which I have high hopes. Otherwise, there are other folks working similar territory, but their work tends to be more nostalgia-driven and uncritical than what I (hopefully) do here. Still, Retro Gamer magazine may be something you’d want to check out to see if their editorial tone agrees with you. I use their articles here from time to time, although they tend to be largely regurgitations of interviews and thus often have to be taken with a grain of salt.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				January 14, 2017 at 10:39 pm			

			
				
				Many thanks for your great work !

And, if I may be so bold, some additional comment on Benjamin’s post : there’s absolutely no other blog like Jimmy’s, and believe me when I say that I’ve searched and read a lot. Jimmy’s work is totally unique and an essential contribution to an still-evolving field. He is a true pioneer.

Now, onto my comment on Magnetic Scrolls : 

The idea that Magnetic Scrolls was following in Miscrosoft’s footsteps regarding GUI design is very sharp and implies that their platform was doomed from the start. All that layering on top of MS-DOS was simply too inefficient for the target hardware. In my humble opinion, they should have followed Apple’s example, and Woz’s teachings, and “do it ALL in software”. For their GUI to work like it should, they would’ve had to develop their kernal routines in machine language, including drivers for the screen, mouse, etc. and load them directly in the BIOS’s  “protected mode” (available in the i-286 processor and later). This is what Brian Dougherty and his team did with GEOS and managed to bring a very sophisticated GUI to the C-64, using half the RAM that Apple did with the Mac 128. They just switched out Commodore’s kernal and disk routines and loaded their own optimized code.  I’m not sure if you could do this on Macs and Amigas, but their kernals were “GUI-friendly” and surely adequate if the porting was done with care. But the 286-based clones typical in the MSDOS world of the era would have worked well enough with some sort of boot disk, which could also include hard-disk drivers compatible with the MS file system.

Maybe this approach would have required less manpower and financial resources than the “Windows-route”, which entailed retooling MSDOS itself and waiting for average hardware specs to catch up, like Microsoft did.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				January 14, 2017 at 10:45 pm			

			
				
				Sorry Guys !

This reply is for a “future post”  (Endings – part 3) , I messed up.  Please disregard.

JIMMY , PLEASE DELETE MY POST.   I will re-post on the correct article !

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				DZ-Jay			

			
				May 14, 2017 at 9:45 pm			

			
				
				I see by the number of comments that not many people made it this far…

I think it was a great story and told in a very romantic, interesting, and humane way.  However, it’s not the sort of things I came to this blog for, so there’s that.

Perhaps the author gets bored with writing only about video games and tries to venture into other territories.  Good for him, but perhaps another blog for those stories would serve him better?

    dZ.

				


			

			

	

			




	
		
	
		
			
				A Time of Endings, Part 1: Cinemaware

				December 16, 2016
			

The computer-game industry, like most young industries, was marked by ebbs and flows. Periodically, new advances in technology, new economic circumstances, and new consumer expectations led to the mass extinction of companies that had once seemed impregnable, even as new companies swept onto the scene to replace them. We’ve already seen one of these periods of transition: the home-computer bust of the mid-1980s that followed the first home-computer boom. Now, just five years later in historical time, we’re about to see another as the 1980s become the 1990s. Under the pressure of Nintendo, the American computer-game industry in particular was redefining itself yet again in terms of platforms, technologies, and modes of play. Inevitably, the disruption brought with it its share of casualties, including among them a number of companies we’ve come to know well in earlier articles. I’ve recently told the story of how the text-adventure specialists Infocom and (in Britain) Level 9 met their end when people largely stopped buying text adventures. Over the course of the next few articles, I’ll be writing about some other endings. Lest that sound horribly depressing, do know that the stories of these failures are not so much stories of companies that did too little as of companies that tried to do too much. For, as Neil Young told us, “It’s better to burn out than to fade away.”



 

Amidst the litany of mistakes Commodore made with their brilliantly innovative Amiga computer, it’s hard to choose just one as the most deadly to the platform’s long-term future. Certainly, however, their failure to push early and aggressively into CD-ROM must place near the top of any such list. With its 4096-color graphics and its stereo digital sound, the Amiga upon its release in 1985 already offered two-thirds of the equation that would lead to the so-called “multimedia-computing” boom of more than five years later. The only thing it lacked was a storage device capable of holding sufficient quantities of all those colorful graphics and sampled sound. The Amiga relied on 3.5-inch floppy disks that could hold just under 1 MB apiece, a generous number in terms of conventional programs and data but a pittance in terms of multimedia. Thus when Microsoft hosted the CD-ROM’s coming-out party in the form of the first CD-ROM Conference in March of 1986, few people were more excited by the new storage format’s potential than the nascent Amiga user base. “If you are wondering where [CD-ROM] leaves Amiga users,” wrote the Amiga magazine Amazing Computing in just their fourth issue, “it can be said in just three words: ‘in the pink!'” With its 650 MB of storage space, the CD-ROM seemed poised to unleash the Amiga’s true potential.

But, in what was already becoming a pattern, Commodore seemed blissfully unaware of any of it, playing no part in those early industry conferences and revealing no plans to capitalize on the new storage medium. Instead it was left to Microsoft with CD-ROM and Philips with their competing proprietary CD-I technology to be the chief impetus behind optical storage. The earliest CD-ROM products, designed as they were for the audiovisually hidebound IBM clones, filled their discs with huge amounts of text in the form of dictionaries, (text-only) encyclopedias, spelling checkers, thesauri, etc., all of which were important and innovative in their own ways. Yet, as everyone at the early CD-ROM conferences recognized, the really exciting potential of the medium lay in the emerging, as-yet unlabelled realm of multimedia computing that was the Amiga’s specialty. And yet Commodore did nothing. Even when both Apple and Atari released CD-ROM drives for the Amiga’s two most obvious direct competitors, the Macintosh and ST lines, they still did nothing. While Commodore fiddled, an incredible opportunity, born of Philips’s endless delays in getting a CD-based set-top box to market and the fact that no one other than Commodore had a reasonably priced computer with the audiovisual potential to do justice to CD-ROM-fueled multimedia computing, passed them by. When they finally did wake up in the new decade, it would largely be too late; they were now one of many in a market they could have owned.

Of all the Amiga game developers, the one that had the most cause of all to be frustrated by Commodore’s disinterest in CD-ROM was Bob Jacob’s Cinemaware, who throughout their existence would remain both the developer most closely identified with the platform and, not coincidentally, the one that pushed most aggressively to turn their games into true interactive multimedia experiences. Cinemaware’s “interactive movies” made a name for themselves by surrounding their fairly simplistic core game play with animated cut scenes, sampled sounds, and cinematic scores. Unfortunately, the amount and fidelity of all of this that Cinemaware could include was sharply limited by the floppy disks on which they had to distribute their games. With hard drives far from commonplace peripherals on the Amiga, especially in Europe — another situation that was largely thanks to a complete lack of initiative from Commodore — Jacob felt compelled to design his games with a floppy-drive-only Amiga system in mind. In an effort to minimize the disk swapping that could all too quickly get completely out of control with such a setup, he set an upper limit of two disks for each interactive movie. (He would bend from that standard only once, for It Came from the Desert, the 1989 production which was by many measures Cinemaware’s most ambitious completed game ever, and which was therefore allowed to spill onto a third disk.) Even with Cinemaware’s compression technology, with which they tinkered endlessly to try to get a few more pictures or sounds on each disk, only so much content could be fit onto two floppies. And almost worse for Cinemaware than the disks’ limited capacity was the speed, or rather lack thereof, of the Amiga’s floppy drives. The need to constantly shovel all that data in and out of memory from floppy disk played havoc with the sense of cinematic flow which Cinemaware worked so hard to achieve. One spent almost as much time staring at a blank screen as one spent actually playing or watching a Cinemaware game, waiting always for that next sequence to load from the chunka-chunking disk drives.

For these reasons, already by 1988 Jacob was actively looking beyond an Amiga platform that was left stuck in a veritable technological stasis by Commodore’s inaction, looking toward the platforms of the future that would allow his vision of multimedia gaming to truly come to life. It was during that year that a company called the Ideal Group came to his attention with a gadget called the View-Master Interactive Vision.

Interactive Vision was one of many attempts during this period, all of them highly problematic in hindsight, to turn the VCR, which had exploded into ubiquity over the course of the 1980s in exactly the way that the home computer so conspicuously hadn’t, into a device capable of hosting interactive content. Like most such schemes, Ideal’s plan leveraged the so-called “vertical-blank interval.” Sixty times per second, the electron gun which painted the images unspooling from the videotape onto the television screen had to make its way from the bottom right corner of the screen, where each painting cycle wound up, back to the top left to begin painting a new frame. The section of the tape which passed beneath the read head of the VCR during this interval was normally simply dead space. Ideal, however, realized that they could place computer code into these gaps. The Interactive Vision unit itself, a very basic 8-bit computer, was connected between the VCR and the television to read and process this code, which could tell it to overlay simple graphics onto the conventional video unspooling from the videotape, letting the user play videogames superimposed over this video background. It was, in other words, essentially the same concept that lay behind many of the laser-disc-driven standup-arcade games that followed the huge success of Dragon’s Lair.1

[image: ]The View-Master Interactive Vision system in a nutshell.


For all its similarity to the spawn of Dragon’s Lair, Interactive Vision was extremely limited in comparison to laser-disc-driven applications of the same concept, being bound to the absolute linearity of the videotape format. Recognizing its limitations, Ideal planned to market it as a children’s product, selling for no more than $120, rather than as a game console or a more generalized home-entertainment product like the Philips CD-I. Still, within that space they’d managed to negotiate a bevy of licenses to die for, including Sesame Street, the Muppets, and the classic Disney characters. Bob Jacob and Cinemaware also jumped aboard with enthusiasm when they were approached about making a showpiece game for the system. It was at this point that Jacob hired David Riordan, the former rock musician and current interactive-video pioneer whom we met in an earlier article, in the context of his later work on It Came from the Desert. He also contracted with another old friend of ours: filmmaker, animator, and puzzle-game auteur Cliff Johnson of Fool’s Errand fame.

Riordan, Johnson, and the rest of Cinemaware’s new “Interactive Entertainment Group” were assigned to work on a Disney game which was to be packaged with every Interactive Vision system. After much experimentation, they settled on a thirty-minute videotape featuring ten very simple mini-games, glued together and overlaid onto old Disney cartoon clips. Although its aesthetic goals and its target market could hardly have been more different, the end result wound up resembling nothing so much as Mel Croucher’s earlier Sinclair Spectrum-based multimedia art project Deus Ex Machina in terms of structure: that of a relentlessly unfolding linear program, the interactive elements formed to the constraints of the linear media that grounded them. Cinemaware called their take on the concept Disney’s Cartoon Arcade.

[image: ]Disney’s Cartoon Arcade in action on the View-Master Interactive Vision system. The player is trying to solve a simple jigsaw puzzle to the right of the screen while cartoon clips play in the background.


Like all of the other efforts along these lines, Interactive Vision flopped, vanishing into the marketplace without a trace. For his part, Dave Riordan judged that “the trouble with the View-Master system was that it was sold as a toy. It got lost on the shelves among the racing cars and the dolls.” Whether that was indeed the problem or whether the system was, as I rather suspect, simply too obviously jerry-rigged a system to have any consumer appeal, the work Cinemaware did with Interactive Vision set a pattern for the second half of the company’s existence. Widely perceived though his company continued to be as the premier Amiga developer, Jacob continued to look beyond that platform in the service of his larger vision of interactive movies as the future of mainstream entertainment. Simply put, if Commodore wasn’t interested in forwarding that vision, he would find partners that would. Riordan’s Interactive Entertainment Group, not disbanded but rather expanded in the wake of Interactive Vision’s failure, would drive these expensive and uncertain forays into emerging technologies, while the rest of the company paid the bills by continuing to make and market games on floppy disk for the Amiga and other traditional home computers.

Working now without Cliff Johnson, who had signed onto the Interactive Vision project only as an outside contractor, Riordan’s future projects would replace VCRs with optical media. Like so much of the American games industry, Cinemaware had first latched onto Phillips CD-I as the optical-storage format of the future. “When CD-I is a reality,” Riordan said, “I think Cinemaware will have a field day with the technology and bring our dream to life with real people, soundtracks, and dialog.” But, again like the rest of the industry, Cinemaware eventually found Philips’s endless delays, along with their platform’s technical limitations in the all-important realm of video playback, to rather take the bloom off the rose. “I’m no longer as high on CD-I as I once was,” Jacob was saying already well before the end of 1988. “You can design around [the limitations], but it’s not really enough.”

With talk of new optical formats everywhere, Cinemaware had no more of a clue than anyone else as to which one(s) would win out. So, they decided to try to support them all, by developing a process within the Interactive Entertainment Group to release new products on a whole range of formats as they appeared. “Someday, somewhere, people are going to invent a very compelling interactive technology, a mass-market entertainment medium that will bring parents and children into a mass-market application,” Jacob said. “I don’t know which hardware system is going to win, but once we’ve developed an interactive design methodology we can shoot material and use it across all formats.” He envisioned Riordan’s group as “a training ground where the methodology of interactive games can be developed and refined, ready for the arrival of the appropriate technology.”


See video at:
http://www.filfre.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/defender.mp4




Going back to Cinemaware’s roots, Riordan’s group made a CD-ROM version of Defender of the Crown, still by far the company’s biggest hit ever, for MS-DOS machines. Almost entirely forgotten today, this first CD-ROM version of Cinemaware’s most iconic title marked just the second game ever released on the medium, trailing Mediagenic’s CD-ROM version of The Manhole for the Macintosh onto store shelves by mere days. In many ways, the CD-ROM Defender of the Crown was a more complete demonstration of the future of computer gaming than that other optical landmark. While the graphics and game play remained largely the same as the Amiga original, Riordan’s team added a soundtrack performed by an actual orchestra recorded in an actual studio  — a first for the games industry — along with voice actors playing the narrator and many of the characters. Riordan:

It’s the audio that’s the key. Take someone talking, for example, the intonation in their voice is what really gives the words meaning. Reading text is nothing — but you can say, “I hate you,” in so many different ways, and even make it sound like “I love you.” Or, to take another example, imagine watching a scary movie without music. The music tells you so much about what’s going on. Without it, it’s just not scary at all — and when it comes to games I want people to really back off from the screen!


For Amiga stalwarts, seeing Jim Sachs’s classic graphics, now made possible in full fidelity on MS-DOS by the emerging VGA graphics standard, up there on the screen alongside all the impressive new audio marked a bitter moment indeed, about as clear a measure as could be imagined of just how far their chosen platform had already fallen behind the cutting edge. Granted, with CD-ROM drives still vanishingly rare on everyday machines, this first-ever CD-ROM-based game for MS-DOS was almost more a demonstration of intent than a serious commercial product for Cinemaware — a situation which doubtless does much to explain its obscurity today. It did, however, become the basis for ports to some of the other CD-based platforms that began to appear over the next couple of years, while the techniques that went into making it became the basis of the BOLT unified development environment that was used to make Cinemaware’s arguable best game for the Amiga, It Came from the Desert.

By far the biggest project Cinemaware was ever able to bring to any sort of fruition, It Came from the Desert was also unusual in being the only one to unify the two halves of the company’s latter-day identity. Riordan’s team first produced the floppy-disk-based Amiga version, doing an unusually good job of working within that setup’s limitations to make a really interesting, playable game of it. After completing that version, they moved on to a CD-ROM version that for the first time would feature video clips with real actors — thus beginning to dig the “full-motion-video” rabbit hole down which much of the industry would scurry for the next half-decade or so. Always the optimist, Riordan claimed that many name actors were interested in starring in interactive productions, if Cinemaware could just prove to them the form’s commercial potential. “They saw what happened with VCRs,” he said, drawing an appealing but perhaps flawed comparison, “and how they made more money from the video releases than they did from the original movies. Now they’re watching out closely to see what happens with computer games. We may get big names very soon for games.” In the meantime, Riordan used his connections in Hollywood to recruit a troupe of unknowns, who played their roles in front of green screens that would later be turned into computer-generated backgrounds. And, turning the process on its head, Riordan’s team also experimented with overlaying their graphics of giant ants onto filmed backgrounds.

[image: ]Shooting It Came from the Desert on a soundstage. Such scenes would become very familiar ones within the games industry in the several years to come; this was ground zero of the whole full-motion-video craze.


[image: ]A closeup of the actors in front of the “green screen.” They were filmed using a Betacam — the world was still a long way from going all-digital — with a filter that blocked the green. The result, as long as no one wore green, was a set of disembodied figures ready to be digitized with a frame grabber and superimposed over a computer-generated background. Call it a very, very primitive form of CGI.


[image: ]The end result. Unfortunately, because of the limitations of the NEC TurboGrafx-16’s display hardware, the only released version didn’t look anywhere near even this good.


[image: ]It was also possible to go the other way, superimposing computer graphics onto video backgrounds.


By 1990, when the Interactive Entertainment Group was in full flight with the full-motion-video It Came from the Desert, the Amiga market in North America was going soft. Thankfully, though, the platform’s continued vitality in Europe more than made up for it; thus Cinemaware’s bread-and-butter interactive movies continued to do quite well on the whole. Meanwhile the company continued to branch out into other areas within the realm of traditional computer games, roaming increasingly far afield from their alleged specialty. Already in 1988 they had embarked on their hugely influential TV Sports line of games that simulated the broadcast of professional sports like football and basketball rather than the experience of the athletes themselves. Around the same time, Jacob had leveraged his strong relationship with his European publisher Mirrorsoft to begin importing popular European action-oriented Amiga titles into North America. He was soon signing deals to publish original games that had even less to do with his company’s usual focus. For instance, having made Cliff Johnson’s acquaintance through the Interactive Vision project, he published 3 in Three, the follow-up to The Fool’s Errand, under the Cinemaware label after Miles Computing, Johnson’s prior publisher, went bust. (Abandoning the storybook aesthetic of The Fool’s Errand for an approach derived from the avant-garde animated films Johnson loved dearly, 3 in Three just doesn’t work for me like its predecessor does; it has some brilliant moments, but has too many repetitive puzzles of the least interesting types, lacks an equally compelling thoroughgoing meta-puzzle, and generally frustrates more than it delights.) Departing even further from what people had come to expect from Cinemaware were the two Star Saga games partially designed by Andrew Greenberg of Wizardry fame. These were elaborate and demanding multiplayer hybrids of tabletop RPGs and computer-based entertainments built around “paragraph books” with hundreds of pages of text — this from a publisher founded on the philosophy of “no typing, get you right into the game, no manual.” Unsurprisingly, the Star Saga games flopped resoundingly for Cinemaware, as they had for Masterplay, the tiny publishing venture Greenberg had originally set up to market them.

Whether one considers all these side ventures a dilution of Jacob’s vision or simply smart diversification, Cinemaware’s traditional computer games, while certainly not all hits (witness: Star Saga), were profitable in the aggregate. They just weren’t anywhere near profitable enough to pay for Cinemaware’s ambitious cutting-edge experiments. Projects like the full-motion-video It Came from the Desert were horrendously expensive in comparison to virtually anything the games industry had ever tackled before. Scoring a soundtrack and recording a real orchestra performing it, for instance, must cost at least $10,000 per track when all was said and done. Even the unknown actors employed by Cinemaware for It Came from the Desert cost about $500 per day per actor, far more than the salary of the best programmers or graphic artists. And then there were the costs of film crews, soundstage rentals, etc. Cinemaware’s debt began to mount alarmingly as they outspent the profits from their traditional games by huge margins. Bob Jacob and Dave Riordan had their hearts in the right place, but the reality remained that they had pushed the company into a dangerous position, well ahead of even the bleeding edge of the consumer marketplace. They were investing money they didn’t have in games that almost no one had the equipment to actually play.

For understandable reasons, then, Cinemaware looked with more and more wistfulness toward Japan, a nation that seemed by many metrics to be doing a much better job turning the ideal of multimedia computing into practical consumer products than any Western nation. On March 14, 1990, Jacob announced that the Japanese firm NEC, maker of computers and game consoles, had purchased approximately a 20 percent share of Cinemaware and with it a seat on the company’s board of directors. NEC had recently begun importing their very successful domestic game console, the PC Engine, into North America as the TurboGrafx-16. While it wasn’t actually doing all that well there at the moment in the face of stiff competition from Nintendo and Sega, NEC believed they had an ace up their sleeve that would make the partnership with Cinemaware a natural fit: a CD add-on, the first of its kind for a console, that NEC was planning to bring Stateside that summer. The CD-equipped TurboGrafx-16, they confidently expected, would be the realization at last of everyone’s old dreams for Phillips CD-I. And when it dropped and took the market by storm, Cinemaware would be there to reap the rewards alongside NEC. In tandem with the stock purchase, Cinemaware and NEC signed an agreement to make Riordan’s in-progress full-motion-video version of It Came from the Desert, previously envisioned as a platform-agnostic product, a TurboGrafx-16 CD exclusive.

[image: ]The TurboGrafx-16 with CD add-on.


It all went horribly wrong. The first problem was the console itself, which was built around an 8-bit CPU derived from the venerable old MOS 6502, a chip with the merest fraction of the computing power Cinemaware had expected to have at their disposal for the full-motion-video It Came from the Desert. The puny CPU meant that Cinemaware had to simplify the game play dramatically over the floppy-based Amiga version, while a display capable of only 512 colors meant they had to degrade the graphics into a clashing melange of vague outlines. And then the TurboGrafx-16 CD add-on hit the market and proceeded, like the console before it, to sell hardly at all in a market that already had Nintendo as the dominant force and Sega playing the role of the plucky upstart. Cinemaware had spent at least $700,000 on a game they couldn’t sell, whether on the moribund TurboGrafx-16 or, thanks to the exclusive deal they’d signed, on any other platform. Expensive TurboGrafx-16 ports of TV Sports: Football and TV Sports: Basketball and another fruitless exclusive in the form of TV Sports: Hockey were almost as damaging, leaving Cinemaware drowning under the debt they’d run up in making them. Nor was NEC all that supportive of their partner. Jacob claims that the entire American management team that had handled the disastrous introduction of the TurboGrafx-16 and its CD add-on, as well as negotiated the deal with Cinemaware, was “summarily fired” in the aftermath of the console’s failure. With no prospect of a bailout from NEC, “all of a sudden we were in very bad straits.”

Indeed, Jacob describes his decision to do the deal with NEC as nothing less than Cinemaware’s “downfall.” Distracted and financially pinched by the TurboGrafx-16 projects, Cinemaware released only one of their Amiga interactive movies in 1990. Wings, the ninth and, as it would transpire, the last of the line, did well enough in the Amiga’s stronghold of Europe, but neither it nor the rest of Cinemaware’s catalog could sustain a company so intent on throwing good money after the bad of the TurboGrafx-16.

As 1990 came to a close, Jacob had no choice but to search for a buyer to rescue Cinemaware. He spent some time in talks with Columbia Pictures, trying to convince this storied cinematic giant of the bright future of interactive cinema, but ultimately without success. He then danced for a while with Electronic Arts, already Cinemaware’s North American distributor. That looked more promising; Trip Hawkins and most of his senior staff were supposedly in favor of the deal, but a newly empowered board of directors — Electronic Arts had gone public in October of 1989 — nixed it. Cinemaware entered 1991 with debts in excess of $1 million, a huge burden for a company that employed less than forty people. Although Cinemaware needed more, not less staff to bring his vision of CD-ROM-based interactive movies to fruition, Jacob had no choice but to begin laying people off. The death spiral had begun; Cinemaware now lacked the manpower to complete any of the games that might otherwise have saved them.

Jacob dissolved Cinemaware that summer, auctioning off its technologies and licenses to the highest bidders. Among the late projects that would never come to fruition was the dubious proposition of a TV Sports game called Rollerbabes, tackling the thriving — or rather not — sport of roller derby. There was also a cowboy western, envisioned as another big interactive-movie production. The inevitable TV Sports: Football II fell by the wayside as well, while perhaps the most ambitious of all the axed projects was a spy caper called The Enemy Within that Jacob still insists would have “redefined gaming as we know it.” “The game was so far advanced in concept,” he claims, “that its basic creative core still has not been achieved” — whatever that means.

Mirrorsoft, Cinemaware’s longstanding European partner and publisher, wound up acquiring most of the company’s assets, including the name itself. In this state of affairs, Jacob saw opportunity. He moved to Britain and tried to restart Cinemaware, after a fashion, under the name of Acme Interactive, using many of the old Cinemaware properties and licenses, leased back to him by Mirrorsoft. But within a year or so, Acme was acquired by the comic-book publisher Malibu Graphics, where Jacob’s people were combined with new hires to form Malibu Interactive. After a couple of years of modest success on consoles like the Sega Genesis and Super Nintendo, Malibu Interactive in turn was shut down after their parent company was acquired by Marvel Comics. None of the games that arose out of Jacob’s post-Cinemaware operations were as ambitious or innovative as the games he had made before, and following the Malibu shutdown he went back to his pre-Cinemaware role as a talent agent for the games industry.

What, then, shall we say in closing about Cinemaware? From a business standpoint, Bob Jacob obviously pushed his small company too far too soon, and paid the price for it. Rather than rake him further over the coals, it should suffice on that score to simply acknowledge that mistakes were made. A more interesting question is that of Cinemaware’s creative legacy. Jacob cites modern games like the Call of Duty and Assassin’s Creed franchises as being heirs to the work done at Cinemaware in that they are “movie-like experiences.” “At the time, if people asked if Cinemaware was a genre,” he says, “I would say, ‘No, Cinemaware is the future. Cinemaware is where games are going.’ And ultimately, I was right.”

But was he really? To some extent perhaps, but far from entirely. Cinemaware was the first and for some time the most aggressive proponent of one view of the future of interactive entertainment, a view which by the early 1990s — ironically just as Cinemaware was dying — had become that of the American computer-games industry as a whole. It’s a view that we’ve already seen from various angles, and one that we’ll continue to see again and again as we move through this period of gaming history. The future, it claimed, would see conventional computer graphics take a backseat to a rich multimedia environment, a blending of digitized pictures, digitized video, digitized sound, and digitized music sourced from the real analog world that surrounds us. Although Cinemaware’s best-remembered games, their Amiga interactive movies, used decidedly limited amounts of all three, it was always understood within the company that this was due only to technical limitations. Dave Riordan actually labelled computer graphics as the primary thing limiting the mainstream appeal of games, drawing a comparison to cartoons, which, while popular then as they are now in their sphere, were nowhere near as popular as live-action film and video. Graphics, he said, could only “approximate reality”; “regardless of how interesting, they are not actual life.” Jacob said that “you’ve got to have a video look if there’s going to be a mass market. Computer graphics will not be acceptable to a market that’s been weaned on television. If you make it look like television and make it interactive, it’s going to work.”

Well, it largely didn’t work, although it would take the industry until some years beyond the death of Cinemaware to fully realize that. Full-motion video brings with it heaps of limitations in the types of interactivity games can support. We’ll have plenty of opportunities to delve into what those limitations are and the effects they had on games of this period in future articles, as we continue to explore this fraught but fascinating period in gaming history. For now, though, suffice to say that the limitations existed in spades, and that the optimism of proponents like Jacob and Riordan depended on minimizing or dismissing them to an unsustainable degree. Even during their day, Cinemaware became a poster child in some circles for what happens when presentation is emphasized over game play. And in the years since the company’s passing, the genre of full-motion-video games for which they paved the way have gone on to become perhaps the most critically reviled lineage in all of gaming history.

Jacob’s vision of the future of games as a business proposition, being predicated on his flawed vision of their aesthetic future, proved equally flawed. “There will be a new industry,” he said, that would combine “the music, movie, and software industries.” While intersections have certainly abounded, in the big picture this too just hasn’t happened.

Still, Bob Jacob, Dave Riordan, and Cinemaware weren’t by any means entirely wrong about the future. Their sense of cinematic flair did have a major influence on games that came well after the full-motion-video era, while digitized sound and music, not being subject to the same crippling limitations as digitized video, has long since all but completely superseded synthesized sound in games. Ironically for such a determinedly visionary company, their greatest failure might have been a failure of vision: a failure to realize that the public would willingly accept videogames as their own thing, entirely separate from film or television, if they were presented in an appealing, accessible way as their own thing. When it comes to the question of computer graphics versus full-motion video… well, the best graphics have gotten so good by now that it’s hard to tell the difference, isn’t it? Today Cinemaware’s interactive movies, like so many of the productions from other developers that would immediately follow them, read like dispatches from the past to a future that never arrived, as incongruous as the Jetsons-like automotive stylings of the 1950s. So, Bob Jacob was right even as he was wrong; games would go on to become both less and more than he ever imagined.

(Sources: Commodore Magazine of November 1988; Questbusters of October 1989, June 1990, March 1991, and July 1991; Computer Gaming World of March 1990 and May 1990; The One of October 1988 and November 1988; ACE of November 1989, April 1990, and May 1990; New Scientist of July 1989; PC Magazine of July 1989; CU Amiga of March 1990, August 1991, and May 1992; Raze of January 1991; The Games Machine of March 1990; The One of August 1991; Zero of April 1991 and July 1991; Amazing Computing of May 1986; the 1990 episode of Computer Chronicles entitled “Video Game Consoles.” Online sources include interviews with Bob Jacob by Matt Barton, Tristan Donovan, and Zach Meston. Finally, there’s my own interview with Cliff Johnson. Thanks again, Cliff!)


	As a further method of fostering interactivity, the audio channel of an Interactive Vision videotape could contain two separate audio tracks blended together into one using multiplexing techniques. The Interactive Vision unit could then filter out one track or the other at the time of playback, giving designers a way to choose between two soundtracks, depending on the user’s input. Indeed, most of the very few Interactive Vision tapes released apparently relied almost entirely on this simple feature rather than embracing the technology’s full range of possibility, as Cinemaware’s Interactive Vision product did. ↩
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				Nate			

			
				December 16, 2016 at 9:04 pm			

			
				
				Thanks for an enlightening article. I hadn’t heard how Cinemaware ended, nor that they released a CD game for NEC.

I think Cinemaware was too tied to the Amiga since they got started so early in the multimedia market. DoC came out in 1986, and VGA wasn’t out until 1989. It didn’t really start becoming common until 1990 though.

By the time CDROM was getting cheap enough to be standard on PCs (1992 or 1993), the Amiga was dead in the US. The gap from Cinemaware’s peak (1988 so 4 or 5 years?) was enough that they didn’t have the revenue growth to take on the ambitious projects it sounds like they were working on.

In an alternate history, they would have focused on pushing the limits of PC VGA via floppies until 1992, then move to CDROM without changing their overall approach to gaming. Imagine what they could have done with Sachs’ animations as video, assuming they dodged the FMV trend (which they wouldn’t have but hey, this is my alternate history). Then, imagine them merging with Lucasfilm or Sierra to get better storytelling.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 8:19 am			

			
				
				VGA actually debuted with the IBM PS/2 line in 1987, but you’re correct that it didn’t start to become commonplace on consumer-grade PC clones until 1989 or 1990.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Eric Lundquist			

			
				December 16, 2016 at 9:30 pm			

			
				
				Since the Jetson’s wasn’t out until 1962, I think they were influenced by 1950s cars instead of the other way around.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 8:13 am			

			
				
				Right you are. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Sniffnoy			

			
				December 16, 2016 at 10:53 pm			

			
				
				Typo correction: “TurboGrafx-16” is misspelled several times as “TurboGrafix-16”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 8:15 am			

			
				
				That name alone is enough to make me wish failure upon it. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ricky Derocher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 2:30 am			

			
				
				To clarify, the MS-DOS CD version of Defender of the Crown was never actually released. http://www.rickslevine.com/photo_gallery/photo_gallery.htm

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 8:09 am			

			
				
				In this case, I think it most likely to be Richard Levine who is misinformed. Here, for instance, is a review of it as an actual Mirrorsoft product: https://books.google.dk/books?id=aUuf42nSPtkC&pg=PA79&lpg=PA79&dq=defender+of+the+crown+cd-rom&source=bl&ots=bSnBQewvc7&sig=E1atj7i1g57jiLwdtxLg8AsnWLY&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=defender%20of%20the%20crown%20cd-rom&f=false. I’ve found a number of other British magazine sources mentioning it as an actual product. Even the page to which you linked hosts an (unsourced) document describing Defender as the second released CD-ROM game, coming right after The Manhole.

It’s possible that it may have been released only by Mirrorsoft in Europe, or that only review copies were actually produced in the end. I suspect, though, that it was a real product that simply didn’t find many buyers because of the paucity of CD-ROM-equipped PCs at the time.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jim Leonard			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 1:33 am			

			
				
				As an archivist in this line of preservation, I can assure you the DOS CD-ROM version of Defender of the Crown was never released as a commercial product.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jim Leonard			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 1:43 am			

			
				
				(hit reply too early) The programmer showed it off at a conference, but it was never released. The concept was later turned into the CD-I version, which was.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 9:39 am			

			
				
				While I’d love to be able to just accept your assurances, as an archivist you must know that that isn’t quite how this works. I’m not trying to dig in my heels at all on this — I’m always happy to revise — but I would need an explanation for the reviews of at least a boxed Mirrorsoft edition that appeared in the press, and whatever evidence in general has led you to this conclusion.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				AguyinaRPG			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 4:44 am			

			
				
				Coincidentally I have been talking with Mr. Levine, so I’ll pass this information on.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 9:57 am			

			
				
				Cool! Maybe you could ask about the document on his site which describes Defender of the Crown as the second released CD-ROM game and about the review of it as an apparently finished, boxed product here: https://books.google.dk/books?id=aUuf42nSPtkC&pg=PA79&lpg=PA79&dq=defender+of+the+crown+cd-rom&source=bl&ots=bSnBQewvc7&sig=E1atj7i1g57jiLwdtxLg8AsnWLY&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=defender%20of%20the%20crown%20cd-rom&f=false. Maybe there’s a simple explanation he can share.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Dan Mastriani			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 3:38 am			

			
				
				To be fair to the TG-16, NEC took two years to bring it to the States; the base system hit Japan in 1987 and the CD add-on in 1988. The underlying technology makes more sense when you consider that it was designed for programmers that were chafing at the limits of the NES and that even having a CD-ROM was bleeding edge at the time.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 4:42 am			

			
				
				Ah, full motion video. I often think about what might have been if the industry hadn’t jumped down that rabbit hole, and instead used the storage space of CDs merely to expand their existing games beyond the limits of floppy and cartridge. With neither the fool’s gold of FMV nor the power to follow the seductive lure of early 3D, what masterpieces they could have made.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 7:37 am			

			
				
				How odd. In Europe, too, the PC Engine was reasonably popular in its time (as consoles went, which wasn’t much at all). Or at least contemporary gaming magazines seemed to think so. Is it possible that numbers-driven marketing — more colors, more RAM, more CPU cores — is largely an American thing, that was only partially exported to other parts of the world?

It also seems odd that after making a CD-ROM game with VGA graphics for DOS, Cinemaware didn’t stick to what was obviously the future. Because it must have been incredibly obvious by then. Had they survived to 1993 with the new technology well-mastered, history would have been different indeed.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 8:42 am			

			
				
				It was actually far from obvious that vanilla CD-ROM on MS-DOS machines would be “the future” in 1990. That configuration was still surrounded by lots of questions and potential pitfalls, especially when it came to video playback. There were at one point nearly a dozen competing optical formats, each with its own advantages and disadvantages, and everyone was hedging their bets.

I think the obsession with technical specs is more a nerd thing than an American thing. ;) Notably, Apple and Nintendo, perhaps the two most successful makers of hardware for the American market of the last several decades, both thrived by de-emphasizing and, one might say, transcending mere specs, concentrating instead on user *experience*. I do think this only works, however, if it isn’t immediately obvious that the technology of the would-be transcender lags far behind that of competing systems. It’s not clear that the TurboGrafx-16 met this bar.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 4:47 pm			

			
				
				That’s true of other tech driven products. Looks at cars now.  How many people know how many horse power their current car has or any other mechanical specs? And really how many care? The ads now emphasize how connected they are and features that allow the driver to be more distracted without crashing the car. The act of driving is becoming more of an inconvenience rather than a pleasure as in the past. Computers/consoles/cell phones just need to run the latest and greatest and it doesn’t matter what else they can do.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 7:23 pm			

			
				
				The TurboGrafx-16 had very little going for it. The NES was much cheaper (and heavily entrenched), while the Sega Genesis (which used the same 68000 architecture as the Mac and the Amiga) was much more capable. More importantly, the game library was incredibly anemic, lacking even one flagship franchise like Nintendo’s Mario and Zelda or Sega’s (short-lived) Alex Kidd or Sonic The Hedgehog. 

Also, whoever named the thing should have been shot.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Dan Mastriani			

			
				December 18, 2016 at 6:44 pm			

			
				
				I wouldn’t say Genesis is much more capable. The TG-16 may have had an 8-bit main processor, but it ran at a respectable clock speed for a console at the time, and it had two 16-bit graphics processors. The Genesis actually supported fewer on-screen colors, so that’s one area in which the Turbo had a clear advantage. 

Actually, the system did fairly well in Japan, where the Genesis was a huge flop. Gamasutra has a pretty good article on how they failed to translate that success to the US market: http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/225466/stalled_engine_the_turbografx16_.php

In short, though, it wasn’t that the hardware was massively inferior. But since the system sold so poorly, we didn’t get a lot of its best games, which could have demonstrated that.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jim Leonard			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 1:45 am			

			
				
				“There were at one point nearly a dozen competing optical formats” Can you clarify this statement? Which formats?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 9:55 am			

			
				
				Well, let’s see… in the first half of the 1990s, we had CD-ROM, DVI, CD-V, CD-I, CDTV, CD32, TurboGrafx-16, Sega CD, 3DO, LaserActive, Jaguar CD.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jim Leonard			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 6:17 am			

			
				
				Okay, but that’s really more competing platforms, not competing optical formats.  In your original statement, it sounds like you’re trying to say there were competing video playback optical formats, or competing optical formats for MS-DOS systems, both of which are not true.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Anthony			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 11:40 am			

			
				
				Thanks for another great read, Jimmy. 

Nitpickiness: “Commodore’s disinterest in CD-ROM” should probably be “uninterest” or “lack of interest” (to differentiate between lack of interest and impartiality).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 17, 2016 at 11:56 am			

			
				
				Thanks, but most modern dictionaries list both usages of “disinterest” as acceptable. (There’s actually an interesting entomology here; “disinterest” and “uninterest” have swapped meanings at least once before, so there’s little reason to regard either as overly sacred.) I don’t think the meaning is generally hard to divine from context.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 1:06 am			

			
				
				Excellent article as usual. Good to see you are back to video games. My only comment is it does Commodore a disservice by saying they were clueless and disinterested in CD ROM technology. There was a Commodore executive named Clive Sinclair who worked for Commodore finding new products and a product manager named Don Gilbreath working for him. Gilbreath attended the very earliest CD ROM conferences hosted by Microsoft, getting copies of the Red Book standard,  and even spoke with Bill Gates. They were, like most other companies, waiting for the technology to mature. Gilbreath started designing the CTDV (an Amiga with CD ROM drive) in early 1989 and Commodore released it ahead of Phillips CDi. Both of those products were failures, due in large part because they were a little too early to market. Game developers hardly knew what to put on CD ROM disks in 1990. They also released CDTV before the Mpeg standard was finalized (Commodore was part of that too) and as history has shown, those two technologies really went hand in hand. 

And one very interesting thing that comes a little later than the period you are writing about is the tale of how CD ROM drives lost the “caddy” mechanism. Turns out Jeff Porter, a Commodore engineer, was the guy who figured out how to cost reduce CD ROM drives in 1991 and ended up giving the Japanese that technology. Commodore also brought out the CD32 (also caddy-less) even before Sony released the PS1. If anything Commodore was a little further ahead than other industry players. Most of this info isn’t really out there yet so I can’t blame you for the oversight, but it will be soon when I get my book out! :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 1:07 am			

			
				
				Oops, make that Clive Smith. Sinclair was of course from the UK.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 19, 2016 at 9:28 am			

			
				
				I’m afraid all this was happening a little later in the timeline. While I’m of course aware of CDTV and the like, my argument was that these things came too late, making Commodore and the Amiga appear to be bandwagon jumpers rather than pioneers. Someone should have started working on CD technology at Commodore in early 1986, not early 1989, and Commodore should have had a product out — hopefully a better one than CDTV! — in 1987, not 1991. (Note that when Commodore was just “starting to design” CDTV, Atari and Apple had had CD-ROM drives out for the competing ST and Macintosh lines for many months, leaving the Amiga, the computer that really screamed for the technology, as the odd platform out.) I’m afraid that saying that something was released “ahead of CD-I” is a bit like saying a a company was more competent than Commodore — i.e., not a high standard to meet. ;) And a timid statement like “waiting for the technology to mature” is classic late-period Commodore, another way of saying “waiting for someone else to make a market and then jumping on the bandwagon.” Nor do I buy the assertion that “game developers hardly knew what to put on CD-ROM discs in 1990.” Cinemaware knew *exactly* what they wanted to put on CD-ROM, and were being very vocal about it in a fruitless attempt to get Commodore to do something in the field of optical storage as early as 1987. Many other publishers and developers were investing millions into CD-I.

Are you certain that these folks were at the *earliest* CD-ROM conferences, in 1986 and 1987? I’m certainly willing to revise, but I couldn’t find any evidence myself that they were. (Wasn’t Clive Smith at Commodore UK — a much more dynamic and competent organization than the American branch, as I’m sure you know — at that time?)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				December 20, 2016 at 1:12 am			

			
				
				I don’t think Don Gilbreath gave me a date for the conferences he attended but he was there when they distributed the earliest versions of the red book standard and later he received a copy of the yellow book the first year it came out. You couldn’t really do much with CD-ROM without the yellow book which I believe was published in 1988 and in 1989 it became an ISO standard. Carl Sassenrath also mentioned Don brought a crude prototype to an Amiga conference that was trying to read data using the audio standard for CD-ROM’s but it was really basic and no where near the level achieved with CDTV. (As far as I know, none of this has been publicly documented yet.)

Clive Smith was in the US but he actually worked out of the Seagram’s building in New York alongside Irving Gould rather than in West Chester with the rest of the engineers. He left sometime in late 1988 I believe.

I think the period you are writing about is close to 1989 (the year Commodore started development) is it not? Your article mentions 5 years after 1985 and “as the 1980’s become the 1990’s”.

Ok, you are right Commodore’s “being too soon” argument has to do with marketing from a technology and pricing/cost perspective. I doubt Commodore had the resources to overcome those lean years the way a Microsoft or Apple could. Those early CD-ROM drives were very costly. Bill Gates estimated a multimedia CD-ROM system at that time would cost something like $3000. Commodore didn’t have the same volume of A2000’s out there as MS-DOS machines so I doubt it would have made sense to design and manufacture a CD-ROM drive. And if anyone shelled out all that money, there just wasn’t much to do with a CD-ROM that early in the game.

(For the record, you could get a CD-ROM drive for the Amiga 2000. My A2000 has an old caddy style NEC CD-ROM in it, it just wasn’t manufactured by Commodore.)

In 1991 Commodore released a CD-ROM drive for the A500 called the A570 and it flopped in the UK market where Amiga was still popular. Probably releasing it a few years later when CD-ROM’s started catching on would have resulted in greater success. Sadly I don’t think a Commodore-built CD-ROM drive would have made a difference one way or another, other than losing them money.

Cinemaware might have known what to do with CD-ROM but a lot of others were still getting used to the idea. My comment is how they rarely used all the space. Early games coming out on CD often only filled 10% of space or less. Even in 1993 when Day of the Tentacle was released, they weren’t going to bother with a CD-ROM version because the user base was too small, even with Microsoft pushing it for all those years. When CD-ROM took off in 1993 they released a talkie version of Day of the Tentacle which hardly put a dent in that massive storage. Lucasfilm’s first real CD-ROM game arrived in late 1993 (and was sheit for game-play I might add).

You could even argue the CD-ROM hit when it did in 1993 *because* of Commodore, which might sound hollow before knowing the whole story, but when you realize they were the ones who showed the Japanese manufacturers how to produce cheaper drives it makes sense. Those drives showed up in the 1992-1993 time-frame and it was only then that the price came down enough for mass market acceptance. That was later for sure, but still very pioneering.

Looking back with the hindsight glasses on I think it was prudent to enter the market in 1989. Probably waiting another year to release the CDTV (cost reduced, faster access times and Mpeg) would have helped more, or at least they would have lost less money on the product.

I hope all this convinces you to rate them a little higher than “clueless” or “blissfully unaware”. Pioneers even if you consider they were the first to market with in the “dedicated laser media player”, especially if you consider CDTV to be a proto-DVD player.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 20, 2016 at 9:09 am			

			
				
				Sorry, but no, it really doesn’t. ;)

But it did make me think about how my statements might be misconstrued. I therefore did edit my second sentence to make it clearer from the beginning that I’m talking about the early days of CD-ROM. While I had thought my later statements about Commodore becoming “bandwagon jumpers,” etc., circa 1990 would have made that clear, perhaps I was seeing what was in my head rather than what was on the page. Sorry if that led to any misunderstandings.

While I suspect that neither of us want to belabor this too much further — opinions on topics like this can and should vary — I will just humbly suggest that you might want to review my more generalized article on the early days of CD-ROM, which you can find here: http://www.filfre.net/2016/09/a-slow-motion-revolution. It might help to correct some factual confusions in what you’ve written here. For instance, the Yellow Book standard was indeed not published until 1988, but it only codified what was already the de facto standard — indeed, it was quite difficult to imagine how one would make a data CD that *wasn’t* in the Yellow Book format. Yellow Book defined the physical format, not the logical. The first logical format for CD-ROM was the so-called “High Sierra” standard, drawn up in 1985 and finalized in 1986. This was extended, retaining backward compatibility, into the ISO9660 standard in 1988. The first CD-ROM products were published in 1986 — the very first was an optical edition of the Grolier’s Encyclopedia, published by a spinoff of Digital Research — so it was most definitely possible to do things with CD-ROM well before the Yellow Book format was formally defined.

And again, I would assert that the CD-ROM drives released in 1988 by Apple and Atari — the latter was *truly* a company on a shoestring at this time — prove that getting a CD-ROM drive out there should have been a very manageable thing. The technology was well-understood by this point, and Commodore, which still enjoyed the benefits of considerable vertical integration, may have been able to beat them both on cost by a big margin. 

And again, the enormous enthusiasm so much of the games industry showed for CD-I proves that developers *did* have lots of ideas about what they wanted to do with CD storage. They just lacked a platform to do it on. Even if they only used 10 percent or 5 percent of a CD’s capacity, so what? That was still dozens of floppy disks worth of space. Not really sure I get the argument here. (It reminds of the music industry of the 1990s, when every band felt they were obligated to fill up all 75 minutes of their CD, and we got a bunch of bloated, filler-laden albums instead of the lean-and-mean albums we used to get during the LP era.) If you want to argue that CD-ROM often didn’t lead to better games at all, to a large extent I’m right there with you, brother. I’m just discussing it here from the standpoint of the market.

Finally, while I suppose you could argue that CD-ROM happened because of Commodore, I suppose you could argue anything really. The Japanese were pretty clever at engineering and manufacturing consumer electronics. Not sure they really needed Commodore to show them how to do it in the case of CD-ROM. ;)

I don’t claim that a CD-ROM drive released in 1987 would have instantly sold a million Amigas, but I do assert that, with multimedia being the Amiga’s whole claim to fame and, one might even say, its only real reason to exist as a marketplace proposition at the end of the day, Commodore really, really needed to be a leader on this, not a follower. Even CDTV was very typical of late-period Commodore in that it was just copying someone else’s idea: “Phillips is a making a set-top CD-based appliance, so we’ll make one too!” That it beat the CD-I to market was down to Phillips’s endless prevaricating, not Commodore’s vision.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				flowmotion			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 4:22 am			

			
				
				Not that I disagree, but the first Apple CD-ROM was $1200 was probably mainly sold into education and libraries. Because of the price, I don’t think CD-ROM would have had much appeal to the Amiga 500 gamer crowd in 1987 or 88. But it may have bolstered Amiga’s position in multimedia production.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				December 27, 2016 at 4:26 am			

			
				
				Brian, really glad to hear you’re making progress on the Amiga book. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				mrob			

			
				December 20, 2016 at 2:00 am			

			
				
				The vertical-blank interval typically occurs 60 times per second, not 30. Even if the CRT is displaying 30 interlaced frames per second, that’s 60 fields per second, and the beam moves back to the top for each field.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 20, 2016 at 9:17 am			

			
				
				Right you are. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Rob			

			
				December 21, 2016 at 3:12 am			

			
				
				The product was called Interactive Vision (or View-Master Interactive Vision in full). View-Master Ideal Group was the name of the company in 1988. View-Master is also the name of a separate product that they manufactured, the stereoscopic toy. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/View-Master

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 21, 2016 at 7:28 am			

			
				
				Thanks! I *think* I had the full name there at some point, but it seems to have disappeared at some point during editing. If only the editor wasn’t the writer in this case, I’d have someone to blame.

That said, the magazine from which I took the diagram of the system refers to it repeatedly as just the View-Master, and that’s where I largely took my cue. Didn’t realize there was another product by the name.

				


			

			

	





			




	
		
	
		
			
				A Time of Endings, Part 2: Epyx

				December 22, 2016
			

On a beautiful May day in 1987, Epyx held a party behind their offices to celebrate the completion of California Games, the fifth and latest in their hugely popular Games line of sports titles. To whatever extent their skills allowed, employees and their families tried to imitate the athletes portrayed in the new game, riding skateboards, throwing Frisbees, or kicking around a Hacky Sack. Meanwhile a professional BMX freestyler and a professional skateboarder did tricks to show them how it was really done. The partiers dressed in the most outrageous beachwear they could muster — typically for this hyper-competitive company, their outfits were judged for prizes — while the sound of the Beach Boys and the smell of grilling hamburgers and hotdogs filled the air. Folks from the other offices around Epyx’s came out to look on a little wistfully, doubtless wishing their company was as fun as this one. A good time was had by all, a memory made of one of those special golden days which come along from time to time to be carried along with us for the rest of our lives.

Although no one realized it at the time, that day marked the high-water point of Epyx. By 1990, their story would for all practical purposes be over, the company having gone from a leading light of its industry to a bankrupt shell at the speed of business.

In the spring of 1987, Epyx was the American games industry’s great survivor, the oldest company still standing this side of Atari and the one which had gone through the most changes over its long — by the standards of a very young industry, that is — lifespan. Epyx had been founded by John Connelly and Jon Freeman, a couple of tabletop role-players and wargaming grognards interested in computerizing their hobbies, way back in 1978 under the considerably less exciting name of Automated Simulations. They hit paydirt the following year with Temple of Apshai, the most popular CRPG of the genre’s primordial period. Automated Simulations did well for a while on the back of that game and a bevy of spinoffs and sequels created using the same engine, but after the arrival of the more advanced Wizardry and Ultima their cruder games found it difficult to compete. In 1983, a major management shakeup came to the moribund company at the behest of a consortium of investors, who put in charge the hard-driving Michael Katz, a veteran of the cutthroat business of toys. Katz acquired a company called Starpath, populated by young and highly skilled assembly-language programmers, to complete the transformation of the stodgy Automated Simulations into the commercially aggressive Epyx. In 1984, with the release of the huge hits Summer Games and Impossible Mission, the company’s new identity as purveyors of slick action-based entertainments for the Commodore 64, the most popular gaming platform of the time, was cemented. One Gilbert Freeman (no relation to Jon Freeman) replaced Katz as Epyx’s president and CEO shortly thereafter, but the successful template his predecessor had established remained unchanged right through 1987.

By 1987, however, Freeman was beginning to view his company’s future with some trepidation despite the commercial success they were still enjoying. The new California Games, destined for yet more commercial success though it was, was ironically emblematic of the long-term problems with Epyx’s current business model. California Games pushed the five-year-old Commodore 64’s audiovisual hardware farther than had any previous Epyx game — which is to say, given Epyx’s reputation as the absolute masters of Commodore 64 graphics and sound, farther than virtually any other game ever released for the platform, period. This was of course wonderful in terms of this particular game’s commercial prospects, but it carried with it the implicit question of what Epyx could do next, for even their most technically creative programmers were increasingly of the opinion that they were reaching an end point where they had used every possible trick and simply couldn’t find any new ways to dazzle. For a company so dependent on audiovisual dazzle as Epyx, this was a potentially deadly endgame.

Very much in tandem with the question of how much longer it would be possible to continue pushing the audiovisual envelope on the Commodore 64 ran concerns about the longevity of the platform in general. Jack Tramiel’s little computer for the masses had sold more and longer than anyone could ever have predicted, but the ride couldn’t go on forever. While Epyx released their games for other platforms as well, they remained as closely identified with the Commodore 64 as, say, Cinemaware was with the Commodore Amiga, with the 64 accounting for well over half of their sales most quarters. When that market finally took the dive many had been predicting for it for years now, where would that leave Epyx?

[image: ]Dave Morse


It was for these big-picture reasons that Freeman brought a man with a reputation for big-picture vision onto Epyx’s board in January of 1987. All but unknown though he was to the general public, among those working in the field of home computers Dave Morse had the reputation of a veritable miracle worker. Just a few years before, he had found ways to let the brilliant engineering team at Amiga, Incorporated, create a computer as revolutionary in its way as the Apple Macintosh on a budget that would barely have paid Steve Jobs’s annual salary. And then, in a coup worthy of The Sting, he’d proceeded to fleece Atari of the prize and sail the ship of Amiga into the (comparatively) safe harbor of Commodore Business Machines. If, as Freeman was starting to suspect, it was going to become necessary to completely remake and remodel Epyx for a second time in the near future, Morse ought to be a darn good man to have on his team.

And indeed, Morse didn’t fail to impress at his first Epyx board meetings. In fact, he impressed so much that Freeman soon decided to cede much of his own power to him. He brought Morse on full-time as CEO to help run the company as an equal partner in May of 1987, the very month of the California Games cookout. But California Games on the Commodore 64 was the present, likely all too soon to be the past. For Freeman, Morse represented Epyx’s future.

Morse had a vision for that future that was as audacious as Freeman could possibly have wished. In the months before coming to Epyx, he had been talking a lot with RJ Mical and Dave Needle, two of his star engineers from Amiga, Incorporated, in the fields of software and hardware respectively. Specifically, they’d been discussing the prospects for a handheld videogame console. Handheld videogames of a sort had enjoyed a brief bloom of popularity in the very early 1980s, at the height of the first great videogame boom when anything that beeped or squawked was en vogue with the country’s youth. Those gadgets, however, had been single-purpose devices capable of playing only one game — and, because it was difficult to pack much oomph into such a small form factor, said game usually wasn’t all that compelling anyway. But chip design and fabrication had come a long way in the past five years or so. Mical and Needle believed that the time was ripe for a handheld device that would be a gaming platform in its own right, capable of playing many titles published on cartridges, just like the living-room-based consoles that had boomed and then busted so spectacularly in 1983. For that reason alone, Morse faced an uphill climb with the venture capitalists; this was still the pre-Nintendo era when the conventional wisdom held videogame consoles to be dead. Yet when he joined the Epyx board he found a very sympathetic ear for his scheme in none other than Epyx President Gilbert Freeman.

In fact, Freeman was so excited by the idea that he was willing to bet the company on it; thus Morse’s elevation to CEO. The plan was to continue to sell traditional computer games while Mical and Needle, both of whom Morse hired immediately after his own appointment, got down to the business of making what everybody hoped would be their second revolutionary machine of the decade. It would all happen in secret, while Morse dropped only the vaguest public hints that “it is important to be able to think in new directions.” This was by any measure a very new direction for Epyx. Unlike most game publishers, they weren’t totally inexperienced making hardware: a line of high-end joysticks, advertised as the perfect complement to their games, had done well for them. Still, it was a long way from making joysticks to making an entirely new game console in such a radically new form factor. They would have to lean very heavily on Morse’s two star engineers, who couldn’t help but notice a certain ironic convergence about their latest situation: Amiga, Incorporated, had also sold joysticks among other gaming peripherals in an effort to fund the development of the Amiga computer.

[image: ]R.J. Mical and Dave Needle in a very… disturbing picture. Really, perhaps it’s best if we don’t know any more about what’s going on here.


RJ Mical and Dave Needle were a pair of willfully eccentric peas in a pod; one journalist called them the Laurel and Hardy of Silicon Valley. While they had worked together at Amiga for quite some time by June of 1984, the two dated the real genesis of their bond to that relatively late date. When Amiga was showing their Lorraine prototype that month at the Summer Consumer Electronics Show in Chicago, they found themselves working together really closely for the first time, doing some jerry-rigging to get everything working for the demonstrations. They discovered that they understood each other in a way that “software guys” and “hardware guys” usually do not. “He was the first software guy I ever met,” remembered Needle in a joint 1989 interview, “who had more than an inkling of the real purpose of my work, which is building hardware platforms that you can launch software from.” “I could never get hardware guys to understand what I was doing,” interrupted Mical at this point in the same interview. “Dave couldn’t get software guys to understand what the guts could handle. We found ourselves a great match.” From that point forward, they were inseparable, as noted for their practical jokes and wacky antics as for their engineering brilliance. It was a true meeting of the minds, the funny bones, and, one might even say, the hearts. As illustrated by the exchange I’ve just quoted, they became the kind of friends who freely complete each other’s thoughts without pissing each other off.

The design they sketched for what they liked to call the “Potato” — for that was envisioned as its rough size and shape — bore much the same philosophical stamp as their work with Amiga. To keep the size and power consumption down, the Potato was to be built around the aged old 8-bit 6502, the chip at the heart of the Commodore 64, rather than a newer CPU like the Amiga’s 68000. But, as in the Amiga, the chip at the Potato’s core was surrounded with custom hardware designed to alleviate as much of the processing burden as possible, including a blitter for fast animation and a four-channel sound chip that came complete with digital-to-analog converters for playing back sampled sounds and voices. (In the old Amiga tradition, the two custom chips were given the names “Suzy” and “Mikey.”) The 3.5-inch LCD display, with a palette of 4096 colors (the same as the Amiga) and a resolution of 160 X 102, was the most technologically cutting-edge and thus for many months the most problematic feature of the design; Epyx would wind up buying the technology to make it from the Japanese watchmaker Citizen, who had created it as the basis for a handheld television but had yet to use it in one of their own products. Still, perhaps the Potato’s most innovative and impressive feature of all was the port that let you link it up with your mates’ machines for multiplayer gaming. (Another visionary proposed feature was an accelerometer that would have let you play games by tilting the entire unit rather than manipulating the controls, but it would ultimately prove just too costly to include. Ditto a port to let you connect the Potato to your television.)

While few would question the raw talent of Mical and Needle and the small team they assembled to help them make the Potato, this sort of high-wire engineering is always expensive. Freeman and Morse estimated that they would need about two years and $4 million to bring the Potato from a sketch to a finished product ready to market in consumer-electronics stores. Investing this much in the project, it seemed to Freeman and Morse, should be manageable based on Epyx’s current revenue stream, and should be a very wise investment at that. Licking their chops over the anticipated worldwide mobile-gaming domination to come, they publicly declared that Epyx, whose total sales had amounted to $27 million in 1987, would be a $100 million company by 1990.

At first, everything went according to plan. Upon its release in the early summer of 1987, California Games became the hit everyone had been so confidently anticipating. Indeed, it sold more than 300,000 copies in its first nine months and then just kept on selling, becoming Epyx’s biggest hit ever. But after that nothing else ever went quite right for Epyx’s core business. Few inside or outside of the company could have guessed that California Games, Epyx’s biggest hit, would also mark the end of the company’s golden age.

From the time of their name change and associated remaking up through California Games, Epyx had been almost uniquely in touch with the teenage boys who bought the vast majority of Commodore 64 games. “We don’t simply invent games that we like and hope for the best,” said Morse, parroting Epyx’s official company line shortly after his arrival there. “Instead, we pay attention to current trends that are of interest to teenagers. It’s similar to consumer research carried out by other companies, except we’re aiming for a very specific group.” After California Games, though — in fact, even as Morse was making this statement — Epyx lost the plot of what had made the Games line so successful. Like an aging rock star grown fat and complacent, they decided to join the Establishment.

When they had come up with the idea of making Summer Games to capitalize on the 1984 Summer Olympics, Epyx had been in no position to pay for an official Olympic license, even had Atari not already scooped that up. Instead they winged it, producing what amounted to an Olympics with the serial numbers filed away. Summer Games had all the trappings — opening and closing ceremonies; torches; national anthems; medals of gold, silver, and bronze — alongside the Olympic events themselves. What very few players likely noticed, though, was that it had all these things without ever actually using the word “Olympics” or the famous (and zealously guarded) five-ring Olympic logo.

Far from being a detriment, the lack of an official license had a freeing effect on Epyx. Whilst hewing to the basic templates of the sports in question, they produced more rough-and-ready versions of same — more the way the teenage boys who dominated among their customers would have liked the events to be than the somewhat more staid Olympic realities. Even that original Summer Games, which looked itself a little staid and graphically crude in contrast to what would follow, found room for flashes of wit and whimsy. Players soon learned to delight in an athlete — hopefully not the one they were controlling — landing on her head after a gymnastics vault, or falling backward and cracking up spectacularly instead of clearing the pole vault. Atari, who had the official Olympic license, produced more respectful — read, boring — implementations of the Olympics that didn’t sell particularly well, while Summer Games blew up huge.

Seeing how postively their players responded to this sort of thing, Epyx pushed ever further into the realm of the fanciful in their later Games iterations. World Games and California Games, the fourth and fifth title in the line respectively, abandoned the Olympics conceit entirely in favor of gathering up a bunch of weird and wild sports that the designers just thought would be fun to try on a computer. In a final act of Olympics sacrilege, California Games even dropped the national anthems in favor of having you play for the likes of Ocean Pacific or Kawasaki. As California Games so amply demonstrated, the Games series as a whole had never had as much to do with the Olympics or even sports in general as it did with contemporary teenage culture.

But now Epyx saw another Olympics year fast approaching (during this period, the Winter and Summer Olympics were still held during the same year rather than being staggered two years apart as they are today) and decided to come full circle and then some, to make a pair of Games games shrouded in the legitimacy that the original Summer Games had lacked. Epyx, in other words, would become the 1988 Olympics’s version of Atari. In October of 1987, they signed a final contract of over 40 pages with the United States Olympic Committee (if ever a gold medal were to be awarded in legalese and bureaucratic nitpicking, the Olympic Games themselves would have to be prime contenders). Not only would Epyx have to pay a 10 percent royalty to the Olympic Committee for every copy of The Games: Winter Edition and The Games: Summer Edition that they sold, but the same Committee would have veto rights over every aspect of the finished product. Giving such authority to such a famously non-whimsical body inevitably spelled the death of the series’s heretofore trademark sense of whimsy. While working on the luge event a developer came up with the idea of sending the luger hurling out of the trough and into outer space after a major crash. The old Epyx would have been all over it with gusto. But no, said the stubbornly humorless Committee in their usual literal-minded fashion, lugers don’t ever exit the trough when they crash, they only spill over inside it, and that’s how the computer game has to be as well.

When The Games: Winter Edition appeared right on schedule along with the Winter Olympics themselves in February of 1988, it did very well out of the gate, just like any other Games game. Yet in time the word spread through the adolescent grapevine that this latest Games just wasn’t as much fun as the older ones. In addition to the stifling effect of the Olympic Committee’s bureaucracy, its development had been rushed; because of the need to release the Winter Edition to coincide with the real Winter Olympics, it had had to go from nothing to boxed finished product in just five months. The Summer Edition, which appeared later in the year to coincide with the Summer Olympics, was in some ways a better outing, what with Epyx having had a bit more time to work on it. But something was still missing. California Games, a title Epyx’s core teenage demographic loved for all the reasons they didn’t love the two stodgy new officially licensed Games, easily outsold both of them despite being in its second year on the market. That was, of course, good in its way. But would the same buyers turn out to buy the next big Games title in the wake of the betrayal so many of them had come to see the two most recent efforts to represent? It wasn’t clear that they would.

The disappointing reception of these latest Games, then, was a big cause of concern for Epyx as 1988 wore on. Their other major cause for worry was more generalized, more typical of their industry as a whole. As we’ve seen in an earlier article, 1988 was the year that the Nintendo Entertainment System went from being a gathering storm on the horizon to a full-blown cyclone sweeping across the American gaming landscape. Epyx was hardly alone among publishers in feeling the Nintendo’s effect, but they were all too well positioned to get the absolute worst of it. While they had, generally with mixed results, made occasional forays into other genres, the bulk of their sales since the name change had always come from their action-oriented games for the Commodore 64 — the industry’s low-end platform, one whose demographics skewed even younger than the norm. The sorts of teenage and pre-teen boys who had once played on the Commodore 64 were exactly the ones who now flocked to the Nintendo in droves. The Christmas of 1988 marked the tipping point; it was at this point that the Nintendo essentially destroyed the Commodore 64 as a viable platform. “Games can be done better on the 64 than on a Nintendo,” insisted Morse, but fewer and fewer people were buying his argument. By this point, many American publishers and developers had begun to come to Nintendo, hat in hand, asking for permission to publish on the platform, but this Epyx refused to do, being determined to hold out for their own handheld console.

It’s not as if the Commodore 64’s collapse entirely sneaked up on Epyx. As I noted earlier, Gilbert Freeman had been aware it might be in the offing even before he had hired Dave Morse as CEO. Over the course of 1987 and 1988, Epyx had set up a bulwark of sorts on the higher-end platforms with a so-called “Masters Collection” of more high-toned and cerebral titles, similar to the ones that were continuing to sell quite well for some other publishers despite the Nintendo onslaught. (The line included a submarine simulator, an elaborate CRPG, etc.) They also started a line of personal-creativity software similar to Electronic Arts’s “Deluxe” line, and began importing ever more European action games to sell as budget titles to low-end customers. All told, their total revenues for 1988 actually increased robustly over that of the year before, from $27 million to $36 million. Yet such figures can be deceiving. Because this total was generated from many more products, with all the extra expenses that implied, the ultimate arbiter of net profits on computer software plunged instead of rising commensurately. Other ventures were truly misguided by any standard. Like a number of other publishers, Epyx launched forays into the interactive VCR-based systems that were briefly all the rage as substitutes for Phillips’s long-promised but still undelivered CD-I system. They might as well have just set fire to that money. The Epyx of earlier years had had a recognizable identity, which the Epyx of 1988 had somehow lost. There was no thematic glue binding their latest products together.
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Meanwhile Epyx was investing hugely in games for the Potato — investing just about as much money in Potato software, in fact, as they were pouring into the hardware. Accounts of just how much the Potato’s development ended up costing Epyx vary, ranging from $4 million to $8 million and up. I suspect that, when viewed in terms of both hardware and software development, the figure quite likely skews into the double digits.

Whatever the exact numbers, as the curtain came up on 1989 Dave Morse, RJ Mical, and Dave Needle found themselves in a position all too familiar from the old days with Amiga, Incorporated. They had another nascent revolution in silicon in the form of the Potato, which had reached the prototype stage and was to be publicly known as the Epyx Handy. Yet their company’s finances were hopelessly askew. If the Handy was to become an actual product, it looked like Morse would need to pull off another miracle.

So, he did what he had done for the Amiga Lorraine. In a tiny private auditorium behind Epyx’s public booth at the January 1989 Winter Consumer Electronics Show, the inventors of the Handy showed it off to a select group of representatives from other companies, all of whom were required to sign a strict non-disclosure agreement before seeing what was still officially a top-secret project, even though rumors of the Handy’s existence had been spreading like wildfire for months now. The objective was to find a partner to help manufacture and market the Handy — or, perhaps better, a buyer for the entire troubled company. Nintendo had a look, but passed; they had a handheld console of their own in the works which would emerge later in the year as the Nintendo Game Boy. Sega also passed. In fact, just about everyone passed, as they had on the Amiga Lorraine, until Morse was left with just one suitor. And, incredibly, it was the very same suitor as last time: Atari. Déjà vu all over again.

On the positive side, this Atari was a very different company from the 800-pound gorilla that had tried to seize the Lorraine and carve it up into its component parts five years before. On the negative, this Atari was run by Jack Tramiel, Mr. “Business is War” himself, the man who had tied up Commodore in court for years after Atari’s would-be acquisition of the Amiga Lorraine had become Commodore’s. From Tramiel’s perspective, getting a stake in a potential winner like the Handy made a lot of sense; his Atari really didn’t have that much going for it at all at that point beyond a fairly robust market for their ST line in Europe and an ongoing trickle of nostalgia-fueled sales of their vintage game consoles in North America. Atari had missed out almost entirely on the great second wave of videogame consoles, losing the market they had once owned to Nintendo and Sega. If mobile gaming was destined to be the next big thing, this was the perfect way to get into that space without having to invest money Atari didn’t have into research and development.

For his part, Morse certainly knew even as he pulled the trigger on the deal that he was getting into bed with the most devious man in consumer electronics, but he didn’t see that he had much choice. He could only shoot from the hip, as he had five years before, and hope it would all work out in the end. The deal he struck from a position of extreme weakness — nobody could smell blood in the water quite like Jack Tramiel — would see the Handy become an Atari product in the eyes of the marketplace. Atari would buy the Handy hardware design from Epyx, put their logo on it, and would take over responsibility for its manufacturing, distribution, and marketing. Epyx would remain the “software partner” only, responsible for delivering an initial suite of launch titles and a steady stream of desirable games thereafter. No one at Epyx was thrilled at the prospect of giving away their baby this way, but, again, the situation was what it was.

At this point in our history, it becomes my sad duty as your historian to acknowledge that I simply don’t know precisely what went down next between Atari and Epyx. The source I’ve been able to find that dates closest to the events in question is the “Roomers” column of the December 1989 issue of the magazine Amazing Computing. According to it, the deal was structured at Tramiel’s demand as a series of ongoing milestone payments from Atari to Epyx as the latter met their obligations to deliver to the former the finished Handy in production-ready form. Epyx, the column claims, was unable to deliver the cable used for linking two Handys together for play in the time frame specified in the contract, whereupon Atari cancelled a desperately needed $2 million payment as well as all the ones that were to follow. The Handy, Atari said, was now theirs thanks to Epyx’s breach of contract; Epyx would just have to wait for the royalties on the Handy games they were still under contract to deliver to get more money out of Atari. In no condition to engage Atari in a protracted legal battle, Epyx felt they had no choice but to concede and continue to play along with the company that had just stolen their proudest achievement from them.

Dave Needle, who admittedly had plenty of axes to grind with Atari, told a slight variation of this tale many years later, saying that the crisis hinged on Epyx’s software rather than hardware efforts. It seems that Epyx had sixty days to fix any bugs that were discovered after the initial delivery of each game to Atari. But, according to Needle, “Atari routinely waited until the end of the time period to comment on the Epyx fixes. There was then inadequate time for Epyx to make the fixes.” Within a few months of inking the deal, Atari used a petty violation like this to withhold payment from Epyx, who, of course, needed that money now. At last, Atari offered them a classic Jack Tramiel ultimatum: accept one more lump-sum payout — Needle didn’t reveal the amount — or die on the vine.

A music programmer who went by the name of “Lx Rudis” is perhaps the closest thing to an unbiased source we can hope to find; he worked for Epyx while the Handy was under development, then accepted a job with Atari, where he says he was “close” with Jack Tramiel’s sons Sam and Leonard, both of whom played important roles within their father’s company. “The terms [of the contract] were quite strict,” he says. “Epyx was unable to meet all points, and Atari was able to withhold a desperately needed milestone payment. In the chaos that ensued, everyone got laid off and I guess Atari’s lawyers and Epyx’s lawyers worked out a ‘compromise’ where Atari got the Handy.”

No smoking gun in the form of any actual paperwork has ever surfaced to my knowledge, leaving us with only anecdotal accounts like these from people who weren’t the ones signing the contracts and making the deals. What we do know is that Epyx by the end of 1989 was bankrupt, while Atari owned the Handy outright — or at least acted as if they did. Although it’s possible that Tramiel was guilty of nothing more than driving a hard bargain, his well-earned reputation as a dirty dealer does make it rather difficult to give him the benefit of too much doubt. Certainly lots of people at Epyx were left feeling very ill-served indeed. Dave Morse had tried to tweak the tiger’s tail a second time, and this time he had gotten mauled. As should have been part of the core curriculum at every business school by this point: don’t sign any deal, ever, with Jack Tramiel.

Dave Morse, RJ Mical and Dave Needle walked away from the whole affair disgusted and disillusioned, having seen their baby kidnapped by the man they had come to regard as Evil incarnated in an ill-fitting pinstriped suit. Their one bitter consolation was that the Handy development system they’d built could run only on an Amiga. Thus Atari would have to buy dozens of specimens of the arch-rival platform for internal use, and suffer the indignity of telling their development licensees that they too would need to buy Amigas to make their games. It wasn’t much, but, hey, at least it was something to hold onto.

The erstwhile Epyx Handy made its public debut at the Summer Consumer Electronics Show in June of 1989 as the Atari Portable Entertainment System. But when someone pointed out that that name would inevitably get abbreviated to “APES,” Atari moved on from it, finally settling on the name of “Lynx,” a sly reference to the ability to link the machines together via cable for multiplayer action. Thus christened, the handheld console shipped on September 1, 1989. Recent unpleasantness aside, Mical and Needle had good cause to be proud of their work. One far-seeing Atari executive said that the Lynx had the potential to become a revolutionary hit on the level of the Sony Walkman of 1979, the product which largely created the idea of personal portable electronics as we think of them today. Now it was up to Atari to realize that potential.
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That part of the equation, alas, didn’t go as well as Atari had hoped. Just one month before the Lynx, Nintendo of America had released the Game Boy, their own handheld console. Purely as a piece of kit, the black-and-white-only Game Boy wasn’t a patch on the Lynx. But then, Nintendo has always thrived by transcending technical specifications, and the Game Boy proved no exception to that rule. Like all of their products, it was laser-targeted to the needs and desires of the burgeoning Generation Nintendo, with a price tag of just $90, battery life long enough to get you through an entire school week of illicit playing under the desk, a size small enough to slip into a coat pocket, and a selection of well-honed launch games designed to maximize its strengths. Best of all, every Game Boy came bundled with a copy of Tetris, an insanely addictive little puzzle game that became a veritable worldwide obsession, the urtext of casual mobile gaming as we’ve come to know it today; many a child’s shiny new Game Boy ended up being monopolized by a Tetris-addled parent.

The Lynx, by contrast, was twice as expensive as the Game Boy, ate its AA batteries at a prodigious rate, was bigger and chunkier than the Game Boy, and offered just three less-than-stellar games to buy beyond the rather brilliant Epyx port of California Games that came included in the box. Weirdly, its overall fit and finish also lagged far behind the cheap but rugged little Game Boy. Atari struggled mightily to find suppliers who could deliver the Lynx’s components on time and on budget with acceptable quality control. According to RJ Mical — again, not the most unbiased of sources — this was largely a case of Jack Tramiel’s chickens coming home to roost. “The new ownership of the Lynx had really bad reputations with hardware manufacturers in Asia and with software developers all over the world,” says Mical. “Suddenly all those sweet deals we’d made for low-cost parts for the Lynx dried up on them. They’d be like, ‘We remember you from five years ago. Guess what — the price just doubled!'” Mical claims that a “magnificent library” of Lynx games, the result of many deals Epyx had made with outside developers, fell by the wayside as soon as the developers in question learned that they’d have to deal from now on with Jack Tramiel instead of Dave Morse.
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In the face of these disadvantages, the Lynx wasn’t the complete failure one could so easily imagine it becoming. It remained in production for more than five years, over the course of which it sold nearly 3 million units to buyers who wanted a little more from their mobile games than what the Game Boy could offer. By most measures, the Atari Lynx was a fairly successful product. It suffers only by comparison with the Game Boy, which spent an astonishing total of almost fifteen years in production and sold an even more astonishing 118.69 million units, becoming in the process Nintendo’s biggest single success story of all; in the end, Nintendo sold nearly twice as many Game Boys as they did of the original Nintendo Entertainment System that had done such a number on Epyx’s software business. So, a handheld game console did become worthy of mention in the same breath as the Sony Walkman, but it wasn’t the Atari Lynx; it was the Nintendo Game Boy.

Needless to say, Dave Morse’s old plan to make Epyx a $100 million company by 1990 didn’t come to fruition. In addition to all their travails with Atari, the Commodore 64 market, the old heart of their strength, had imploded like a pricked balloon. After peaking at 145 employees in 1988, when work on the Handy as well as games for it was buzzing, frantic layoffs brought Epyx’s total down to less than 20 by the end of 1989, at which point the firm, vowing to soldier on in spite of it all, went through a Chapter 11 bankruptcy. Just to add insult to the mortal injury Jack Tramiel had done them, they came out of the bankruptcy still under contract to deliver games for the Lynx. Indeed, doing so offered their only realistic hope of survival, slim though it was, and so they told the world they were through developing for computers and turned what meager resources they had left entirely to the Lynx. They wouldn’t even be a publisher in their own right anymore, relying instead on Atari to sell and distribute their games for them. Tramiel had, as the kids say today, thoroughly pwned them.

This zombie version of Epyx shambled on for a disconcertingly long time, plotting always for ways to become relevant to someone again without ever quite managing it. It finally lay down for the last time in 1993, when the remnants of the company were bought up by Bridgestone Media Group, a Christian advocacy organization with ties to one of Epyx’s few remaining employees. By this time, the real “end of the Epyx era,” as Computer Gaming World editor Johnny Wilson put it, had come long ago. In 1993, the name “Epyx” felt as much like an anachronism as the Commodore 64.

What, then, shall we say in closing about Epyx? If Cinemaware, the subject of my last article, was the prototypical Amiga developer, Epyx has a solid claim to the same title in the case of the Commodore 64. As with Cinemaware, manifold and multifarious mistakes were made at Epyx that led directly to the company’s death, mistakes so obvious in hindsight that there seems little point in belaboring them any further here. (Don’t try to design, manufacture, and launch an entirely new gaming platform if you don’t have deep pockets and a rock-solid revenue stream, kids!) They bit off far more than they could chew with the Handy. Combined with their failure to create a coherent identity for themselves in the post-Commodore 64 computer-games industry, it spelled their undoing.

And yet, earnest autopsying aside, when all is said and done it does feel somehow appropriate that Epyx should have for all intents and purposes died along with their favored platform. For a generation of teenage boys, the Epyx years were those between 1984 and 1988, corresponding with the four or five dominant years which the Commodore 64 enjoyed as the most popular gaming platform in North America. It seems safe to say that as long as any of that generation remain on the planet, the name of Epyx will always bring back memories of halcyon summer days of yore spent gathered with mates around the television, joysticks in hand. Summer Games indeed.

(Sources: Questbusters of November 1989; ACE of May 1990; Retro Gamer 18 and 129; Commodore Magazine of July 1988 and August 1989; Small Business Report of February 1988; San Francisco Business Times of July 25 1988; Amazing Computing of June 1988, November 1988, March 1989, April 1989, June 1989, August 1989, November 1989, December 1989, January 1990, and February 1990; Info of November/December 1989; Games Machine of March 1989 and January 1990; Compute!’s Gazette of April 1988; Compute! of November 1987 and September 1988; Computer Gaming World of November 1989, December 1989, and November 1991; Electronic Gaming Monthly of September 1989. Online sources include articles on US Gamer, Now Gamer, Wired, and The Atari Times. My huge thanks to Alex Smith, who shared his take on Epyx’s collapse with me along with some of the sources listed above.)
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				Andrew Plotkin			

			
				December 22, 2016 at 6:08 pm			

			
				
				Ooh, I get in with the nitpick:

“…three-ring Olympic logo” — five, surely? It’s been five rings since forever, or at least since 1912.
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				December 22, 2016 at 6:43 pm			

			
				
				Damnit, sniped! By… Andrew Plotkin? OK, I feel cool now. (Love your games!)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 22, 2016 at 7:24 pm			

			
				
				It wasn’t famous enough, obviously. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Carl			

			
				December 22, 2016 at 6:59 pm			

			
				
				I’m not sure that Atari had “ceded” the home video game market to Nintendo and Sega by Jan. 1989. There were still pushing the 7800 pretty hard (I got one in 1989 for Christmas) and were sponsors of several youth television shows (the 7800 was a common “parting gift” on Double Dare, for instance). 

That said, the 7800 hit a brick wall in late 1989 when the Genesis came out. But I think Atari “died trying” to find a market for the 7800 rather than ceding anything.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 22, 2016 at 7:26 pm			

			
				
				Fair enough. Edit made. Thanks!
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				Yeechang Lee			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 1:11 am			

			
				
				First, the requisite typo check: “Pwned”, not “powned”.

Second (and I realize we’re past the timeframe by now), I wish you would examine what exactly happened with the Atari 5200. You’ve discussed its “inexplicable” incompatibility with the 8-bit computers, but do you know of reasons for why that happened besides the intracompany fighting the John J. Anderson article Wikipedia cites mentions (also see the Talk page)? I can’t come up with any technical reasons for why Atari could not have released the XEGS in 1982 instead of 1987.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 6:34 am			

			
				
				Old man tries to talk leetspeak, and see what happens. Thanks!

I’m probably not the best person to write on the Atari 5200. I’m pretty weak on consoles in general. There’s maybe something on it in the book Business is Fun (if you can find it in there).

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				MalcolmM			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 10:34 pm			

			
				
				I owned several 8-bit Atari computers. Any incompatibility between the 8-bit computers and the 5200 was quite minor, I had many cracked 5200 games that had been copied to disk. They all ran perfectly on the Atari 400/800.

Atari “upgraded” the 400/800 with the XL computers. The XL computers weren’t very compatible with the 400/800, many older titles required you to first load a translator disk before running the game. From what I recall reading at the time, most of the incompatibilities were for trivial changes, it seemed that Atari didn’t care about compatibility with previous generations. Perhaps they also didn’t care whether the 5200 was compatible with the 400/800.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				flowmotion			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 4:39 am			

			
				
				Coulda, shoulda. 

Probably wished they woulda when ColecoVision started heavily marketing its (then) vaporware Computer Expansion Module. 

One of Intellivision’s talking points was their (awful) 16-direction controller versus Atari’s 8 direction joystick. As the story goes, Atari marketing insisted on using the (extremely awful) 5200 analog joysticks to beat Intellivision, over the objections of the engineering staff. So 5200 games had different joystick code and were not really 100% compatible, although that probably could have been worked around. Also, many 8-bit games (including Star Raiders) relied on the keyboard.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Steve			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 1:27 am			

			
				
				Tramiel had, as the kids say today, thoroughly powned* them.

Maybe  owned?

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 7:25 am			

			
				
				The partiers dressed in the most outrageous beachware they could muster

Beachwear. California Games was the beachware. ;)

Epyx would just have to wait for the royalities on the Handy games

Royalties.
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				December 23, 2016 at 7:26 am			

			
				
				D’oh, apparently I failed to close an italics tag.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 7:55 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				December 23, 2016 at 10:04 pm			

			
				
				Jimmy, many earnest thanks for another very enjoyable article !  A classic !

While being concise, it also manages to be thorough. The best account of the later years at Epyx that i’ve read so far.

And kudos to that “trademark Jimmy” paragraph about Tramiel’s Atari buying Amigas to develop games for Mical’s console. It really spices up the story. Brilliant !

Magazines such as Retro Gamer or gaming-themed sites should work with you; their reviews are o.k. but their “features” on classic systems, company histories and genre retrospectives are very lacking compared to your stuff.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				flowmotion			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 3:10 am			

			
				
				One thing about the Lynx is that Atari had almost no retail presence at the time. I worked with one of the last of the Atari fanboys, and he would show off his Lynx (but didn’t really let anyone play it because it ate batteries.)  One day he took us to the Atari store, which was this hole-in-the-wall place across town which sold Atari computers and various other geeky items like t-shirts and ninja swords. I don’t think these were ever sold through a major US retail chain.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 10:24 am			

			
				
				I believe that most of the eventual sales came from Europe and especially Britain, where Atari was in a much stronger position in general. (The Atari ST line was all but dead in North America by 1989, but was still very much a going concern in Europe.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				December 26, 2016 at 11:05 am			

			
				
				I don’t think these were ever sold through a major US retail chain.

Not true–my ill-fated Lynx and its meager supply of games all came from Electronics Boutique.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				December 26, 2016 at 8:31 pm			

			
				
				I never owned one, but I remember it for sale there too.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Dan Mastriani			

			
				December 31, 2016 at 4:56 am			

			
				
				I never owned one myself, but the local K-B Toys had a demo kiosk, so they certainly carried it as well.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Oscar Fowler			

			
				December 29, 2016 at 11:24 pm			

			
				
				As I recall, the first Lynxes (Lynxen?) were only available through The Sharper Image expensive-electronic-doo-dads catalog. That’s how I got my 1st generation unit back around Christmas 1989 or early in 1990.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Rob			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 12:28 pm			

			
				
				Fascinating to read that one of my favourite C64 developers had a major hand to play in one of my favourite handheld consoles. I had no idea – thanks Jimmy! No mention of the fact that the Lynx could be flipped so that left-handed players could decide which hand was on the d-pad & which hand was on the buttons? Not sure if this was an Epyx innovation or Atari. Would love to know.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 1:05 pm			

			
				
				That was Epyx. It’s been specifically mentioned by Epyx and Needle as something they came up with.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 3:10 pm			

			
				
				I see there is a Lynx emulator out there (Handy). So are there any games on it worth playing on it?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				William Hern			

			
				December 24, 2016 at 8:33 pm			

			
				
				I enjoyed playing quite a few Lynx games back when I owned one in the early 90s. Three spring immediately to mind: Xenophobe (hunt down the aliens who have invaded a space base – the game is particularly awesome when multiple Lynxes are networked together), Crystal Mines II (an excellent puzzle game) and S.T.U.N Runner (an arcade racer game which made superb use of the Lynx’s powerful sprite-scaling capabilities).

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				December 26, 2016 at 11:07 am			

			
				
				Yes!  Crystal Mines II!  The sequel to an unlicensed NES game (bizarrely enough), and definitely the best thing to ever grace the Lynx.  I also remember enjoying a platformer called Scrapyard Dog, but I don’t know if it would hold up.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				December 25, 2016 at 2:30 am			

			
				
				I had always thought that the evocative names of the Jaguar (they were pushing the console on raw power, for which purpose the legendary hunter is a perfect image) and Lynx (the handheld was compact but still powerful, just like the more diminutive cat) were just about the only thing Atari did right with marketing them. For this to be an accident is somewhat disappointing.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the Lynx vs Game Boy vs Game Gear saga is the lesson that less is more. Both the Atari Lynx and the somewhat later Sega Game Gear were far more capable than the Game Boy, with the Lynx being (as mentioned in the article) advanced in several ways, and the Game Gear being essentially an entire Sega Master System shoehorned into a handheld unit (a feat Sega would later duplicate with the Nomad – a portable Genesis). 

Yet the Game Boy reigned supreme not in spite of its limitations but BECAUSE of them – that ugly little screen with four shades of green didn’t wow, but it required so much less processing power to put games on it (and drew so little power itself) that the Game Boy was much more compact and had much greater battery life – in other words, it alone had the ability to put teeth in the “portable” nature of the beast, and that was what the public wanted. The fact that Nintendo managed to put out an endless succession of “killer apps” -the probably-illegal version of Tetris, excellent ports of arcade classics, Mario and Zelda games that rivaled the offerings of their home-console mainlines, followed by the unprecedented Pokemon juggernaut- was nothing more than nails in the coffin lid.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				December 25, 2016 at 3:43 pm			

			
				
				Tetris on Game Boy was not in any way illegal.  Nintendo properly secured the handheld rights from the Soviets before releasing it.  The Atari Games and Sega arcade units were released before arcade rights were formally secured, so they were temporarily technically illegal, and the Tengen NES version was completely illegal, though not deliberately so on Tengen’s part.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				December 25, 2016 at 9:38 pm			

			
				
				The question of who actually owned the Tetris rights has been in dispute since it came out. The Tengen version was licensed directly from the creator, while the Nintendo version was obtained from the Soviet government. The Soviet Union’s rather odd concepts of intellectual property meant that both were arguably correct under international law, and the situation was resolved in 1996 when The Tetris Company absorbed all ownership claims from ELORG, the successor-company of the Soviet agency that handled the original licensing for the Soviet government.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				December 26, 2016 at 4:42 am			

			
				
				The Tengen version was not licensed directly from the creator, who himself was under no illusion that he owned the rights to Tetris.  Stein believed he had acquired more rights than he actually had due to misconstruing a willingness to negotiate with acceptance of his proposal.  Pajitnov was ordered to negotiate on behalf of the Academy of Sciences, an apparatus of the Soviet state, and was not negotiating on his own behalf.  Later, Elorg took over the negotiations.  This is well documented by both Pajitnov and Belikov on the Russian side.  The Soviets owned the IP, period.  After the collapse of the USSR, Elorg was privatized and retained control of the rights.  This is the period when the rights situation became confusing, due to the chaos after the collapse.  This was resolved when the Tetris Company was formed and took possession of all worldwide rights.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Harlan Gerdes			

			
				December 25, 2016 at 7:31 am			

			
				
				A lot of people don’t know that you have to have the game inserted into the Lynx before it will turn on. And if the edge connector is dirty in any way, it will fail to turn on the machine. That being said, I have seen quite a few on ebay listed for parts or not working because of that little caveat alone. I have picked up two of them in the last year in this state. It is a great hand held console to collect for because most of the games are still cheap. I always wondered why and how Atari ended up with the Lynx and now I know……….. the rest of the story ( Paul Harvey reference) Good Day!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lane			

			
				December 26, 2016 at 9:16 pm			

			
				
				Nice writeup… Epyx == quality back in the C64’s heyday, and I bought many of their games sight unseen based solely on the strength of their reputation.

I fell away from gaming somewhat once I entered high school in ’88; when I started college and bought a PC, one of my first gaming purchases was The Games: Summer Edition. Needless to say, it wasn’t the worthy successor to the original Games series that I hoped for. 

I didn’t learn until many years later that they were also responsible for the Lynx. I never owned one myself, but had I known two of my favorite gaming entities were linked in that manner (no pun intended), I probably would have paid far more attention to the handheld market.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				December 27, 2016 at 6:26 am			

			
				
				It’s interesting that Epyx never made the leap to the Amiga very well. Even games made concurrently on both platforms look like they were upscaled from the C64, compared to Cinemaware who drew graphics on Amiga and then downscaled to C64.

Their assembly programmers must have been so obsessed with the C64 arch that they didn’t spend the time learning the Amiga before it was too late.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Yeechang Lee			

			
				December 30, 2016 at 8:14 pm			

			
				
				I think it’s clear in retrospect that, as Jimmy said, Epyx was the single most-sophisticated C64 developer. I don’t know if Access and Cinemaware developed their fastloader cartridges in-house, but Epyx certainly did. Scott Nelson is among those interviewed for the 1985 IEEE Spectrum article Jimmy has referenced; he knew the C64 hardware well enough to cite bugs.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				David J			

			
				December 29, 2016 at 2:04 pm			

			
				
				Totally unrelated to this article, but would you consider doing an article on a brief history of some of the big game retailers of the day like Babbage’s, Software ETC., Egghead, etc.?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				December 29, 2016 at 4:09 pm			

			
				
				It’s an interesting idea. The question would be whether I could dig up enough information to make it worthwhile. Will give it some thought.

				


			

			

	





		
		
			Pingback: 2016: The Losses – The History of How We Play

	

		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				January 21, 2017 at 6:56 pm			

			
				
				While it falls outside of the overall narrative arc, an interesting closing note might be to remark on the unlikely success of the Lynx game “Chip’s Challenge”, which ended up possibly Epyx’s most-played game well after its boom and bust courtesy of its translation to Windows and inclusion in the Windows Entertainment Pack.
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On August 31, 1966, a 44-year-old electrical engineer named Ralph Baer had an epiphany whilst waiting for a colleague outside a New York City bus terminal. For reasons he would never be able to explain, his thoughts turned to the potential of an interactive version of television. The next day, he sat down in his office at Sanders Associates, the defense contractor where he worked as a senior engineer, and wrote down his ideas in the form of a four-page proposal. Over the course of the next four years, amidst many other distracting priorities and much internal politicking, Baer gradually turned his proposal into the concrete reality of a “TV Game” system. Sanders, a company with no experience in marketing consumer electronics, licensed the system to Magnavox, an Indiana-based television manufacturer, in 1971. Magnavox’s engineers then turned the TV Game into the Magnavox Odyssey, which was released in September of 1972 at a price of $100. Thus was the first home videogame console in history born.

That said, the Odyssey lacked many of the things people would soon come to expect from such a beast. Technically, it wasn’t a computing device at all, as it lacked a programmable brain in the form of a CPU. Instead the Odyssey was a solid-state electrical device that was “programmed” by rewiring its innards. Game cartridges were little patch boards that connected its resistors and potentiometers together in different ways, leading to different behaviors. As you might imagine, the number of such viable configurations was decidedly limited. The Odyssey shipped with twelve games that encompassed most of what the system was realistically capable of, ranging from Simon Says to roulette to table tennis. Most of the games relied on external components like screen overlays, scoring pads, and even decks of cards to accompany their primitive onscreen graphical presentations. While Magnavox released a handful of other games for separate purchase, the Odyssey had neither the flexibility nor the sales numbers to create a real “software” market, whether consisting of games published by Magnavox or by others. Best estimates today are that Magnavox sold perhaps a few hundred thousand Odysseys over about a three-year period.

In 1974, Magnavox was acquired by the Dutch electronics giant Philips. Coincidentally or not, the Odyssey was discontinued soon after, having never been viewed as much more than a low-priority curiosity by either Magnavox’s management or the retailers who sold it. It’s since gone down into history in largely the same way — as an historical curiosity, a would-be Atari VCS that was just a little too far ahead of its time.

Or it would have, anyway, if not for a patent for which Baer applied on March 22, 1971. Granted on April 17, 1973, United States Patent 3,728,480 — one of several granted in connection with the Odyssey — would be a thorn in the side of the young videogame industry for more than twenty years. “Do [insert everyday activity here] on a computer” patents, endless debates over slide-to-unlock and rounded corners, billion-dollar judgments… all of the litigious insanity that greets us on the technology-news sites today began with what soon became known in videogame circles as simply the Baer patent — two little words which could terrify videogame executives like few others.

Before we proceed, we should take a moment to review the ostensible definition of a patent. The United States patent statutes in effect at the time of the Odyssey patents explain that they are meant to protect a person who “invents or discovers any new and useful process, machine, manufacture, or composition of matter, or any new [emphasis mine] and useful improvement thereof.” Patents accomplish this by securing for the inventor an exclusive license to the patented technology for a period of twenty years from the patent’s application date or seventeen years from its issuance date, whichever is longer. The adjective “new” in the statute is critical; a patented process must be a genuinely new process. The existence of “prior art” — whether known or unknown to the holder of the patent when the patent was applied for, and whether said prior art was itself ever patented or not — immediately invalidates a patent as soon as it’s proved to have existed. Just as critically, a patent does not protect ideas, only implementations. One can, in other words, patent a specific type of engine installed in a car, but one cannot patent the abstract idea of a horseless carriage itself.1 Both of these qualifications were well-established well before the advent of the computer age, yet for some reason courts have often struggled markedly to apply them correctly and consistently in the realm of digital technology. In the case of the famous — some would say infamous — Baer patent, there is good reason to question the courts’ decisions on both counts.

In 1974, shortly before Philips acquired them, Magnavox instituted an intermittent hobby of suing videogame makers over the Baer patent. They alleged that Atari had infringed on the patent with their Pong videogame. Although the Atari machine still didn’t have a CPU and only played the one game, internally at least it was a much more advanced piece of technology than the Odyssey, built using integrated circuits — i.e., chips — rather than the discrete components of Baer’s gadget. For this reason, there could be little question of Pong infringing on the specific implementation of a videogame console described in the Baer patent, a point Atari initially argued with gusto. In reply, Magnavox made the audacious argument that the implementation didn’t really matter in this case. In apparent defiance of the patent statutes themselves, they claimed the Baer patent really did apply to the idea of a videogame, evoking in their defense the fuzzy legal concept of a “pioneer patent”: a process or device so genuinely new and groundbreaking that it should be afforded an unusual amount of leeway by the court when it comes to determining what is abstract idea and what is concrete implementation. The pioneer patent is that most dangerous thing in law, an amorphous abstraction rather than an absolute stipulation. No patent is stamped with a “P” for “pioneer” when it’s granted, and the law has no clear mechanism for dividing patents into “pioneering” and “non-pioneering” categories thereafter. Officially, pioneering patents barely exist at all. Instead, the court system prefers to speak of, as legal scholar Alan L. Durham puts it, “a spectrum that embraces various degrees of inventiveness,” with the pioneer patent enjoying “a potentially broader scope of equivalence because it is not hemmed in by large numbers of similar inventions in the prior art.” In such vagueness lies potential madness.

After acquiring Magnavox, Philips continued to pursue patent-infringement cases against Atari and others. Supported enthusiastically by Ralph Baer, who now stood to gain millions from his old TV Game, Philips rode the nebulous concept of the pioneer patent hard. Baer’s own take on what his patent should cover was stunningly broad. “Our patents,” he would always insist, “dealt with the interaction between machine-controlled and manually-controlled symbols onscreen. If there was a change in the path, direction, or velocity of the machine-controlled symbol immediately after ‘contacting’ — i.e., coming into coincidence with — one of the manually-controlled symbols onscreen, then the game exhibiting these functions infringed our patents.” Not only would such a description have to encompass just about every graphical computer or videogame ever made, one could even imagine it being applied to the non-game GUI-based computer operating systems that began to appear in the 1980s, which relied on manipulating symbols on the screen through “contacting” them with the mouse cursor.

There was, however, a huge danger for Philips in claiming that essentially every videogame should be covered by the Baer patent. The painful fact was that the Magnavox Odyssey, while it was indisputably the first home videogame console, was far from the first videogame, full stop. The two most obvious and incontrovertible examples of prior art were Tennis for Two, a game built by American physicist William Higinbotham for play on an oscilloscope in 1958, and Spacewar!, a game programmed by a trio of MIT hackers for play on a DEC PDP-1 minicomputer equipped with a vector-graphics terminal in 1962. In other words, if Baer’s patent truly applied to every videogame ever then it should never have been granted at all. To head off this line of attack, Philips engaged in a careful exercise in triangulation. Having begun their argument by implying that the Baer patent should cover every videogame, regardless of the details of its technical implementation, they concluded it by stipulating that it should only apply to videogames that were played on ordinary television or monitor screens. Did they want to have their cake and eat it too? Perhaps, but they would be remarkably successful in court.

Atari elected to settle out of court before the case was decided, agreeing to pay Philips to license the patent. It’s very possible that Nolan Bushnell, Atari’s founder and president, may have seen the deal as counter-intuitively beneficial to his own company. Atari was established and doing very well, and could afford to pay off Philips. The many would-be competitors who were now attempting to get into the same videogame space, however, had shallower pockets and far less clout to negotiate a favorable deal of their own with Philips. And, indeed, a whole clutch of small companies which Philips elected to sue during this period were driven out of the business, unable to muster the resources to even begin to mount a defense against a company the size of Philips. Here we can already see in action one of the most nefarious effects of patent law as it too often gets applied in the modern economy: the way patents get used not, as originally intended, by the little guys to protect themselves against the rapaciousness of more powerful forces, but by said more powerful forces to keep said little guys out. From the date of Atari’s settlement forward, the only companies introducing new home-videogame consoles in the United States would be big, established one who could, like Atari, afford to reach an accommodation with Philips: companies like Coleco, Milton Bradley, and Mattel. (The last did try to fight the Baer patent in court on behalf of their Intellivision console, but legal precedent was now against them; they lost and agreed to pay up like the others.)

In September of 1982, Philips, now receiving payments from all of the makers of videogame consoles, decided to broaden the field further by suing for the first time a maker of videogame software. They chose for their first target Activision, the most famous and successful of all the third-party makers of Atari VCS cartridges. Activision conducted the most spirited and determined defense yet. Motions and counter-motions flew back and forth for years, while the industry surrounding the two warring parties changed greatly. The Great Videogame Crash of 1983 meant the end of most of Philips’s steady income from the patent licensees, leaving them more motivated than ever to wrangle as large a sum as possible out of Activision for their alleged transgressions of the boom years. At last, on March 17, 1986, the verdict came down in Phillip’s favor; case-law precedent, which was well-established by now for the Baer patent, is a difficult thing to fight. Still, in a bid to buy some more time if nothing else, Activision filed their motion to appeal the very next day.

As the case continued to grind through the courts, much change came to Activision. In January of 1987, the company’s founder Jim Levy, after struggling for years to remake his erstwhile purveyor of Atari VCS action games into a purveyor of artsy and innovative computer games, was dismissed by a board that was frustrated by years of ugly losses. Stepping into his shoes was Bruce Davis, who promised the board a return to profitability by retrenching and refocusing on proven genres in proven markets.

We’ve already had considerable opportunity to observe Davis as head of Activision, especially in the context of his troubled relationship with Infocom, the text-adventure specialist whose acquisition had been one of his predecessor’s last major moves. In the beginning, Davis delivered on his promise to Activision’s board to start the company making money again. Activision announced their first profitable quarter in four years just six months after he took over, and continued to be modestly but consistently profitable for the two years that followed. Yet he accomplished the turnaround in ways that seemed almost willfully crafted to be as uninspiring as possible. Davis took to talking about Portal, the innovative “electronic novel” that this humble writer still considers one of the most interesting things any incarnation of Activision ever released, as his number-one exemplar of the sort of product Activision wouldn’t be green-lighting in the future. My fellow historian Alex Smith characterizes Davis’s strategy as the pursuit of “a steady stream of low-level successes rather than high-quality, high-risk, high-reward software.” In terms of games, this meant a series of middling titles, as often as not licensed from whatever media properties were reasonably trendy but not too expensive, that were often competent but seldom exciting — like, one might say, Bruce Davis himself. Like too many gaming executives before and after him, he thought of games as commodities, not creative works. To be fair, he did push his company into HyperCard applications and CD-ROM early enough to count as a pioneer, but in other areas his views were consistently regressive rather than progressive. His views on games for women read as particularly unfortunate today; he said women would never be a viable market due to vaguely defined “profound” differences he claimed to exist between the sexes. In much of this, Davis, lacking any personal engagement with his company’s products, was a slave to the conventional wisdom of the stock analysts and financiers.

While few found him as personally unpleasant as his growing reputation as the most soulless of chief executives might suggest, the aspect of Davis’s character that most consistently frustrated those who worked with and for him was his tendency to make sweeping unilateral decisions without consulting them. Combined with what often seemed a somewhat shaky grasp of basic human nature, it could make for a toxic brew. For instance, there was his unilateral decision to demand hundreds of thousands in reparations from some of the most important figures still working at Infocom for allegedly misrepresenting the value of their company before its sale to Activision. Davis seemed nonplussed when it was pointed out to him that this might affect morale and thus the performance of the already troubled subsidiary.

By far the most widely mocked of Davis’s unilateral decisions was that of changing the name of Activision in May of 1988 to Mediagenic. He claimed the new name would free the company of the baggage of its storied early years, would emphasize that this latest incarnation was far removed from the one that had so successfully sold videogame cartridges to Atari VCS owners in the early 1980s. After all, the newly christened Mediagenic now sold a much wider range of entertainment software for computers as well as consoles, and was moving beyond games as well into creativity and productivity software. Of course, what Davis labeled diversification, others might label a lack of any coherent focus. Seen in this light, the name change was emblematic of a company that did indeed seem to have lost its very identity, that was trying to do a little bit of everything without doing any of it particularly well. With few to no products worth getting really excited over, Mediagenic’s catalog was a dismayingly anonymous collective. “We have a lot of legs to stand on,” said Davis. Perhaps a few too many. The name change succeeded only in making him and his company the butt of constant jokes for the rest of his tenure. William Volk, who worked at Activision/Mediagenic at the time, told me that the consensus there among everyone not named Bruce Davis was that the name change was “the stupidest decision in the world”: “We hated the name, we called it Mediumgenitals.”

But perhaps an even more damaging manifestation of Davis’s unilateral tendencies was his handling of the Philips lawsuit, which continued to hover over Mediagenic throughout his tenure like a Sword of Damocles. Stan Roach, one of those who reported directly to Davis, believes that Davis felt his background as an intellectual-property attorney qualified him to take exclusive responsibility for the management of the case. In May of 1988, just days after the name change was announced, Mediagenic’s appeal of the Baer patent case was rejected by the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals, and the case moved on to the damages phase. Davis continued to play his cards so close to the vest thereafter that when the damages verdict arrived in March of 1990, everyone was shocked to discover it was more than large enough to constitute an existential threat. An atomic bomb no one had seen coming had just been dropped on them out of a clear blue sky.

The timing could hardly been much worse; at that point, Mediagenic’s bottom line was already looking pretty ugly. Although they were still roughly breaking even in terms of day-to-day sales, Mediagenic over the course of 1989 had written off a pile of Davis’s more unprofitable ventures, such as the TenPointO productivity line whose name made “Mediagenic” sound like a stroke of marketing genius. And, most damagingly, they had finally closed the Infocom subsidiary Davis had never really wanted in the first place, a move which alone carried with it a hit to the bottom line of some $5 million. It all came as part of yet another of Bruce Davis’s unilateral moves. With all of Mediagenic’s products in the field of non-gaming software and, indeed, in the field of computer software in general under-performing, he had decided to return his company to its roots as a maker primarily of cartridge games. “PCs will never have the penetration into homes that videogames do,” he said, citing the cheaper price and greater ease of use of the consoles. While he wasn’t wrong to take note of those factors, which were indeed doing much to make the Nintendo Entertainment System one of the most successful consumer-electronics products in the history of the American consumer economy, Mediagenic’s tepid stable of games had little chance of seriously competing on the Nintendo against the likes of Zelda and Mario. Nevertheless, in October of 1989 Davis said that he intended to pull entirely out of all products other than games. That this move came less than eighteen months after the name change to Mediagenic that had been made to facilitate the exact opposite strategy — to establish a new identity as a maker of a wide range of software — must be one of the more damning indictments of his overall leadership.

In executing the pivot, Mediagenic would take the initial financial hit that must result from it in a single fiscal year, then hopefully be set to grow again thereafter. For fiscal 1990, which ended on March 31, 1990, Mediagenic was therefore set to register a loss of some $13 million, about three times as much as all of the profits Davis had so far managed to realize during his tenure. And then, with just days remaining in the fiscal year, the final verdict on damages in the Philips case came down. Mediagenic was punished resoundingly for their earlier refusal to settle. They were to pay a lump sum of $6.6 million to Philips for violating the Baer patent — money they simply didn’t have.

Mediagenic’s only alternative was to negotiate with Philips for leniency on the terms of payment, but the prospects for the latter’s forbearance looked to be decidedly limited. Offered an ownership stake in Mediagenic in lieu of cash, Philips refused. By this point, Philips had launched yet another patent lawsuit, this time against Nintendo, the new 800-pound gorilla of the videogame industry. Many inside Mediagenic believed that Philips was determined to play hardball, was willing to completely destroy Mediagenic if necessary, in order to set an example for Nintendo of what happened to those who didn’t reach an out-of-court settlement.2 At any rate, the best Mediagenic’s negotiating team could manage was to get Philips to let them defer payment for two years, until 1992, whereupon they could pay in installments of $150,000 per month. Yet even that act of mercy cast a huge pall over the company’s future; $150,000 was an awful lot of money for any business — much less a moribund one like Mediagenic — to give away for no return month after month. Lenders, already made skeptical by Bruce Davis’s strategic U-turns alongside his company’s stagnant sales, refused to grant the credit he needed to complete the restructuring necessary to finish implementing his latest plan. Caught out on a limb, Mediagenic went into free fall, defaulting on creditor after creditor as product development came to a virtual standstill. With little new to sell, their sales dropped from $64.1 million in fiscal 1990 to $28.8 million for the year ending March 31, 1991, leaving them worse off than ever even as the clock continued to tick down on the fateful day when they would have to start making payments to Philips.

When a company as large and important as Mediagenic had become to their industry collapses, it never does so in isolation. Among the people Mediagenic suddenly weren’t paying was their network of so-called “affiliated labels,” smaller publishers who sold their products through Mediagenic’s large, well-established distribution network. These publishers would deliver product to Mediagenic, who would then pay them for it — minus their fee, of course — after selling it on to retail stores. Amidst the chaos of 1990, the second part of that arrangement never happened. Brian Fargo of Interplay, one of Mediagenic’s affiliated labels, described to me the snowball effect that ensued for his company.

It was a double whammy. Imagine this. We ship $500,000 worth of product to Mediagenic, and they turn around and ship it to retail. Mediagenic doesn’t pay me the half a million; they may or may not have gotten paid by retail. Who knows, right? Then I go to the retailers and say, “Mediagenic’s going out of business, so we’re going to go direct now.” They say, “Great! We’ve got half a million dollars worth of your product here.” We say, “Yeah, we know, but we already didn’t get paid for that once.” They say, “Well, you’ve go to take it back from us if you want to continue to do business with us.” So I had to eat my product twice. That almost wiped us out.


Fargo says that Interplay almost certainly would have gone down as collateral damage if not for a new game called Castles, the first they released after leaving Mediagenic, which became a big hit: “Castles saved the company.” Other affiliated labels, such as the Amiga specialists MicroIllusions, weren’t so lucky, going under even as Mediagenic still straggled on, at least ostensibly alive.

Outside developers who created software for publication under Mediagenic’s own imprint were likewise caught in the undertow. When Mediagenic stiffed the Miller brothers of Cyan Software, it very nearly marked the end of their illustrious careers in game development when they had barely begun to show their potential. Thankfully, they would find a way to pull it together and make Myst, by some measures the most successful single computer game of the 1990s, for Brøderbund. Had that game come out on the Mediagenic label, it would single-handedly have solved the problem of the Philips judgment. But then, a Mediagenic Myst would have been unlikely under Bruce Davis; the Miller brothers have told of how they kept asking Mediagenic for permission to make an adult game instead of children’s titles long prior to Myst, only to be told to “stick to children’s games.”

By December of 1990, Mediagenic’s affiliated labels and outside developers were all gone along with most of the company’s other business relationships. Mediagenic was foundering in a sea of red ink, with a bottom-line loss for the year of $19.7 million, and was about to be de-listed from the stock exchange as a lost cause. Seemingly the only question remaining was when and how the inevitable liquidation would happen. It’s at this fraught point that there enters into our story an unexpected wildcard in the form of one Bobby Kotick.

In later years, Kotick would become perhaps the foremost living embodiment of modern mainstream gaming, with its play-it-safe big-bucks ethos of sequels, franchises, and established genres. Kotick’s habit of saying publicly what many other gaming executives are only thinking has made him a lightning rod for people who would like to see more innovation and thematic ambition in games. One might be tempted to lump him into the same category as Bruce Davis, with whom his general philosophy of business initially seems to have a lot in common, but to do so would be to ignore a very fundamental difference: Kotick, whatever one personally thinks of the games his company releases, has shown an undeniable knack for making games that huge masses of people want to buy. He’s as celebrated by the business press as he is vilified by the artsier corners of the gaming world; he could likely wallpaper his doubtless spacious house with all of his awards from the likes of Forbes, Harvard Business Review, and Inc. How could the business press not love him? He turned a $440,000 investment into a $4.5 billion company in 25 years.

When he trod unto the scene of the slow-motion Mediagenic car crash, however, Bobby Kotick was just a fast-talking 27-year-old go-getter with outsize ambitions. Tender though he was in years, he was already a hardened veteran of the technology business. He had kicked around the home-computer industry for much of the 1980s, using glibness, persistence, and sheer force of personality to win him access to people that would never have glanced twice at him on the basis of his paltry experience and education. In 1987, in a truly audacious move for a 24-year-old, he had tried to put together a package to buy Commodore in order to market the Amiga the way it deserved. Laudable though that goal was, Irving Gould, the crusty old Canadian financier who owned most of the stock at Commodore and ultimately called all the shots, soon sent the young interloper packing. Three years later, he had been involved in lots of small deals, but was still looking for that elusive big break. In the meantime, he and a pair of partners named Brian Kelly and Howard Marks had incorporated themselves under the name of BHK, and were making investments here and there. Observing Mediagenic’s sorry state, they decided to make their biggest one yet.

BHK bought up the 25 percent of Mediagenic’s shares owned by Imasco Venture Holdings, a consortium of investors who were now all too eager to sell, for a cost of just $440,000. The price they paid was as good a measure as any of just how far Mediagenic had fallen; it meant that the entire company was now theoretically worth less than $2 million. BHK’s initial plan for their investment is a little unclear. One reader has told me of sharing a car with Bobby Kotick on the way to an E3 event many years later when the latter was apparently in an unusually candid mood, even for him. Kotick, says my reader, confessed on that evening that he originally didn’t think there was much of anything left worth saving at Mediagenic, and that BHK first bought the shares strictly as a tax write-off. According to this version of events, only after looking more closely at the company they’d bought into and observing the allure that still clung to the old Activision name among gaming veterans did he begin to think that the planned tax write-off might in fact be the shot at the big time he’d been looking for for so long.

Regardless of the original motivation for the purchase, what happened next is better understood. BHK now constituted the largest single owner of Mediagenic stock, and decided to use that leverage in what amounted to a hostile-takeover bid. They showed the other shareholders that they could secure another $5 million in cash and credit, and that they had hammered out an agreement in principle with the major lenders to exercise some forbearance in their collections efforts. BHK was willing to use these things to keep Mediagenic’s doors open, at least for now, on one condition: Bruce Davis and the rest of his management team would have to go, to be replaced by BHK’s own, with Bobby Kotick in the CEO’s chair and Brian Kelly as CFO. The shareholders quickly agreed. After all, the only alternative that remained was immediate liquidation, which would net them virtually nothing, and they had little loyalty left to Bruce Davis, the man they accused — and not without cause — of having badly mismanaged Mediagenic from well before the patent judgment that had proved the proverbial last straw on the camel’s back. On February 22, 1991, Davis stepped down and Kotick stepped up. He controlled Mediagenic; now he just needed to save it. “Given the company’s bleak and deteriorating financial condition, basically this is a turnaround situation,” he said to the press in the understatement of the year.

He knew that the turnaround was dead in the water if he couldn’t work out something with Philips. His first significant act as CEO was therefore to meet with them. The only way you can possibly get paid anything at all, Kotick told them, is if you agree to accept equity in lieu of cash. Once again, Philips flatly refused, whereupon Kotick dropped his key card for Mediagenic’s offices on the table and walked. “Good luck,” he said on his way out the door, convinced he would have to liquidate Mediagenic for the tax write-off after all. Less than thirty minutes later, Philips called him to tell him they would take the equity. (Bruce Davis believes that Philips agreed to the deal because Steve Wynn, a casino mogul who had been something of a mentor to Kotick, called in some favors with friends on Philips’s board, but this remains speculative.)

Kotick slashed the employees rolls, already down to 100 at the time of the takeover from a high of 250 a couple of years before, to just 25 by the end of 1991. He negotiated a lump-sum payout to get out of Mediagenic’s lease of a large Silicon Valley office park, taking a cramped hole of a place in Los Angeles instead. But he wouldn’t be able to cost-cut his way out of the crisis; the company remained fundamentally insolvent. “As much as I’d like to think I provided some grand vision,” Kotick later said, “our first year we were pretty much blocking and tackling.” He watched parts of the company literally disappearing around him each week, as creditors showed up to reclaim equipment that hadn’t been paid for.

So, it quickly became obvious, if it hadn’t been so from the beginning, that $5 million wasn’t going to be enough to set things right. There was only one possible way out of this mess. Using all of his considerable powers of persuasion, Kotick finalized the terms of a Chapter 11 bankruptcy — i.e., a bankruptcy constituting a reorganization rather than a liquidation — with Mediagenic’s creditors in November, getting most of them, as he earlier had Philips, to accept equity stakes in lieu of cash they would never see anyway if the company was allowed to fail entirely. (As “the Bandito,” Amazing Computing‘s rumor columnist, wryly put it, “You’re doing so bad they have to let you keep going.”) The previous stockholders would be left with just 4.2 percent of the company, the rest going into the hands of the likes of Philips, Nintendo (Mediagenic owed them millions for cartridges Nintendo had manufactured but never been paid for), and Sony Pictures (Bruce Davis’s mania for licenses had come home to roost in the form of huge outstanding bills for the licensed games). The company emerged from bankruptcy the next year, leaner and humbled but ready to make a go of it again under their dynamic young CEO. Best of all, the company emerged from the bankruptcy as Activision again rather than Mediagenic. Everyone preferred to forget that the ill-advised name change had ever happened. What with plenty of lenders willing to defer but not to forget much of the rest of what had happened during the Bruce Davis years, it was still going to be an uphill climb. Yet for the first time it was starting to look like they might just have a fighting chance.

In the most literal sense, then, Activision — we too can go back to using that name again! — never died at all, which perhaps makes this story a little out of place amidst this series of articles about endings. Yet the trauma the company went through was so extreme, and the remaking it would undergo under Bobby Kotick so complete, that I trust no one will look too askance at its inclusion here. The Kotick-led version of Activision — Activision 4.0, we might say — was headquartered in a different city entirely, and would employ only a handful of the same people. We’ll take up the continuing story of Activision 4.0, that most unlikely of phoenixes, later on.

In the meantime, what shall we say in closing about the pre-Kotick Activision? Certainly the final finanical reckoning isn’t terribly kind; the company ran a loss for six of its eleven years of existence. After those first few golden years when the Atari VCS was king and Activision 1.0 made the best games for the system, bar none, Activision could never seem to settle on an identity and make it stick. The occasional interesting title aside, neither Jim Levy’s Activision 2.0 nor Bruce Davis’s Activision 3.0 ever felt truly relevant in any holistic sense. Davis’s small-ball approach in particular only served to prove that you really do need to swing for the fences every once in a while.

But rather than continue to poke and prod the muddled history of Activisions 2.0 and 3.0, let’s consider one last time the patent judgment that — whilst giving due deference to all of Bruce Davis’s mistakes — ultimately did them in. It’s rather blackly amusing to consider that the lawsuit which took out Mediagenic and made collateral damage out of so many affiliated labels and outside developers should have come from Philips, who were busy at the same time screwing over another huge swathe of the American games industry with their vaporware CD-I platform. So, here we see yet more of the reasons that so many people who were around the industry in the late 1980s and early 1990s lapse into a stream of curses even today at the merest mention of the name of Philips. Philips couldn’t have done a better job of sowing chaos and discord had they been a double agent hired by Nintendo to complete the destruction of the last of their console’s competition on home computers. But, sadly, the fact that Philips also sued Nintendo rather puts paid to that rather delightful conspiracy theory, doesn’t it?

In the end, the Baer patent netted some $100 million for Philips by Ralph Baer’s own estimation — not a bad financial legacy for the Magnavox Odyssey, a commercially middling (at best) product they inherited and soon cancelled. Baer himself was rewarded with a substantial piece of each settlement negotiated or lawsuit won, and remained to the end of his life unapologetic, claiming what he had received was only his just rewards. While I respect the man’s huge achievements in the field of videogames as well as other areas of electrical engineering, I must say that I don’t agree with him on this point, and must admit that the legal ugliness does somewhat taint his legacy in my eyes. None of the home-videogame systems that followed the Magnavox Odyssey bore much of anything in common with it technically, while the evidence that it directly inspired to any appreciable degree anything that followed is uncertain at best. Of course, it’s also true that Bruce Davis, who had quite a wide litigious streak of his own, doesn’t necessarily make for the most sympathetic of victims. And yet it’s still worth asking whether he deserved to see his company ruined over a videogame console that hadn’t been sold in fifteen years, just as in the bigger picture it’s worth asking what the $100 million Philips made off the Baer patent was really rewarding them for. While we’re at it, it may also be worth asking how different a place the world would be today if, say, Vint Cerf and Bob Kahn had chosen to go the route of Ralph Baer and Philips, had chosen to patent and aggressively protect their TCP/IP protocol that underpins the free and open modern Internet — or if Tim Berners-Lee had done the same to the Hypertext Transfer Protocol that sits atop it.

Unfortunately, questions like this these will continue to crop up with distressing frequency as we continue on this little voyage through computer history. And more’s the pity, my friends… more’s the pity.

(Sources: San Francisco Chronicle of May 18 1988, May 25 1988, October 4 1988, October 29 1988, November 14 1988, November 22 1988, January 17 1989, May 15 1989, November 2 1989, March 16 1990, May 5 1990, June 2 1990, September 29 1990, November 1 1990, January 11 1991, January 23 1991, February 27 1991, July 11 1991, October 5 1991, and December 2 1991; San Jose Mercury News of July 27 1987, January 8 1988, January 27 1988, May 14 1988, May 15 1988, May 18 1988, and October 20 1989; Sierra News Magazine of Autumn 1989; Questbusters of April 1991, July 1991, and August 1992; Compute! of January 1989; New York Times of January 25 2004; Amazing Computing of April 1989, August 1989, June 1990, July 1990, January 1991, December 1991, and April 1992; the books Patent Law Essentials: A Concise Guide by Alan L. Durham and Monopoly on Wheels: Henry Ford and the Seldon Automotive Patent by William Greenleaf. Online sources include an article on Gamasutra; the articles “By Any Other Name,” “The Baer Essentials,” and “A Magnavox Odyssey” on Alex Smith’s videogame-history blog; United States Patent 3,728,480; an archive of documents relating to the Baer patents and especially the Philips v. Magnavox suit at the University of New Hampshire School of Law; Robyn Miller’s GDC 2013 postmortem on the making of Myst. My thanks go to William Volk and Brian Fargo for very enlightening interviews about these times. My thanks to Yeechang Lee, an investment banker who told me about a very interesting conversation he had with Bobby Kotick. And my huge thanks once again go to Alex Smith, who shared the fruits of his own research in these subjects, among them Mediagenic’s 10K financial statements for fiscal 1990 and fiscal 1991, a summary of his interview with Bruce Davis, and his own valuable insights. The last notwithstanding, it should be understood that this article’s final judgments on the Ralph Baer patent, Bruce Davis, and everything and everyone else are my own alone, so don’t send your hate mail to Alex!)


	My choice of examples isn’t an entirely random one. There is in fact an interesting parallel to the Baer patent from the early days of the automotive industry. In 1895, one George Seldon was granted United States Patent 549,160, describing a “safe, simple, and cheap road locomotive, light in weight, easy to control, and possessing sufficient power to overcome any ordinary inclination.” He granted the rights to his patent to an organization called the Association of Licensed Automotive Manufacturers. ALAM in turn demanded a licensing fee from anyone attempting to make a gas-powered automobile, regardless of the others details of its engineering. The organization existed solely for the purpose of litigating and accepting these fees, never manufacturing any products of their own. ALAM thus has a good claim to being the world’s first patent troll.

When Henry Ford began making cars of his own without paying ALAM, the latter went so far as to threaten to sue anyone who bought a Ford automobile. Ford replied that “the art [of the automobile] would have been just as far advanced today if Mr. Selden had never been born.” At last, the Ford Motor Company won their case against ALAM on appeal in 1911. The patent was due to expire the following year anyway, but the case did establish an important legal precedent that would sadly be often neglected with the coming of the computer age. ↩

	The story of the lawsuit Philips launched against Nintendo is a fascinating one in its own right, if a little far afield from my usual focus on computer rather than console games. It’s fairly well established, if largely only circumstantially, that Nintendo agreed to license their Zelda character to Philips for use on the Philips CD-I — an action that was so out of character for Nintendo as to read as inexplicable by any other light — as part of a settlement. (My fellow historian Alex Smith recently asked Howard Lincoln of Nintendo of America about this; Lincoln said the story does jibe with his recollection.) Even more interestingly, if also more speculatively, William Volk, formerly of Medigagenic/Activision, believes that the settlement barred Nintendo from making a CD-based product alone or in partnership with anyone other than Philips for a certain period of time. This in turn blew up a plan Nintendo and Sony had hatched to make a CD add-on for Nintendo’s consoles, leading Sony to make their standalone PlayStation console instead. It also explains why Nintendo in 1996 made the Nintendo 64 a cartridge-based console when everyone else had moved to CDs; the settlement barred them from following suit. ↩
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				Duncan Stevens			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 5:25 pm			

			
				
				the evidence that it directly inspired to any appreciable degree anything that followed is uncertain at best

For what it’s worth, they didn’t have to offer such evidence. Proof of copying is not a requirement in a patent infringement suit.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 7:36 pm			

			
				
				Understood. I was thinking specifically here of the controversy between Nolan Bushnell and Al Alcorn of Atari. Alcorn claims that Bushnell was inspired to make Pong after seeing the table-tennis game on the Magnavox Odyssey, while Bushnell claims he came up with the idea entirely on his own. As you say, the truth doesn’t have any bearing on the legal aspects of the case, but if Bushnell was in fact inspired by the Odyssey that does make the millions Baer received for the patent more ethically justifiable — in my humble opinion, that is.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 3:24 pm			

			
				
				Bushnell used to claim he came up with Pong entirely on his own, but in recent years, he has admitted he saw the Odyssey table tennis game and was influenced by it (he kinda had to when a guestbook from an Odyssey demonstration with his signature in it began circulating publicly).  The link is still pretty tenuous though seeing as Nolan was already creating video games before that time and Alcorn never did see the Odyssey before making Pong and used very different technology and game mechanics.

And, of course, the suits had nothing to do with imitations of the table tennis game specifically, but with the use of a video signal combined with collision detection and one of the colliding objects changing vectors.  If, for the sake of argument, Atari’s first game had been a baseball game, Magnavox would have still sued.  I agree with you that this interpretation of the patent seems ridiculously broad.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				January 17, 2017 at 4:41 am			

			
				
				Intent matters when it comes to damages, though. Willfull infringement (being aware but infringing) is triple damages.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 5:40 pm			

			
				
				Wonderful article Jimmy.  I feel it captures the mess around the Mediagenic collapse really well and balances Davis’s strategic mistakes properly with the legal realities that ultimately broke the back of this mortally wounded camel.

One point of clarification on the patent lawsuits.  The first suit was launched in April 1974 against Atari, Bally, Allied Leisure, Chicago Dynamic Industries (makers of games under the Chicago Coin name), and Empire Distributing (a large arcade cabinet distributor that was a Bally subsidiary).  In August 1974, Magnavox launched a new suit against Seeburg, Williams Electronics (a subsidiary of Seeburg), and World Wide Distributing.  These two suits were later consolidated.  This suit was over arcade games, though grew to include Atari’s Home Pong unit when it launched.  Sears was also added to the suit at that time.

Bally settled even before Atari did, while Allied Leisure, I believe, got their case separated from the rest since they were off in Florida.  Sears was dropped when Atari settled.  Seeburg and, I think, Chicago Dynamic Industries fought the case until the bitter end and lost in court in early 1977.  That’s obviously more detail than your blog post requires, but I wanted you to know that the actions began earlier and involved more companies than you indicated.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 7:53 pm			

			
				
				Thanks, Alex. As you surmised, I don’t want to get too far into the weeds on this stuff, but I did make a few edits.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 8:03 pm			

			
				
				You still have the suit starting in 1976 rather than 1974.  That first suit was also instituted by Magnavox rather than Philips, which did not buy Magnavox until September 1974 (I realize that sentiment would be correct for a 1976 suit date, but wanted to preemptively point out that changing the date to 1974 without further edits would introduce this error).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 8:32 pm			

			
				
				Okay, that should fix it. Thanks!

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Cargo Cult			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 7:00 pm			

			
				
				Psst! It’s ‘Philips’ (one ‘L’), not ‘Phillips’ (two ‘L’s.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 7:29 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				AguyinaRPG			

			
				January 6, 2017 at 11:25 pm			

			
				
				I mean, Castles is a good game, but it’s not *that* good! I’ve always been interested about it though, so the fact that it seemingly saved Interplay is good enough reason to examine it again.

I certainly think Mr. Volk is off regarding the CD technology with Nintendo. Nintendo facilitated Sony and Philips getting together to talk about the CD standard after they had went behind Sony’s back to do a deal with the Dutch company. I still want to know more about that story. The reason they used cartridges for the N64 is something I don’t know definitively, but CDs were on the table which is in my article on the N64 (can’t provide a link here, but “The N64 was the Culmination of 90s Virtual Reality” will get you there).

In regards to the Magnavox litigation, while I understand the perspective of patents existing to protect inventors and not companies, I don’t think you quite portrayed an understanding of what the allegations were. Keith Smith’s book (preview copy) goes into a lot of depth on this question and what exactly was being protected. It’s undoubtedly ridiculous that the patents extended to software (I will never agree with that) but the ‘video signal’ aspect of it isn’t even mentioned here, and that was the critical thing that they leaned on. Ultimately Philips only ever went after large companies, so even if the patent extended to today it wouldn’t have been like they would keep all game production under their exclusive hand. I think the way you put it kind of messes up some of the facts to make it seem more ridiculous than it is (and it doesn’t need help there).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 6:51 am			

			
				
				For what it’s worth, my mother was practically addicted to Castles at the time, and I was pretty into it as well.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 9:48 am			

			
				
				The “video signal” aspect is encompassed here:

Having begun their argument by implying that the Baer patent should cover every videogame, regardless of the details of its technical implementation, they concluded it by stipulating that it should only apply to videogames that were played on ordinary television or monitor screens.

The patent does describe the technology as working with a conventional CRT display, which neither Tennis for Two nor Spacewar! used. However, I do maintain that cherry-picking this aspect of the technical implementation only and otherwise construing the patent to apply as broadly as possible to the very concept of a videogame was rather breathtakingly audacious. If we’re protecting the technical design of the Odyssey, fair enough — but that means nothing that followed infringed. If we’re protecting the very concept of a videogame, well, okay — but the patent is then invalidated by the existence of prior art. Construing the patent to apply to a little of one and a little of the other, where it’s convenient for Philips’s arguments, strikes me as disingenuous.

If there’s something else you mean by “video signal,” you’ll have to enlighten me.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				AguyinaRPG			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 3:47 pm			

			
				
				Well there were two aspects to the patent, the other one you did note as well but didn’t tie them together: Generating symbols which bounce off each other when they collide. Ergo they were protecting the specific concept of a game which used the video technology *and* had the vector-based movement when Object A hits Object B, Object A going off in a different direction. Not every game thus infringed unless they had those aspects.

It is a weird concept to think about. There’s a lot of technicalities behind what constitutes Object A bouncing off. If something exploded, like in Space Invaders, would that count as the same object even though in terms of code its completely separate? If you believe in the concept of patents at all though, you need to admit that *something* had to be protected, even if it’s just the Home Pong suit which followed the arcade company one.

Really the best thing that the lawsuits provide is the opportunity to read the depositions. I’m currently in the process of trying to get some of them, since a lot of the pre-Activision ones were filed in Chicago.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 4:11 pm			

			
				
				The problem for me is that this really seems like patenting an idea rather than a technology, which is supposed to be a no-no.  Ralph Baer did not invent the RF modulator or any of the other core technologies that allowed for the creation of a video game.  What he did do is conceive of the idea of using a video signal to turn a television into the display for an interactive experience.  Conceptually, this was obviously a big breakthrough, but so was the idea of putting a combustion engine in a carriage, and the courts ruled that idea not patentable.  Baer’s manner of achieving a game with a video signal, collision detection, and changing vectors is certainly patentable, but of course no one ever did it the same way again.  I assume Philips argued that TTL hardware and microprocessors were just evolutions of the same underlying solid state technology in the Odyssey and thus still fell under the patent, but I don’t really buy that line of thinking (nor, it should be noted, did a lot of high-powered patent attorneys, who, it should also be noted, all lost that argument).  Therefore, while I do see Baer’s logic here, I really do wonder what the courts were thinking in allowing the patent to cover such a wide range of devices.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 8, 2017 at 3:36 pm			

			
				
				I think you’re conflating the specific allegedly infringing examples over which Philips and Baer chose to sue, which did indeed tend to hew more to the Odyssey table tennis/Pong end of the spectrum, with the argument they made once in court. That argument, as well as all of the public statements Baer made from his first depositions in the mid-1970s until his death in 2014, was so expansive that it’s hard to see how it wouldn’t apply to the vast majority of videogames. As you note in the case of Space Invaders, the argument was in fact so expansive — and so fundamentally non-technical, which flies in the face of what a patent is supposed to be — that it all becomes at best too vague to clearly determine what infringes and what doesn’t. I believe that Philips’s decision to go primarily after Pong-like games had a lot to do with practical legal gamesmanship: even though patenting a game design is theoretically as much a no-no as patenting an abstract idea, showing two games that were superficially very *similar* to one another was bound to have a greater subjective impact than showing two very different designs.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Alyssa			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 9:33 am			

			
				
				So whatever happened to the patent? I never hear it causing trouble nowadays. Did it expire or what?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 9:38 am			

			
				
				Yes, it expired on March 22, 1991. Litigation between Philips and game makers — mainly now the Japanese console makers — continued over the latter’s alleged prior violations until well into the 1990s, but it’s long been a dead issue today.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 1:56 pm			

			
				
				Typo: “what what soon became known”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 2:17 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Harlan Gerdes			

			
				January 7, 2017 at 4:06 pm			

			
				
				“Baer himself was rewarded with a substantial piece of each settlement negotiated or lawsuit won, and remained to the end of his life unapologetic, claiming what he had received was only his just rewards.”  

We all like money but Ralph Baer really liked money.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				J. Parish			

			
				January 8, 2017 at 2:01 am			

			
				
				Wow, that Nintendo/Philips speculation is something I’ve never seen put forward before, but it would explain a LOT about Nintendo’s seemingly counterintuitive platform choices in the ’90s.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				January 9, 2017 at 3:36 am			

			
				
				It is, unfortunately, provably incorrect. The Ninteno-Phillips partnership came about when Nintendo decided that Sony wanted too big a royalty cut (due to the fact that Sony would own the proposed SNES-CD format entirely) and decided to go with another company to lock Sony out, offering extremely lucrative (and limited) character licenses to avoid the royalty issue. In other words, Sony came first, Nintendo decided to screw Sony over, and Phillips couldn’t deliver.

     The reason why the Nintendo 64 used cartridges was a combination of load time (cartridges are instant-loading (until late in the N64 era when they started using heavy compression to compete with CD storage space) and the much greater difficulty in pirating a cartridge-media games (while a simple and cheap chip allowed the use of copied CD titles on a Playstation, copying a Nintendo 64 game required an expensive (or difficult to construct, which gave the same minimizing effect) set of circuitry to connect a computer to the system.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				January 17, 2017 at 8:00 am			

			
				
				Sorry, the copy protection argument does not apply here. At the time the N64 was being designed, you couldn’t even buy CD burners.

By the time it was released in mid 1996, you could buy CD burners but they were tremendously expensive ($600) and so were the media ($15 a disc).

My pricing may be off a little, but I did work at a company at that time that had a single CD burner. We used the discs to make backups, and it was a big deal when you screwed up writing a disc due to the money wasted.

The Playstation 1 did start to experience piracy towards the end of 1996 as the first modchips came out, but up to that point, they thought they had the perfect copy protection scheme. Nintendo would have had the same hubris (and still does).

The reason they went with cartridges was the fast access times and familiarity. Other reasons might be the robustness (vs. scratches from kids) and lack of experience with dealing with spooling out data at the slow rates.

Here’s another article from then backing up my memory of prices:

http://www.hubersn-software.com/history.html

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Scott Gage			

			
				January 9, 2017 at 2:58 am			

			
				
				Couple of typos:

would emphasis that this

emphasize?

even as Mediagenic still straggled on

Should this be struggled?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 9, 2017 at 9:18 am			

			
				
				The first was a mistake, the second as intended. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				January 12, 2017 at 7:29 am			

			
				
				If you want to know the deal about Nintendo going with Philips, it wasn’t because of that patent lawsuit. It was because Nintendo and Sony were unable to come to an agreement on how to split the revenue. You can read all about it in this Internet-Archived article:

http://web.archive.org/web/20140206193956/http://www.edge-online.com/features/making-playstation/

(If you’re having trouble viewing the article, just enter http://www.edge-online.com/features/making-playstation/ into the Archive, and pick a date from, say, 2014 or earlier.

As for the Nintendo 64, apparently, the reason it used cartridges is because they’re harder to pirate. Nintendo felt the burn from piracy with its Famicom Disk System way back in 1985, and it still hadn’t gotten over it. Cynics also noted that the cartridge assembly system made it easier to control the production of games and charge more for their manufacture. ^_^

As for Hotel Mario and those dreadful Zelda games for the Philips CD-i, they were the result of the CD deal Nintendo struck with Philips even though Nintendo ultimately scrapped the CD add-on after seeing the clear failure of Sega’s CD and NEC’s CD add-ons.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				January 12, 2017 at 2:52 pm			

			
				
				There is no proof in primary sources that Nintendo’s granting of rights to make Mario and Zelda games was the result of the CD technology licensing deal as opposed to the court settlement, two events which happened in fairly close proximity to each other.  Media reports of the licensing agreement at the time merely state it is a non-exclusive deal for Nintendo to use the Philips CD technology in a game system.

As stated in Jimmy’s blog post, I interviewed Howard Lincoln recently, who was senior vice president of Nintendo of America at the time.  His memory was not clear on this point, but he believed the game deal was part of the settlement, which he remembered being a bit of a strange settlement, as opposed to the technology license.

Your other points are more or less correct.  The Philips settlement could not have constrained Nintendo from using CD technology from other companies because the Philips technology agreement specifically allowed Nintendo to make deals with other companies for CD technology according to media reports at the time.  There was also a brief period of reconciliation with Sony during which both the Philips and Sony projects were set to go forward.

As to the N64, piracy probably played a role in the decision to use cartridges, but apparently it was the long load times of CD drives that really bothered Nintendo’s developers.  Miyamoto had a lot of power at Nintendo at the time — as he still does — and if he felt he could not make the games he wanted using CDs, then Nintendo was not going to build a system that used CDs.
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				An excellent, excellent article.  Imagine if patents lasted 95 years… or life plus 70 years?
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By the point in late 1988 when Magnetic Scrolls released Fish!, their fifth text adventure and arguably their best yet, a distressing pattern of diminishing returns had already been well-established when it came to sales, that most important metric of all. Anita Sinclair’s little collective had peaked early in commercial if not in design terms, with the release of the illustrated version of their first game The Pawn in 1986. Indeed, alongside Infocom’s Leather Goddesses of Phobos, The Pawn had that year become one of the last two text adventures ever to generate sales sufficient to make the games industry at large sit up and pay attention. The performance of neither game had had all that much to do with its intrinsic design merits: sales of The Pawn had been driven by the timely appeal of its pretty pictures to people looking to show off their new Atari STs and Commodore Amigas, sales of Leather Goddesses by the timeless allure of sex to the largely adolescent male audience for computer games in general. Nevertheless, while for Infocom the year had been a welcome final hurrah that may very well have staved off their inevitable endgame for a year or more, for Magnetic Scrolls it had simply been one hell of an auspicious start.

Sadly, for both companies it would all be downhill from there. Guild of Thieves, Magnetic Scrolls’s follow-up to The Pawn, did quite well in its own right, but nowhere near as well as its predecessor. A pattern was soon established of each successive game selling a little less than the previous. Magnetic Scrolls’s relationship with their publisher Rainbird steadily deteriorated in cadence with their diminishing sales numbers. Anita Sinclair, whom even her most supportive colleagues acknowledged could be difficult at times, never got on very well with Paula Byrne, the woman who was now her primary contact at the label her good friend Tony Rainbird had founded and lent his name to but had left already in late 1986. In a surprisingly frank 1989 statement to the German magazine Aktueller Software Markt, Byrne admitted publicly that she “didn’t have a very good relationship with Anita. Anita had much preferred to work with Tony Rainbird.” When in May of 1989 — just after that interview — Rainbird was acquired by the American publisher MicroProse, Magnetic Scrolls was promptly cut loose. Given her poor relationship with Anita Sinclair and the declining sales of Magnetic Scrolls’s games, Byrne had little motivation to argue with her new bosses’ decision.

For most small developers, that event, described by Anita Sinclair herself as an “horrendous collapse,” would have marked the death knell. With the rights to all of their extant games tied to Rainbird, who were no longer interested in selling them, Magnetic Scrolls no longer had any income whatsoever. Nor were they in much of a position to make new hits to generate new income. All of Magnetic Scrolls’s development technology and wisdom were still tied to text adventures, a genre the conventional wisdom said was dead as a commercial proposition; both Infocom and Level 9, the other two significant remaining practitioners of adventures in English text, were getting out of that game entirely as well at the instant that Rainbird decided to wash their hands of Magnetic Scrolls. But thanks to the familial wealth that had always been Magnetic Scrolls’s secret trump card — even during its peak years of 1986 and 1987, the company had never made all that much money in relation to its considerable expenses — Anita Sinclair could elect to play on a bit longer where Infocom and Level 9, under the thumb of corporate parent Mediagenic and perpetually pinched for cash respectively, had had no choice but to fold their hands. She launched a lawsuit against Rainbird/MicroProse, alleging mishandling of her company’s games and seeking restoration of the rights to the back catalog amidst other damages. At the same time, and despite being without a publisher, she poured all the resources she had into a big development project — in fact, the biggest such project Magnetic Scrolls had ever attempted, and by a virtual order of magnitude at that. Begun well before the release of Fish! and the split with Rainbird, in the wake of recent events it would be elevated from an important initiative to a save-the-company Hail Mary.

Actually, this single grand project is better seen as three projects built on top of one another, with an actual game, the top layer of this layer cake of technology that would finally emerge as Magnetic Scrolls’s swansong, the least taxing of the lot to develop.

The most taxing of the layers, by contrast, was the one at the bottom. It had nothing intrinsically to do with games at all. Magnetic Windows was rather to be a generic system for creating and running modern GUI-based applications on MS-DOS, the Apple Macintosh, the Commodore Amiga, the Atari ST, and the Acorn Archimedes, allowing programmers to share much of the same code across these very different platforms. It will perhaps convey some sense of the sheer ambition of this undertaking to note that its most obvious analogue was nothing less than Microsoft Windows, a graphical operating environment built on top of MS-DOS which Microsoft had been pushing for years without a lot of success. Admittedly, Magnetic Windows was in some ways less ambitious than Microsoft Windows; it was envisioned as a toolkit for building and running individual GUI applications, not as a full-fledged self-contained operating environment like the Microsoft product. In other ways, however, it was more ambitious; in contrast to the cross-platform Magnetic Windows, Microsoft Windows was targeted strictly at the standard Intel architecture running MS-DOS as its underlying layer, with no support included or planned for alternative platforms.

Like most GUI systems of the time, Magnetic Windows owed an awful lot to the Macintosh, as shown in this shot from the game Magnetic Scrolls eventually made using it.


Microsoft Windows, little used and less loved, had been something of a computer-industry laughingstock ever since its initial release back in 1985; it would only start rounding into a truly usable form and gaining traction with everyday users with the release of its version 3.0 in 1990. Once again, its travails only serve to illustrate what a huge technical challenge Magnetic Windows must pose for its own parent company. How could Anita Sinclair’s little staff of half a dozen or so programmers, clever though they doubtless were, hope to succeed where a company with thousands of times the resources had so conspicuously struggled for so long?

All things considered, they made a pretty good stab at it. Magnetic Windows was a genuinely impressive piece of work, especially considering the shoestring on which it was made and the fact that it had to run on five different platforms. Yet Magnetic Scrolls’s dreams of someday using it to break into business and productivity software, of hopefully licensing it out to many other developers, never stood much of a chance of being realized. Magnetic Windows’s Achilles heel was the same as that which had dogged Microsoft Windows for years: it craved far more computing power than was the norm among average machines of its era. In its MS-DOS version, Magnetic Windows ran responsively only on a pricey high-end 80386-based machine, while on other platforms throwing enough hardware at it to make it a pleasant experience to use was often even more difficult. That the simple text adventure Magnetic Scrolls would eventually make using it would require such high-end hardware would strike many potential buyers, with some justification, as vaguely ridiculous. And as for Magnetic Scrolls’s dreams of world domination in other types of software… well, that was always going to be one hell of a mountain to climb in the face of Microsoft’s cash reserves, and it only got that much steeper when Microsoft Windows 3.0, at long last the first really complete and usable incarnation of the operating environment, was released the same year as the first product to employ Magnetic Windows.

The middle layer in the cake that would become Magnetic Scroll’s swansong was the most ambitious expansion of the traditionally humble text-adventure interface to date — indeed, it still remains to this day the most ambitious such expansion ever attempted. Of course, Magnetic Scrolls was hardly alone at the time in working in this general direction. Infocom just before the end had made a concerted attempt to remedy as many as possible of the real or perceived failings of the genre in the eyes of modern players, incorporating  into their final run of “graphical interactive fiction” titles things like auto-maps, clickable compass roses, function-key shortcuts, and hint menus along with the now-expected illustrations. Legend Entertainment, Infocom’s implicitly anointed successor, would soon push the general idea yet further via clickable menus of verbs, nouns, and prepositions for building commands without typing, whilst also adding sound and music to the formula.

Still, it was Magnetic Scrolls that pushed furthest of all. Taking full advantage of Magnetic Windows, they designed an almost infinitely customizable interface built around individually openable and closable, draggable and sizable windows. The windows could contain all the goodies of late-period Infocom and Legend plus a lot more: text (including for the first time ever an integrated scrollback buffer), graphics (including occasional animated sequences of sometimes surprising length, enough almost to qualify as little cut scenes), lists of objects in the current room and in the player’s inventory (represented as snazzy icons rather than plebeian text), an auto-map (complete with one-click navigation to any location in the game’s world), a compass rose, an extensive hint menu. Performance issues aside, it was all impressive as hell the first time you fired it up and began to discover its many little nuances. For instance, it was possible to pick up and drop objects by dragging their icons between the objects-in-inventory and objects-in-room windows, while right-clicking one of the object icons opened a menu of likely verbs for use with it — or you could double-click an object to “examine” it via text that appeared in its own separate window. Ditto all this for things depicted in the room illustrations as well. Or, if you liked, you could start with the verb rather than the object in building your command without typing, selecting a verb from a long list of same in the menu bar and then clicking on the object to use with it. Anita Sinclair:

The whole idea of the window system we’ve developed is to take adventures into the next generation. What we found was that people enjoyed the format of text adventures — it is, from a gameplay point of view, the most flexible genre there is — but the problem people had was that when you see a text adventure for the first time, it’s not too obvious where to start or what to do, and the other problem is that people seem to have a huge aversion to typing. So what we wanted to do was to design a system where you can have all the flexibility of a text-adventure game, but with neither of these problems.


The elaborations were extensive enough to qualify today as a fascinating might-have-been in the evolution of the adventure genre as a whole, a middle ground between the text adventures that were and the graphical adventures that were becoming.

At the same time, though, it’s not hard to understand why the approach became an evolutionary dead end: the fact was that almost as soon as you got over being wowed by it all you started to find most of it a little superfluous. While the new interface certainly provided many new ways to do many things, it was highly doubtful whether most of those new ways were really easier than the traditional command line. The dirty little secret of this as well as most efforts in this direction was that they did very little to truly improve the playability of text adventures. Veterans quickly reverted to the clean, efficient command line they had come to know so well, and those newcomers who found the genre interesting enough to stick with it tired almost as quickly of mousing through the fiddly point-and-click interface and learned to use the parser the way the gods of the genre — i.e., Crowther and Woods — had intended it to be used. Meanwhile those who were put off by all the reading and sought, to borrow from Marshall McLuhan, a “hotter” mediated experience weren’t likely to be assuaged for long by all this gilding around a lily that remained at bottom as textual as ever. Seeking a solution to the fundamentally intractable problem of how to keep a genre with such niche appeal as the text adventure at the forefront of a games industry tilting ever more toward the mainstream, Magnetic Scrolls was grasping at straws in telling themselves that a system like this one could represent the “next generation” of adventure games in general. The true next generation in the eyes of most players must be the born-graphical point-and-click adventures of companies like Sierra and Lucasfilm Games, which were just coming into their own as companies like Infocom and Magnetic Scrolls were busily grafting bells and whistles onto their text adventures. In contrast to the games of the former, those of the latter felt like exactly what they were: lipstick on the same old textual swine.

Neat as the new interface was, players who tried to make full use of it spent a lot of time looking at messages like this one.


But what, then, of the topmost layer of our cake, the actual game being surrounded by all this new technology? That game was called Wonderland, and it was given oddly short shrift even by Magnetic Scrolls themselves. Wonderland‘s manual, for instance, spends some three-quarters of its 60-page length exhaustively describing how to use the new windowed interface in general rather than talking all that much about the game buried inside it all. (The times were still such that Magnetic Scrolls felt compelled to start at the very beginning, with chapter titles like “An Introduction to Windowing Environments” and definitions like “icons are small pictures.”) Even today, Wonderland remains among the least discussed and, one senses, least played of the Magnetic Scrolls catalog, being too often dismissed as little more than a dead-end technology demonstration. I must admit that even I never could quite work up the motivation to play it until quite recently, when I tackled it in preparation for this article. Yet what I found when I did so was a game that has a lot more going for it than its reputation would suggest. Yes, on one level it is indeed a dead-end technology demonstration — but that’s far from all it is.

Wonderland was first proposed to Anita Sinclair way back in 1987 by an outsider named David Bishop. At the time, Magnetic Scrolls was already considering the prospect of making a text adventure with a windowed interface. In fact, Sinclair had begun to experiment with that very thing in a game of her own design. “But when I saw Wonderland,” she remembers, “it became obvious that it was a much better game than the one we were working on, and so we shelved that and redefined the ideas that we had for it for Wonderland instead.” Although envisioned from the start as eventually becoming the first game to use the new Magnetic Windows-powered interface, Wonderland was developed using Magnetic Scrolls’s traditional tools while others worked on the other layers of the cake. Only when all of the new technology was completed was the game joined with the new interface that was to sit beneath it. By the time that happened, Wonderland the game had been waiting on the bench for some time, ready to go just as soon as everything else was.

[image: ]David Bishop


The designer of Wonderland is one of those consummate inside players that can be found kicking around most creative industries, unknown to the public but well-known among his peers, with fingers in a bewildering number of pies. David Bishop had been working at a board-game store in London in the very early 1980s when he had first become aware of the burgeoning world of computer games. Never a programmer, he became something of a pioneer of the role of game designer as a discipline separate from that of game programmer when he formed a partnership with one Chris Palmer, who did know how to program. Together they were responsible for such mid-decade 8-bit hits as Deactivators and Golf Construction Set. His career in game design has continued right up to the present day, coming to encompass just about every popular genre. (That he’s never garnered more public recognition as a designer is perhaps down to the fact that, while he’s designed many successful games, he’s never designed any truly massive, era-defining titles.) Alongside his early efforts in design, he worked for some years as a prominent editor, reviewer, and feature writer for the popular British magazine Computer and Video Games. In years to come, he would add to his titles of game designer and game journalist those of producer, manager, and founder of multiple companies. His one adventure in text, however, has remained Wonderland.

As you may have guessed, Wonderland is based on Alice in Wonderland, that classic Victorian children’s tale by Lewis Carroll that has never lost its charm and fascination for plenty of us adults. In his initial pitch to Magnetic Scrolls, Bishop noted how almost uniquely ideal Alice in Wonderland was for adaptation to an adventure game. Carroll’s novel is as about as plot-less as something labeled a story can be; what plot it does have can be summed up as “a thinly characterized little girl named Alice stumbles into a strange magical land and wanders around therein, taking in the sights.” Despite the idealism expressed in the genre’s alternate name of “interactive fiction,” text adventures are far better equipped to deliver this sort of experience than they are to tackle the more elaborate plots typical of most novels. In place of plot, Alice in Wonderland offers an engaging setting filled with humor and intellectual play — the same recipe to which many a classic text adventure has hewed. And to all of these creative advantages must be added the very practical real-world advantage that the works of Lewis Carroll are long out of copyright.

It’s therefore a little strange, as Bishop also mused at the time he was making his proposal, how few adventure games prior to his had tackled Carroll directly. While plenty of authors, including three of the future Infocom Implementors working on the original PDP-10 Zork, had cribbed shamelessly from the master when designing puzzles, games explicitly set in Carroll’s world had been fairly few and far between. The most prominent text adventure among them was the work of one D.A. Asherman, who had written a freeware game with the long-winded title of The Adventures of Alice Who Went through the Looking-Glass and Came Back Not Much Changed that became very popular as a “door game” on many computer bulletin boards. And yet, the love of wordplay that runs through all of Carroll’s work notwithstanding, the most prominent and artistically successful of the interactive Alice in Wonderland adaptations prior to Bishop’s wasn’t a text adventure at all, but rather an action-adventure written by Dale Disharoon for Spinnaker Software’s brief-lived Windham Classics line of children’s literary adaptations — and even that winsomely charming game had been rather overshadowed by the even more winsomely charming Below the Root, also written by Disharoon using the same engine.

David Bishop’s own adaptation of Alice in Wonderland takes the obvious approach, but is none the worse for it. In other words, if Wonderland never transcends its derivative nature, it never embarrasses itself either. After an opening sequence sends you plunging down that famous rabbit hole, you’re left to wander freely through a geography of about 110 rooms, stuffed with all of the expected characters and set-pieces, from a hookah-smoking caterpillar to a grinning cat, from a mad tea party to a decidedly odd game of croquet. (Consciously excluded in the interest of preserving material for a potential sequel were any elements from Through the Looking-Glass, Carroll’s follow-up to Alice in Wonderland, even though the two books are so much of a piece that it’s difficult even for many dedicated Carroll fans to keep track of what comes from which.)

Certainly Bishop had heaps and heaps of great material to work with in turning Alice in Wonderland into a game. Countless bits from the novel are all but screaming to be made into puzzles; not for nothing have variations on the “drink me” potion that makes Alice smaller and the “eat me” cake that makes her bigger appeared in dozens if not hundreds of adventure games over the years. Bishop uses all this raw material well, giving us a big, open, non-linear game with every bit as much appeal as Guild of Thieves, Magnetic Scroll’s previous best take on this classic old-school approach. As with Guild of Thieves, it’s immensely rewarding to explore Wonderland at your own pace and in your own fashion, poking and prodding, discovering its many unexpected interconnections, solving puzzles and enjoying the dopamine rush each time your score increments on its slow march from 0 to 501.

[image: ]One of Wonderland‘s animations.


Best of all, Wonderland, even more so than Guild of Thieves, remains quite consistently fair throughout its considerable breadth. Straightforward puzzles to get you into the swing of things and get some points in the bank gradually give way to more challenging ones that require more careful experimentation with the workings of its world, but there never comes a point where challenge regresses into abuse. When I played it recently, I managed to finish the entire thing without once resorting to the hints.1 I have to suspect that Wonderland succeeds as it does, despite coming from a company with a very mixed record in the fairness department, because of the inordinately long time it spent in development, for long stretches of which Bishop’s game was largely just sitting around waiting for the layers of technology being built to live beneath it to be completed. The manual lists no fewer than twelve testers, plus an entire outside firm (“Top Star Computer Service”) contracted for the task. This is vastly more attention than was paid to polishing any previous Magnetic Scrolls game, and serves as further confirmation of my longstanding thesis that there is a very nearly linear relationship between the playability of any given adventure game and the amount of testing it received.

[image: ]Virgin’s Nick Alexander celebrates with Anita Sinclair his company’s signing of Magnetic Scrolls.


After some uncomfortable months in limbo without a publisher, Magnetic Scrolls finally at the tail end of 1989 signed a deal with Virgin Mastertronic, a vigorous up-and-comer with the weight of Richard Branson’s transatlantic media empire behind it, to release their still work-in-progress Wonderland along with four more games to follow in the two years after it. Anita Sinclair did her best to create the impression that Magnetic Scrolls and Wonderland had been the subject of a veritable bidding war among publishers. (“You know you’ve cracked it when you’ve got publishers knocking on your door instead of you having to knock on theirs.”) In reality, though, much of the industry had decided that future success lay in getting away from text, and remained skeptical of Magnetic Scrolls’s elaborate hybrid of an adventure game, which despite all the flash still contained some 70,000 good-old-fashioned words to read. The deal with Virgin undoubtedly had much to do with the fact that David Bishop, ever the games industry’s vagabond insider, had himself just signed there as a producer.

Magnetic Scrolls had gone dark for almost the entirety of the previous year in the wake of their jilting by Rainbird, but now greeted 1990 with as much aggressive hype as they could muster, trumpeting their forthcoming return to adventuring prominence and hopefully dominance. The young men who then as now made up the vast majority of gaming journalists were as obliging as ever, jumping at any chance to spend time in the presence of the fetching Anita Sinclair. The result was a blizzard of teasers and previews in virtually every prominent British gaming magazine. Sinclair wasn’t shy about laying it on thick: Wonderland would be “mind-blowing”; Wonderland was “like no adventure you’ve ever seen”; “when you see our next product your eyes are going to pop out.” Her interviewers copied it all down and regurgitated it faithfully in their articles, along with the usual asides about what a hot number their interviewee still was. It was sexist as hell, of course, but Sinclair had the self-assurance to use it to her advantage. There was a reason that Magnetic Scrolls had always enjoyed an enormous amount of free publicity from the magazines, and I’m afraid it wasn’t down to anything intrinsic to the games themselves.



Unfortunately, gamers in general proved markedly less enthused than Anita Sinclair’s smitten interviewers when Wonderland finally shipped for MS-DOS in late 1990, followed by versions for the Amiga, Atari ST, and Acorn Archimedes in 1991 (a planned Macintosh version never materialized). In contrast to the latest purely point-and-click graphical adventures like Lucasfilm’s The Secret of Monkey Island and Sierra’s King’s Quest V, Wonderland struck many as an awkward anachronism. And then of course the performance issues didn’t help. The game ran like a dog on the likes of an Amiga 500, still the heart of the European computer-gaming market. After the better part of a year of constant hype prior to its release, Wonderland disappeared without a trace almost as soon as people could actually walk into a store and buy it.

Having sunk everything into this white elephant of a game, Magnetic Scrolls was now in more serious trouble than ever; there were after all limits even to Anita Sinclair’s financial resources. They would complete just one more product for Virgin. Having recently managed to reacquire their back catalog from Rainbird/MicroProse — the terms of the lawsuit’s settlement otherwise remained undisclosed — they made a Magnetic Scrolls Collection that brought together Guild of Thieves, Corruption, and Fish! under the new Magnetic Windows interface. Dropped by Virgin for their games’ poor sales shortly thereafter, they embarked on a final desperate attempt to switch genres entirely. They started on a game called The Legacy: Realm of Terror, a horror-themed CRPG reminiscent of Dungeon Master, for MicroProse — ironically the very company they had just been suing (whether the publishing deal with MicroProse was connected with the terms of the settlement remains unknown). But Magnetic Scrolls ran completely out of money at last and went out of business well before completing the game; MicroProse wound up turning the work-in-progress over to other developers, who finished it and saw it released in 1993. Most of Magnetic Scrolls’s personnel, including driving force Anita Sinclair, left the games industry for other pursuits after their company shut its doors. “Sometimes I think I would like to write another game,” admitted Sinclair in a 2001 interview which marks one of the vanishingly few times she has spoken publicly about the company since its collapse, “but there are other problems to solve that would be more rewarding.”

What, then, shall we say in closing about Magnetic Scrolls?

For all their indulgent talk about interactive fiction as a literary medium, Magnetic Scrolls was always populated first and foremost by technologists, with technologists’ priorities. Apart from Corruption — perhaps not coincidentally one of their very worst games in design terms — everything they produced hewed to tried-and-true templates, evincing little of the restless eclecticism that always marked Infocom. The innovations found in Magnetic Scrolls’s games were rather technical innovations, and ones that perhaps too often added little to the games that contained them. Because it was cool and fun to implement from a programming point of view, they built an elaborate system of weights, sizes, and strengths into their games from the beginning, even though nothing in their game designs actually required or even acknowledged the existence of such a thing. Similarly, they made a parser capable of understanding lengthy, tangled constructions that no player in the wild was ever likely to type, while forgetting to implement many of the shorter phrases that they were. It’s easy enough to see Magnetic Windows and the interface built using it as the ultimate — and ultimately fatal — manifestations of this tendency. Like FTL Games, another heavily technology-driven developer, their endless tinkering with their tools paralyzed them, kept them from finishing the actual games that were their real mission as a company.

For Magnetic Scrolls, however, the case is a little more complicated than merely that of a factory which got too focused on the component widgets at the expense of the finished product. Even had they managed to find a publisher and release the very worthy Wonderland one or one and a half years earlier as a simple illustrated text adventure, it was hardly likely to have been a success. The fact is that there was no good solution to the problem Magnetic Scrolls found themselves facing as the 1980s expired: the problem of the imploded commercial appeal of text adventures, the only sorts of games they had ever made and the only ones they really knew how to make. Faced with a marketplace that simply wasn’t buying many text adventures anymore, what was a text-adventure developer to do? Short of a complete reinvention as a maker of point-and-click graphical adventures or games in some other genre entirely — a reinvention the company did try to undertake with The Legacy, but far too late — Magnetic Scrolls’s fate feels inevitable, regardless of the details of the individual decisions that may have slowed or hastened their demise. Meanwhile the luridly anonymous, very un-Magnetic Scrolls The Legacy shows where a more comprehensive reinvention must have led them. Was it worth sacrificing their identity to save their company? For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?

The marketplace forces that seemed almost to actively conspire against Magnetic Scrolls’s success almost as soon as they really got going has led, understandably enough, to no small bitterness on the part of the company’s principals. Already in Magnetic Scrolls’s twilight period, Anita Sinclair became known at conferences and trade shows for her rants about the alleged infantilization of computer games, about how the latest releases all assumed that players couldn’t or wouldn’t read. “When I was in the industry we were pioneers, paving the way for the future,” she said much later in 2001. “People [today] are aiming their games at younger and less sophisticated audiences. Today’s developers are writing in their minds to ten- to twelve-year-olds.”

Similar sentiments have been expressed by other former text-adventure developers, as well as by developers of the graphical adventures that did so much to kill text adventures, only to suffer a commercial collapse of their own that was almost as horrendous by the end of the 1990s. Easy and self-justifying though this line of argument is, there’s doubtless some truth to be found therein. Yet it can lead one to a dangerously incomplete conclusion in that it ignores the design sins that led so many of even the older and more sophisticated players Sinclair preferred to court to give up on the genre. Certainly Magnetic Scrolls’s own design record is decidedly spotty. It’s not hard to imagine a player encountering some of the cruelest, most unfair parts of The Pawn, Jinxter, or Corruption and saying, “I’m never playing a game like this again.” Magnetic Scrolls thought they could become “the British Infocom” by matching or exceeding Infocom technically, a task which alone among their peers they accomplished in many areas. What they failed to match — failed to even try to match — was Infocom’s attention to the non-technical details of game design, their rigorous process for taking a game from idea to polished final product.

And yet, lest we be too hard on them, the fact does remain that three of the six games Magnetic Scrolls produced (or six and a half if you count the freebie mini-adventure Myth) are actually good, perfectly recommendable old-school adventure games despite it all, giving the company an overall success-to-failure ratio matched by no other text-adventure maker not named Infocom. So, clearly they were doing something right despite it all. If they never quite succeeded in their ambition of becoming the British Infocom, they did succeed in becoming the next best thing: first among the field of also-rans. And, hey, a silver medal is an achievement in its own right, isn’t it?

(Sources: The One of July 1990; Zero of February 1990, March 1990, and October 1990; Games Machine of February 1990; Computer Gaming World of January 1991; Aktueller Software Markt of June/July 1989; Amstrad Action of July 1989; Computer and Video Games of December 1989; Crash of February 1990; CU Amiga of July 1990; PC Player of September 1993; PC Zone of September 2001; Compute! of January 1993; Sinclair User of December 1986. And of course see Stefan Meier’s Magnetic Scrolls Memorial for a trove of information on the games of Magnetic Scrolls and the company’s history.

As a final tribute to Magnetic Scrolls’s achievements, I do highly encourage any text-adventure fans among you who haven’t played Wonderland to give it a try sometime. You don’t even need to fiddle about with emulators, unless you just want to see the Magnetic Windows-driven interface in action in all its impressive if slightly unwieldy glory. The game is perfectly playable as an ordinary text adventure, played through the standard Magnetic interpreter for Magnetic Scrolls games, which is available, along with Wonderland itself, from Stefan Meier’s Magnetic Scrolls Memorial. For that matter, you can even now play Wonderland, along with all of the other Magnetic Scrolls games, online in your browser.)


	The one puzzle that can perhaps be deemed questionable requires you to manipulate Alice’s own body in a way that will only yield an error message from just about every other text adventure ever made. So, know ye, prospective players, that Wonderland allows you to close and open Alice’s left and right eyes individually. ↩
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				How fascinating! I was always intrigued by Wonderland, both as the end of an era and for its experimental UI. (I speculated recently on the reason why said UI failed.) But I never imagined that they actually tried to make their own, cross-platform windowing system instead of using the native toolkit of each target platform! I can’t imagine how a company making games that late into the 80s even thought it could possibly be a good idea…
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				Huh, shades of the iCOM interface there…
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				“…her new boss’ decision.” :)

An interesting read. In a market that looked to be heading towards the point where only diehard users remained, how to make text adventures as cheap as possible to produce would seem to be the main problem to solve. A cross-platform engine would have to be part of the solution, so Magnetic Scrolls were right to develop one. Hoping a windowing system would increase the size of the market for text adventures was a bit quixotic though.
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				Sure, but making your own windowing system from scratch is the exact opposite of cheap, as they quickly discovered. A wrapper for the native Mac, Atari ST and Amiga toolkits was the obvious way to go. Sure, that would have left DOS behind at first… but by the time they were done, Windows 3.0 would have been out, making for a perfectly good porting target. That they couldn’t have known when they started misses the point; if you have any experience at all in the industry, you expect that sort of thing to happen. And even if it hadn’t, they could have tackled a DOS port once the game sold on other platforms and made them some money.

Yeah, yeah, I’m writing with the benefit of hindsight, and all that. But seriously.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Tramboi			

			
				January 19, 2017 at 8:57 pm			

			
				
				I don’t think wrapping ST, Amiga and Mac toolkits  would have been an easy feat (knowing only Amiga and ST SDKs). I think going the framebuffer way and developing it from scratch WAS the good technical choice (not that hard considering the feature set instead of hammering squares in circles on three platforms and hoping the abstraction would go smoothly with Windows).

Most of the code would be portable except inputs and rendering.

Moreover, you invalidate your own opinion when you add DOS to the balance :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				jkj yuio			

			
				January 22, 2017 at 5:03 pm			

			
				
				@Tramboi. +1 Wrapping would not have worked. You’d result in the _minimum_ function set of all systems and each would look different and it would be a hell of a mess.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 14, 2017 at 6:08 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				jkj yuio			

			
				January 14, 2017 at 7:09 pm			

			
				
				Magnetic windows was designed to be more like X Windows rather than the Macintosh. It looked a lot like the mac since everything but the picture window needed to use only two colours – black and white. In contrast, Microsoft Windows 3.0, used all the 16 colour palette. You could change it, but it ruined the interface, as everything else suddenly changed into weird colours.

Windows 3.0 really wasn’t the platform for games in those days. Running on a 8086 was just terrible – and you had almost no memory left. By the time the 286 and 386 came out, things were a lot different.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				jkj yuio			

			
				January 14, 2017 at 7:31 pm			

			
				
				Nice article. The thing that killed Scrolls, as it did every other text adventure company was the market moving to point and click. It wasn’t as though these companies were oblivious to this either. Magnetic windows might have been a way out; at first being a hosting system for text adventures, then later for more pointy graphic games. Already, there was animation, to follow would be clicking on items in the pictures etc. But it was not to be.

It’s interesting that point and click has been superseded by 3D and that there is now a growing revival for text dominant, narrative games. Done the right way, ie as stories and not puzzles, they could be again popular.

Some of the original Scrolls team are thinking of making new material. There’s an enormous potential with AI and the capabilities of modern mobile devices to make dynamic stories and character experiences beyond what’s possible with current IF toolkits.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				January 14, 2017 at 10:43 pm			

			
				
				Many thanks for your great work !

And, if I may be so bold  : there’s absolutely no other blog like Jimmy’s, and believe me when I say that I’ve searched and read a lot. Jimmy’s work is totally unique and an essential contribution to an still-evolving field. He is a true pioneer.

Now, onto my comment on Magnetic Scrolls :

The idea that Magnetic Scrolls was following in Miscrosoft’s footsteps regarding GUI design is very sharp and implies that their platform was doomed from the start. All that layering on top of MS-DOS was simply too inefficient for the target hardware. In my humble opinion, they should have followed Apple’s example, and Woz’s teachings, and “do it ALL in software”. For their GUI to work like it should, they would’ve had to develop their kernal routines in machine language, including drivers for the screen, mouse, etc. and load them directly in the BIOS’s “protected mode” (available in the i-286 processor and later). This is what Brian Dougherty and his team did with GEOS and managed to bring a very sophisticated GUI to the C-64, using half the RAM that Apple did with the Mac 128. They just switched out Commodore’s kernal and disk routines and loaded their own optimized code. I’m not sure if you could do this on Macs and Amigas, but their kernals were “GUI-friendly” and surely adequate if the porting was done with care. But the 286-based clones typical in the MSDOS world of the era would have worked well enough with some sort of boot disk, which could also include hard-disk drivers compatible with the MS file system.

Maybe this approach would have required less manpower and financial resources than the “Windows-route”, which entailed retooling MSDOS itself and waiting for average hardware specs to catch up, like Microsoft did.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				January 15, 2017 at 10:33 am			

			
				
				The middle layer in the cake that would become Magnetic Scroll’s swansong

Did the fascist octopus have anything to do with making this cake? ;-)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				pressurizer			

			
				January 15, 2017 at 12:44 pm			

			
				
				Thanks for another great article!

A little typo: The German magazine was called Aktueller Software Markt, you had Akuteller.

I loved that magazine.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 15, 2017 at 1:14 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				January 19, 2017 at 6:00 am			

			
				
				“Many thanks for your great work !

And, if I may be so bold : there’s absolutely no other blog like Jimmy’s, and believe me when I say that I’ve searched and read a lot. Jimmy’s work is totally unique and an essential contribution to an still-evolving field. He is a true pioneer.”

Hear! Hear!

Well, as I was going to write, this post makes me think of some of the ways I’ve thought of improving the interface for the text adventure. Maybe coming up with a way to make one of the popular compilers like Inform crank out HTML5 and CSS3 so that it’s easy to create an interface that’s interpreted by a browser (have one pane for the room description and items, one for the player’s inventory, a text box for the player’s commands, and a menu on top), and use some API for Alexa for interpreting the player’s commands.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				January 19, 2017 at 11:44 pm			

			
				
				“That the simple text adventure Magnetic Scrolls would eventually make using it would require such high-end hardware would strike many potential buyers, with some justification, as vaguely ridiculous… Taking full advantage of Magnetic Windows, they designed an almost infinitely customizable interface… contain all the goodies of late-period Infocom and Legend plus a lot more…”

Yes, it was indeed overkill. They should have kept the integrated scrollback buffer, static graphics, lists of objects in the current room and in the player’s inventory, auto-map, and (maybe) hint menu but left out the animation, the compass rose, and the menus. If they’d wanted to make text adventure games more accessible to beginners, they could have explained the acceptable syntaxes for commands in the game manual and given plenty of examples. They should have also focused on making the parser more capable of accepting commands real players actually typed in.

Furthermore, by 1989, it was pretty obvious IBM PC compatibles had won the PC wars, and DOS had won the OS wars. They should have focused on making a plainer, windowless UI for the Wonderland and made it just for DOS. They would have cut back on production costs by making the new format exclusively for one platform.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 20, 2017 at 8:09 am			

			
				
				You have to remember that a huge chunk of Magnetic Scrolls’s sales were coming out of Europe, where MS-DOS hadn’t won anything at that point. The Amiga was the premiere computer-gaming platform there.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				January 22, 2017 at 2:38 am			

			
				
				“the most prominent and artistically successful of the interactive Alice in Wonderland adaptations prior to Bishop’s wasn’t a text adventure at all, but rather …” 

I was sure you were going to say Through the Looking Glass, the first game made for the Macintosh!  http://www.mobygames.com/game/through-the-looking-glass

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 22, 2017 at 7:53 am			

			
				
				That one did slip my mind, but it wasn’t all that prominent or successful regardless. ;) I’m afraid it fell victim to Apple’s longstanding phobia about games. I’m not even sure I’d characterize it as an “adaptation” in the same sense as the other games I mentioned.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Mark			

			
				April 27, 2017 at 9:56 am			

			
				
				Just writing to say thanks for the very interesting article. I just finished wonderland literally 30 minutes ago after several head-scratching sessions and reading this article provided a enjoyable epilogue and provided some context for the time period in which the game was made. I played wonderland under emulation (winuae) and installed it to a virtual hard drive to prevent tedious disk swapping. I have to say there is something very charming and unique about this game, from the strange but customisable  interface to the very well drawn/animated graphics which really draw you into the experience. It definitely has some sort of appeal you don’t get with modern triple A games.

Oh yes the one puzzle i did get stuck on was the precisely the one you mentioned for being slightly illogical in the context of text adventure, it isnt hinted enough that you can open and close independently and because of that i was stuck for hours barking up the wrong tree. Cheers!

				


			

			

	

			




	
		
	
		
			
				A Time of Beginnings: Legend Entertainment (or, Bob and Mike’s Excellent Adventure-Game Company)
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As the dust settled and the shock faded in the months that followed the shuttering of Infocom, most of the people who had worked there found they were able to convince themselves that they were happy it was finally over, relieved that a clean sharp break had been made. Sure, they had greeted the initial bombshell that the jig was finally up with plenty of disbelief, anger, and sadness, but the fact remained that the eighteen months before that fateful day, during which they had watched their company lose its old swagger, its very sense of itself, had been if anything even more heartbreaking. And yes, there would be plenty of second-guessing among them in the years to come about what might have been if Cornerstone had never existed or if Bruce Davis hadn’t taken over control of Mediagenic,1 but Infocom’s story did nevertheless feel like it had run its natural course, leaving behind something that all of the Bruce Davises in the world could never take away: that stellar 35-game catalog, unmatched by any game developer of Infocom’s era or any era since in literacy, thoughtfulness, and relentless creative experimentation. With that along with all of their fine memories of life inside Infocom’s offices to buoy them, the former employees could move on to the proverbial next chapter in life feeling pretty good about themselves, regarding their time at Infocom as, as historian Graham Nelson so memorably put it, “a summer romance” that had simply been too golden to stay any longer.

Yet there was at least one figure associated with Infocom who was more inclined to rage against the dying of the light than to go gentle into that good night. Bob Bates had come to the job of making text adventures, a job he enjoyed more than anything else he had ever done, just a little bit too late to share the sense of closure felt by the rest of Infocom. Which isn’t to say he hadn’t managed to accomplish anything in the field: Bob had formed a company to challenge Infocom — a company named, appropriately enough, Challenge — that wound up joining them as the only outside developer ever allowed to copy Infocom’s in-house tools and make games for them under contract. Still, it had all happened very late in the day. When all was said and done, he had the dubious distinction of having made the last all-text Infocom game ever, followed by their very last game of all. His summer romance, in other words, had started in the last week of the season, and he’d barely gotten past first base. When he returned from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to his home near Washington, D.C., on the stormy evening of May 5, 1989, having just been informed by Infocom’s head Joe Ybarra that Infocom’s Cambridge offices were being closed and Challenge’s services wouldn’t be needed anymore, his brief life in text adventures just felt so incomplete. And then, he found his roof was leaking. Of course it was.

Some of Bob’s restless dissatisfaction must have come across when, after that unhappy weekend was in the past, he called up Mike Verdu to tell him he would no longer be able to employ Mark Poesch and Duane Beck, the two programmers Mike’s company had sent out to work with Challenge. A remarkably young executive even in a field that has always favored the young, Mike was only in his mid-twenties, but already had an impressive CV.  In his second year at university, he had dropped out to form a consulting company he named Paragon Systems, which had come to employ Poesch and Beck. The two had been sent to Challenge when Bob came calling on Paragon, looking for help programming the games he had just signed a contract with Infocom to create. During the period when Challenge was making games for Infocom, Mike had sold Paragon to American Systems Corporation, a computer-integration firm that did significant business with the Department of Defense. He had stayed on thereafter with the bigger company as director of one of their departments, and Poesch and Beck had continued to work with Challenge, albeit under the auspices of ASC rather than Paragon. But now that would all be coming to an end; thus Bob’s phone call to Mike to inform him that he would have to terminate Challenge’s arrangement with ASC.

In truth, Bob and Mike didn’t know each other all that well prior to this conversation. Mike had always loved games, and had loved having a game company as a client, but Challenge had always had to remain for him as, as he puts it today, “one of many.” The call that Bob now made to Mike therefore began more as a simple transaction between customer and service provider than as a shared commiseration over the downfall of Bob’s business. Still, something that Bob said must have sparked Mike’s interest. The call continued far longer than it ought to have, and soon multiplied into many more conversations. In fairly short order, the conversations led to a suggestion from Mike: let’s start a new company to make and publish text adventures in the Infocom tradition. He even believed he could convince ASC to put up the bulk of the funding for such a company.

Set aside the fact that text adventures were allegedly dying, and the timing was oddly perfect. In 1989 the dominoes were toppling all over Eastern Europe, the four-decade Cold War coming to an end with a suddenness no one could have dreamed of just a few years before. Among the few people in the West not thoroughly delighted with recent turns of events were those at companies like ASC, who were deeply involved with the Department of Defense and thus had reason to fear the “peace dividend” that must lead to budget cuts for their main client and cancelled contracts for them. ASC was eager to diversify to replace the income the budget cuts would cost them; they were making lots of small investments in lots of different industries. In light of the current situation, an investment in a computer-game company didn’t seem as outlandish as it might have a year or two before, when the Reagan defense buildup was still booming, or, for that matter, might have just a year or two later, when the Gulf War would be demonstrating that the American military would not be idle on the post-Cold War world stage.

Though they had a very motivated potential investor, the plan Bob and Mike were contemplating might seem on the face of it counter-intuitive if not hopeless to those of you who are regular readers of this blog. As I’ve spent much time describing in previous articles, the text adventure had been in commercial decline since 1985. That very spring of 1989 when Bob and Mike were starting to talk, what seemed like it had to be the final axe had fallen on the genre when Level 9 had announced they were getting out of the text-adventure business, Magnetic Scrolls had been dropped by their publisher Rainbird, and of course Infocom had been shuttered by their corporate parent Mediagenic. Yet Bob and Mike proposed to fly in the face of that gale-force wind by starting a brand new company to make text adventures. What the hell were they thinking?

I was curious enough about the answer to that question that I made it a point to ask it to both Bob and Mike when I talked to them recently. Their answers were interesting enough, and said enough about the abiding love each had and, indeed, still has for the genre of adventures in text that I want to give each of them a chance to speak for himself here. First, Mike Verdu:

I believed that there was a very hardcore niche market that would always love this type of experience. We made a bet that that niche was large enough to support a small company dedicated to serving it. The genre was amazing; it was the closest thing to the promise of combining literature and technology. The free-form interaction a player could have with the game was a magical thing. There’s just nothing else like it. So, it didn’t seem like a dying art form to me. It just seemed that there were these bigger companies that the market couldn’t support that were collapsing, and that there was room for a smart niche player that had no illusions about the market but could serve that market directly.

I will say that when Bob and I were looking for publishing partners, and went to some trade conferences — through Bob’s connections we were able to meet people like Ken and Roberta Williams and various other luminaries in the field at the time — everybody said, “You have no idea what you’re doing. The worst idea in the world is to start a game company. It’s the best way to take a big pile of money and turn it into a small pile of money. Stay away!” But Bob and I are both stubborn, and we didn’t listen.

Understanding your market opportunity is really key when you’re forming a company. With Legend, we were very clear-eyed about the fact that we were starting a small company to serve a small market. We didn’t think it would grow to be a thousand people or take over the world or sell a million units of entertainment software per year. We thought there was this amazing, passionate audience that we could serve with these lovingly crafted products, and that would be very fulfilling creatively. If you’re a creative person, I think you have to define how big the audience is that is going to make you feel fulfilled. Bob and I didn’t necessarily have aspirations to reach millions of people. We wanted to reach enough people that we could make our company viable, make a living, and create these products that we loved.


And Bob Bates:

We recognized the risk, but basically we just still believed in the uniqueness of the parser-driven experience — in the pleasure and the joy of the parser-driven experience. By then, there were no other major parser-driven games around, and we felt that point-and-click was a qualitatively different experience. It was fun, but it was different. It was restrictive in terms of what the player could do, and there was a sense of the game world closing in on you, that you could only do what could be shown. Brian Moriarty had a great quote that I don’t remember exactly, but it was something like “you can only implement what you can afford to show, and you can’t afford to show anything.” As a player, I loved the freedom to input whatever I wanted, and I loved the low cost of producing that [form of interaction]. If there’s an interesting input or interaction, and I can address it in a paragraph of text, that’s so much cheaper than having an artist spend a week drawing it. Text is cheap, so we felt we could create games economically. We felt that competition in that niche wasn’t there anymore, and that it was a fun experience that there was still a market for.


Reading between the lines just a bit here, we have a point of view that would paint the failure of Infocom more as the result of a growing mismatch between a company and its market than as an indication that it was genuinely impossible to still make a living selling text adventures. Until 1985, the fulcrum year of the company’s history, Infocom had been as mainstream as computer-game publishers got, often placing three, four, or even five titles in the overall industry top-ten sales lists each month. Their numbers had fallen off badly after that, but by 1987 they had stabilized to create a “20,000 Club”: most games released that year sold a little more or less than 20,000 copies. Taking into account the reality that every title would never appeal enough to every fan to prompt a purchase — especially given the pace at which Infocom was pumping out games that year — that meant there were perhaps 30,000 to 40,000 loyal Infocom fans who had never given up on the company or the genre. Even the shrunken Infocom of the company’s final eighteen months was too big to make a profit serving that market, which was in any case nothing Bruce Davis of Mediagenic, fixated on the mainstream as he was, had any real interest in trying to serve. A much smaller company, however, with far fewer people on the payroll and a willingness to lower its commercial expectations, might just survive and even modestly thrive there. And who knew, if they made their games really well, they might just collect another 30,000 or 40,000 new fans to join the Infocom old guard.

This wasn’t to say that Bob and Mike could afford to return to the pure text that had sufficed for 31 of Infocom’s 35 adventure games. To have any chance of attracting new players, and quite possibly to have any chance of retaining even the old Infocom fans, they were well aware that some concessions to the realities of the contemporary marketplace would have to be made. Their games would include an illustration for every location along with occasional additional graphics, sound effects, and music to break up their walls of text. Their games would, in other words, enhance the Infocom experience to suit the changing times rather than merely clone it.

In the same spirit of maximizing their text adventures’ contemporary commercial potential, they very early on secured the services of Steve Meretzky, Infocom’s single most well-known former Implementor, who had worked on some of the company’s most iconic and successful titles. With Meretzky’s first game for their company, Bob and Mike would try to capitalize on his reputation as the “bad boy of adventure gaming” — a reputation he enjoyed despite the fact that he had only written one naughty adventure game in his career to date. Nevertheless, Bob encouraged Meretzky to “take the gloves off,” to go much further than he had even in his previous naughty game Leather Goddesses of Phobos. Meretzky’s vision for his new game can perhaps be best described today as “Animal House meets Harry Potter” (although, it should be noted, this was many years before the latter was published). It would be the story of a loser who goes off to Sorcerer University to learn the art and science of magic, whilst trying his best to score with chicks along the way. Of course, this being an adventure game, he would eventually have to save the world as well, but the real point was the spells and the chicks. The former would let Meretzky revisit one of the most entertaining puzzle paradigms Infocom had ever devised: the Enchanter series’s spell book full of bizarre incantations that prove useful in all sorts of unexpected ways. The latter would give Bob and Mike a chance to prove one more time the timeless thesis that Sex Sells.

So, the Meretzky game seemed about as good as things could get as a commercially safe bet, given the state of text adventures in general circa 1989. Meanwhile, for those players less eager to be titillated, Bob Bates himself would make what he describes today as a “classical” adventure, a more sober-minded time-travel epic full of intricately interconnected puzzles and environments. Between the two, they would hopefully have covered most of what people had liked about the various games of Infocom. And the really hardcore Infocom fans, of course, would hopefully buy them both.

In making their pitch to ASC and other potential investors, Bob and Mike felt ethically obligated to make careful note of the seeming headwinds into which their new company would be sailing. But in the end ASC was hugely eager to diversify, and the investment that was being asked of them was relatively small in the context of ASC’s budget. Bob and Mike founded their company on about $500,000, the majority of which was provided by ASC, alongside a handful of smaller investments from friends and family. (Those with a stake in Bob’s old company Challenge also saw it rolled over into the new company.) ASC would play a huge role during this formative period, up to and including providing the office space out of which the first games would be developed.

An ASC press release dated January 8, 1990, captures the venture, called GameWorks at the time, at this embryonic stage of high hopes and high uncertainty. Bob Bates is quoted as saying that “GameWorks products combine the best of several existing technologies in an exciting new format,” while Mike Verdu, who would remain in his old role at ASC in addition to his new one as a software entrepreneur for another couple of years, says that “ASC’s interest in this venture stems from more than just making money over the short term. The goal is to establish a self-sustaining software-publishing company.” Shortly after this press release, the name of said company would be changed from GameWorks to Legend Entertainment, harking back to the pitch for an “Immortal Legends” series of games that had first won Bob a contract with Infocom.

The part of the press release that described GameWorks/Legend as a “software-publishing company” was an important stipulation. Mike Verdu:

I remember making these spreadsheets early on, trying to understand how companies made money in this business. It became very clear to me very quickly that life as an independent developer, without the publishing, was very tough. You scrambled for advances, and the royalties you got off a game would never pay for the advances unless you had a huge hit. Your destiny was so tied to the publisher, to the vagaries of the producer that might get assigned to your title, that it just was not an appealing path at all.


In a very fundamental way, Legend needed to be a publisher as well as a developer if they were to bring their vision of text adventures in the 1990s to fruition. It was highly doubtful whether any of the other publishers would be willing to bother with the niche market for text adventures at all when there were so many other genres with seemingly so much greater commercial potential. In addition, Bob and Mike knew that they needed to have complete control of their products, from the exact games they chose to make to the way those games were packaged and presented on store shelves. They recognized that another part of becoming the implicit successor to Infocom must be trying as much as possible to match the famous Infocom packaging, with the included “feelies” that added so much texture and verisimilitude to their interactive fictions. One of the most heartbreaking signs of Infocom’s slow decline, for fans and employees alike, had been the gradual degradation of their games’ physical presentation, as the cost-cutters in Mediagenic’s Silicon Valley offices took away more and more control from the folks in Cambridge. Bob and Mike couldn’t afford to have their company under a publisher’s thumb in similar fashion. At the same time, though, a tiny company like theirs was in no position to set up its own nationwide distribution from warehouse to retail.

It was for small publishers facing exactly this conundrum that Electronic Arts and Mediagenic during the mid-1980s had pioneered the concept of the “affiliated label.” An affiliated label was a small publisher that printed their own name on their boxes, but piggy-backed — for a fee, of course — on the network of a larger publisher for distribution. By the turn of the decade, the American computer-games industry as a whole had organized itself into eight or so major publishers, each with an affiliated-label program of one stripe or another of its own, with at least several dozen more minor publishers taking advantage of the programs. As we’ve seen in other articles, affiliated-label deals were massive potential minefields that many a naive small publisher blundered into and never escaped. Nevertheless, Legend had little choice but to seek one for themselves. Thanks to Mike Verdu’s research, they would at least go in with eyes open to the risk, although nothing they could do could truly immunize them from it.

In seeking a distribution deal, Legend wasn’t just evaluating potential partners; said partners were also evaluating them, trying to judge whether they could sell enough games to make a profitable arrangement for both parties. This process, like so much else, was inevitably complicated by Legend’s determination to defy all of the conventional wisdom and continue making text adventures — yes, text adventures with graphics and sound, but still text adventures at bottom. And yet as Bob and Mike made the rounds of the industry’s biggest players they generally weren’t greeted with the incredulity, much less mockery, one might initially imagine. Even many of the most pragmatic of gaming executives felt keenly at some visceral level the loss of Infocom, whose respect among their peers had never really faded in tune with their sales figures — who, one might even say, had had a certain ennobling effect on their industry as a whole. So, the big players were often surprisingly sympathetic to Legend’s cause. Whether such sentiments could lead to a signature on the bottom line of a contract was, however, a different matter entirely. Most of the people who had managed to survive in this notoriously volatile industry to this point had long since learned that idealism only gets you so far.

For some time, it looked like a deal would come together with Sierra. Ken Williams, who never lacked for ambition, was trying to position his company to own the field of interactive storytelling as a whole. Text adventures looked destined to be a very small piece of that pie at best in the future, but that piece was nevertheless quite possibly one worth scarfing up. If Sierra distributed Legend’s games and they proved unexpectedly successful, an acquisition might even be in the cards. Yet somehow a deal just never seemed to get done. Mike Verdu:

There seemed to be genuine interest [at Sierra], but it was sort of like Zeno’s Paradox: we’d get halfway to something, and then close that distance by half, and then close that distance by half, and nothing ever actually happened. It was enormously frustrating — and I never could put my finger on quite why, because there seemed to be this alignment of interests, and we all liked each other. There was always a sense of a lot of momentum at the start. Then the momentum gradually died away, and you could never actually get anything done. Now that I’ve become a little more sophisticated about business, that suggests to me that Ken was probably running around trying to make a whole bunch of things happen, and somebody inside his company was being the sort of check and balance to his wanting to do lots and lots of stuff. There were probably a lot of things that died on the vine inside that company.


Instead of Sierra, Legend wound up signing a distribution contract with MicroProse, who were moving further and further from their roots in military simulations and wargames in a bid to become a major presence in many genres of entertainment software. Still, “Wild Bill” Stealey, MicroProse’s flamboyant chief, had little personal interest in the types of games Legend proposed to make or the niche market they proposed to serve. Mike Verdu characterizes Sierra’s interest as “strategic,” while MicroProse’s was merely “convenient,” a way to potentially boost their revenue picture a bit and offset a venture into standup-arcade games that was starting to look like a financial disaster. MicroProse hardly made for the partner of Legend’s dreams, but needs must. Wild Bill was willing to sign where Ken Williams apparently wasn’t.

In the midst of all these efforts to set up the infrastructure for a software-publishing business, there was also the need to create the actual software they would publish. Bob Bates’s time-travel game fell onto the back-burner, a victim of the limited resources to hand and the fact that so much of its designer’s time was being monopolized by practical questions of business. But not so Steve Meretzky’s game. As was his wont, Meretzky had worked quickly and efficiently from his home in Massachusetts to crank out his design. Legend’s two-man programming team, consisting still of the Challenge veterans Duane Beck and Mark Poesch, was soon hard at work alongside contracted outside artists and composers to bring Spellcasting 101: Sorcerers Get All the Girls, now planned as Legend’s sole release of 1990, to life in all its audiovisual splendor.

Setting aside for the moment all those planned audiovisual enhancements, just creating a reasonable facsimile of the core Infocom experience presented a daunting challenge. Throughout Infocom’s lifespan, from the 1980 release of Zork I through Bob Bates’s own 1989 Infocom game Arthur: The Quest for Excalibur, no other company had ever quite managed to do what Legend was now attempting to do: to create a parser as good as that of Infocom. Legend did have an advantage over most of Infocom’s earlier would-be challengers in that they were planning to target their games to relatively powerful machines with fast processors and at least 512 K of memory. The days of trying to squeeze games into 64 K or less were over, as were the complications of coding to a cross-platform virtual machine; seeing where the American market was going, Legend planned to initially release their games only for MS-DOS systems, with ports to other platforms left only as a vague possibility if one of their titles should prove really successful. Both the Legend engine and the games that would be made using it were written in MS-DOS-native C code instead of a customized adventure programming language like Infocom’s ZIL, a decision that also changed the nature of authoring a Legend game in comparison to an Infocom game. Legend’s designers would program many of the simpler parts of their games’ logic themselves using their fairly rudimentary knowledge of C, but would always rely on the “real” programmers for the heavy lifting.

But of course none of these technical differences were the sort of things that end users would notice. For precisely this reason, Bob Bates was deeply worried about the legal pitfalls that might lie in attempting to duplicate the Infocom experience so closely from their perspective. The hard fact was that he, along with his two programmers, knew an awful lot about Infocom’s technology, having authored two complete games using it, while Steve Meretzky, who had authored or coauthored no less than seven games for Infocom, knew it if anything even better. Bob worried that Mediagenic might elect to sue Legend for theft of trade secrets — a worry that, given the general litigiousness of Mediagenic’s head Bruce Davis, strikes me as eminently justified. To address the danger, Legend elected to employ the legal stratagem of the black box. Bob sat down and wrote out a complete specification for Legend’s parser-to-be. (“It was a pretty arcane, pretty strange exercise to do that,” he remembers.) Legend then gave this specification for implementation to a third-party company called Key Systems who had never seen any of Infocom’s technology. “What came back,” Bob says, “became the heart of the Legend engine. Mark and Duane then built additional functionality upon that.” The unsung creators of the Legend parser did their job remarkably well. It became the first ever not to notably fall down anywhere in comparison to the Infocom parser. Mediagenic, who had serious problems of their own monopolizing their attention around this time, never did come calling, but better safe than sorry.



The Legend Interface in a Nutshell



[image: ]A game can be played in one of three modes. This one, the default, is the most elaborate — not to say cluttered. Note the long menus of verbs — 120 (!) of them, with a commonly used subset thankfully listed first — and nouns to the left. (And don’t worry, this area from Spellcasting 101 is a “fake” maze, not a real one.)


[image: ]A second mode, which I suspect was the most commonly used by real players in the wild, removes the command-entry menus in favor of allowing more space for the text window, but retains the compass rose and illustrations.


[image: ]Finally, strict adherents to the ethos of text-and-only-text can indeed play the game as a text-only adventure. The existence of significant numbers of such purists was probably more theoretical than actual, but Legend accommodated them nevertheless.


[image: ]By tapping the function keys, you can replace the illustration with the current room description or your current inventory without having to burn a turn on the task.


[image: ]Or you can show a map where the picture usually lives.




 

Anxious to make their games as accessible as possible despite their equally abiding determination to become the implicit heir to Infocom, Legend designed for their new engine a menu-based system for inputting commands that could serve as an alternative to typing them in. Bob Bates, the mastermind behind the system:

One of the biggest barriers to text adventures at the time was that people didn’t know how to type. I knew how to type only because the principal of my high school forced me in my sophomore year to take a typing class instead of a third language. At the time, typing was for girls; men didn’t type. It was a barrier for players.

So, we said that we need an interface that will let somebody play using only the mouse. This was a huge problem. How do you do that without giving too much away? One day as I was pondering this, I realized that once you select a verb you don’t need another verb. So, the menu that contains verbs can go away. You’re looking at a list of verb/noun [combinations]: “get box,” “kick wall.” But if you want a sentence with a preposition, once you’ve clicked on the verb you don’t need another verb, so you can replace that first [verb] list with prepositions — and not only that, but prepositions that are only appropriate to that verb. That was an actual insight; that was a cool idea.

The menu on the left had the twenty or so most common verbs first, but underneath that, going down in alphabetical order, was a list of many, many more verbs. You could scroll down in that list, and it might actually suggest interactions you hadn’t thought of. Basically it preserved the openness of the interaction, but avoided the other big bugaboo of parser-driven games: when the parser will come back and say, “I don’t understand that.” With this system, that could never happen. And that was, I thought, huge. Everything was there in front of you if you could figure out what to do. [Parsing errors] became a thing of the past if you wanted to play in that mode.

Then of course we had full-screen text mode if you wanted to play that way, and we had a sort of hybrid half-and-half mode where there was parser-driven text across the bottom, but you still had graphics at the top. I thought it was important that players could play the game the way they wanted to, and I thought it added to the experience by taking away two of the big problems. One was people who didn’t like to type or couldn’t type or were two-finger typists. Number two was when you would type a whole command and there was an error in the first word; the parser says, “I don’t know that word,” and you have to type the whole command again. That interface took away that pain in the ass.


While Bob’s points are well taken, particularly with regard to the lack of typing skills among so much of the general public at the time, the Legend menu-based interface looks very much of its time today. Having the menu appear onscreen by default has had the unfortunate side-effect of making the Legend games look rather cluttered and ugly in contrast to the Infocom classics, with their timeless text-only approach. That does a real disservice to the games hidden inside the Legend interface, which often stand up very well next to many of the works of Infocom.

Aesthetics aside, I remain skeptical of the real long-term utility of these sorts of interfaces in general, all the rage though they were during the twilight of the text adventure’s commercial era. Certainly there must come a point where picking through a list of dozens of verbs becomes as confusing as trying to divine the correct one from whole cloth. A better solution to the guess-the-verb problem is to create a better parser — and, to be fair, Legend games give no ground for complaint on that score; text-adventure veteran though I admittedly am, I can’t recall ever struggling to express what I was trying to do to a Legend game. The problem of correcting typos without having to type the entire command again, meanwhile, could have been efficiently addressed by including a command-history buffer that the player could navigate using the arrow keys. The omission of such a feature strikes me as rather inexplicable given that the British company Level 9 had begun to include it in their games as far back as 1986.

Although I don’t believe any serious surveys were ever made, it would surprise me if most Legend players stuck with the menu-based interface for very long once they settled down to play. “I played the game this way for fifteen minutes before deciding to bag it and type in all my commands,” wrote one contemporary Spellcasting 101 reviewer who strikes me as likely typical. “For me, this was quicker.” “Frankly, I find the menu to be of little use except to suggest possible commands in tough puzzle situations,” wrote another. Even Steve Meretzky, the author of Legend’s first game, wasn’t a fan:

The impetus for the interface was not a particular feeling that this was a good/useful/friendly/clever interface, but rather a feeling that text adventures were dying, that people wanted pictures on the screen at all times, and that people hated to type. I never liked the interface that much. The graphic part of the picture was pretty nice, allowing you to move around just by double-clicking on doors in the picture, or pick things up by double-clicking on them. But I didn’t care for the menus for a number of reasons. One, they were way more kludgey and time-consuming than just typing inputs. Two, they were giveaways because they gave you a list of all possible verbs and all visible objects. Three, they were a lot of extra work in implementing the game, for little extra benefit. And four, they precluded any puzzles which involved referring to non-visible objects.


Like Meretzky, I find other aspects of the Legend engine much more useful than the menu-based command interface. In the overall baroque-text-adventure-interface sweepstakes, Magnetic Scrolls’s Magnetic Windows-based system has the edge in features and refinement, but the Legend engine does show a real awareness of how real players played these types of games, and gives some very welcome options for making that experience a little less frustrating. The automap, while perhaps not always quite enough to replace pen and paper (or, today, Trizbort), is nevertheless handy, and the ability to pull up the current room description or your current inventory without wasting a turn and scrolling a bunch of other text away is a godsend, especially given that there’s no scrollback integrated into the text window.

The graphics and music in the Legend games still hold up fairly well as well, adding that little bit of extra sizzle. (The occasional digitized sound effects, on the other hand, have aged rather less well.) Right from the beginning with Spellcasting 101, Legend proved willing to push well beyond the model of earlier, more static illustrated text adventures, adding animated opening and closing sequences, interstitial graphics in the chapter breaks, etc. It’s almost enough to make you forget at times that you’re playing a text adventure at all — which was, one has to suspect, at least partially the intention. Certainly it pushes well beyond what Infocom managed to do in their last few games. Indeed, I’m not sure that anyone since Legend has ever tried quite so earnestly to make a real multimedia production out of a parser-based game. It can make for an odd fit at times, but it can be a lot of fun as well.

[image: ]

Spellcasting 101 was released in October of 1990, thereby bringing to a fruition the almost eighteen months of effort that had followed that fateful Cinco de Mayo when Bob Bates had learned that Infocom was going away. I plan to discuss the merits and demerits owed to Spellcasting 101 as a piece of game design in my next article. For now, it should suffice to say that the game and the company that had produced it were greeted with gushing enthusiasm by the very niche they had hoped to reach. Both were hailed as the natural heirs to the Infocom legacy, carrying the torch for a type of game most had thought had disappeared from store shelves forever. Questbusters magazine called Spellcasting 101 the “Son of Infocom” in their review’s headline; the reviewer went on to write that “what struck me most about the game is that it is exactly as I would have expected Infocom games to be if the company was still together and the veteran designers were still working in the industry. I kid you not when I say to watch Legend over the years.” “It’s such a treat to play an Infocom adventure again,” wrote the adventuring fanzine SynTax. “I know it isn’t an Infocom game as such, but I can’t help thinking of it as that.”

This late in the day for the commercial text adventure, it was these small adventure-centric publications, along with the adventure-game columnists for the bigger magazines, who were bound to be the most enthusiastic. Nevertheless, Spellcasting 101 succeeded in proving the thesis on which Bob Bates and Mike Verdu had founded Legend Entertainment: that there were still enough of those enthusiasts out there to support a niche company. In its first six months on the market, Spellcasting 101 sold almost 35,000 units, more than doubling Bob and Mike’s cautious prediction of 16,000 units. By the same point, the Legend hint line had fielded over 35,000 calls. For now — and it would admittedly be just for a little while longer — people were buying and, as the hint-line calls so amply demonstrated, playing a text adventure again in reasonable numbers, all thanks to the efforts of two men who loved the genre and couldn’t quite let it go.

A “Presentation to Stockholders and Directors” of Legend from May of 1991 provides, like the earlier ASC press release, another fascinating real-time glimpse of a business being born. At this point Timequest, Bob Bates’s “classical” time-travel adventure, is about to be released at last, Spellcasting 201 is already nearing completion, and a first licensed game is in the offing, to be based on Frederick Pohl’s Gateway series of science-fiction novels. “MicroProse has done an outstanding job of selling and distributing the product,” notes the report, but “has been less than responsive on the financial side of the house. Our financial condition is precarious. We spent most of the Spellcasting 101 revenues in development of Timequest. We are living hand to mouth. We have come a long way and we are building a viable business, but the costs were greater than expected and the going has often been rough.”

Rough going and living hand to mouth were things that Legend would largely just have to get used to. The games industry could be a brutal place, and a tiny niche publisher like Legend was all but foreordained to exist under a perpetual cloud of existential risk. Still, in return for facing the risk they were getting to make the games they loved, and giving the commercial text adventure a coda absolutely no one had seen coming on that unhappy day back in May of 1989. “We did more things right than we did wrong,” concludes the May 1991 report. “This is a workable definition of survival.” Survival may have been about the best they could hope for — but, then again, survival is survival.

(Sources: Questbusters of March 1991; SynTax Issue 11; Computer Gaming World of November 1990 and March 1991; the book Game Design Theory and Practice by Richard Rouse III; Bob Bates’s interview for Jason Scott’s Get Lamp documentary, which Jason was kind of enough to share with me in its entirety. But the vast majority of this article is drawn my interviews with Bob Bates and Mike Verdu; the former dug up the documents mentioned in the article as well. My heartfelt thanks to both for making the time to talk with me and to answer my many nitpicky questions about events of more than 25 years ago.)


	Mediagenic was known as Activision until mid-1988. To avoid confusion, I just stick with the name “Mediagenic” in this article. ↩
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				Captain Kal			

			
				January 20, 2017 at 7:30 pm			

			
				
				I hope there is an article, about the Gateway series. The second game was the first text adventure, I had ever finished!! And without consulting walkthroughs !!! Much !! :) (In 1997!! The time I switched from Amiga to PC. Pirate version of course!!!)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Steven Marsh			

			
				January 21, 2017 at 2:18 am			

			
				
				I’ve been waiting for this piece (and the – hopefully – subsequent ones about Legend’s games) ever since I discovered your blog.

.

One of the sad things about Legend, in my mind, is the lack of that underlying virtual machine like the Infocom games. One of the reasons Infocom’s games have that “timeless text-only approach” is that the underlying Z-machine format encouraged porting the architecture to modern machines (especially once the fan community took hold). If we were stuck with Infocom games all resembling the Apple ][ ALL CAPS AND EVERYTHING IS IN 40 COLUMNS IN WHITE TEXT ON BLACK BACKGROUND, I don’t think they would be as fondly remembered today. I’d LOVE to play the Legend games in an elegant way on modern machines that didn’t feel beholden to EGA/VGA-era graphics. (A similar problem befalls some early-era shareware text adventures, especially the incredible T-Zero from 1991.)

.

I know it’s impossible to play “What If?,” but – reading about distribution problems and the challenges of trying to build a profitable company with a small-but-dedicated fanbase – I can’t help but fantasize about what if something like the Steam platform existed back then, enabling them to bypass traditional boxes-on-shelves distribution channels. Or if Kickstarter had existed, enabling them to tap those 30-40K dedicated fans for additional funds.

.

Anyway, thanks again for this piece. I eagerly look forward to future follow-ups.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				January 21, 2017 at 3:20 pm			

			
				
				There was shareware, distributed via BBSes. At least a couple of famous game studios made it big that way: Epic (Megagames at the time), and Id Software. But you can’t distribute your games in pretty boxes with feelies inside via BBS…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				January 22, 2017 at 2:59 pm			

			
				
				Sure you can. Most shareware had the full version on a disk that you had to get delivered by mail if you bought it. It would be simplicity itself to have the full version come with all the feelies that you want, and you’d probably be able save a ton of many by using a “produce on demand” system. 

The deeper problem is making a shareware IF game in the first place. Most are too interconnected to easily cut down without crippling the game (and making it less appealing), so you’d either have to put a “demo” section in every game (some games would work well with such a thing, but most wouldn’t) or have one or two free titles that came with a catalog of some sort.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 22, 2017 at 3:47 pm			

			
				
				A fair number of shareware text adventures were released during the interstitial period between the collapse of the commercial market and the beginning of the modern freeware movement, which is best dated to the release of Curses! in 1993. A number of strategies were used beyond the obvious one of simply appealing to the player’s goodwill. None strike me as unreasonable.

One was to offer hints and maps with registration — although it must be admitted that this could rather cut against good design in the same way that the opportunity to sell hints books could create a subtle, almost subconscious tendency not to worry overmuch about unfair puzzles among commercial publishers. Another, related method was to make feelies with information needed to complete the game, as Infocom did, and to make them available only to registered users. And another alternative for a score-oriented game — which the vast majority were at that time — was to simply halt the game when the player’s score reached a certain point, with a registration code required to progress further.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Duncan Stevens			

			
				January 21, 2017 at 1:53 pm			

			
				
				My only comment here: wow, what an ugly cover. I know sex sells, but this seems like some sort of experiment to see whether sex still sells when made to look as horrible as possible.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				net			

			
				January 23, 2017 at 4:50 pm			

			
				
				What could you possibly mean??? Those cheerleaders are awfully sexy for retirees.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ignacio			

			
				January 22, 2017 at 5:17 am			

			
				
				Excellent piece Mr. Maher, it was great to read it (as always). I enjoy The Digital Antiquarian a lot.

Mr. Bates memory is very good; his quote from Brian Moriarty is very close to the original one: “The problem with graphic adventure games is that you can’t do anything that you can’t show, and you can’t afford to show anything!” (I had just read it a couple of days ago here: http://www.aventuraycia.com/entrevistas/en/brian-moriarty/).
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				Daphne B			

			
				January 23, 2017 at 11:54 pm			

			
				
				I wondered if you (Jimmy) already owned the games?  You didn’t mention where they could be obtained (sometimes you have mentioned it for other games).  I looked a bit but only found abandonware-type sites.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 24, 2017 at 8:47 am			

			
				
				I do have a CD shovelware collection called The Lost Adventures of Legend which I bought many years ago.

I am well aware that the lack of availability, along with the lack of accessibility which Steven Marsh mentioned, have done much to keep these games from being played as much as they perhaps should be. I’m pretty sure The Lost Adventures collection was their last official release, somewhere around 1996 or 1997.

Bob Bates doesn’t own the copyrights, and thus can’t give official permission, but he has said that he personally doesn’t mind at all if I host them here. So, I plan to put up downloads of the individual games, with DOSBox configurations to make them as simple as possible to get running, when I talk about them specifically. That will start in my next article with the three Spellcasting games.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Daphne B			

			
				January 25, 2017 at 2:53 am			

			
				
				Wow, that is way better news than I expected.  Thanks for doing that, and for these informative and fun articles.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				January 25, 2017 at 3:16 am			

			
				
				While obviously a generic castle in the picture, it does look a lot like Windsor Castle near London. I assume it wasn’t set there.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ibrahim Gucukoglu			

			
				January 25, 2017 at 6:41 am			

			
				
				Hi Jimmy.  Two points I want to bring to your attention.  firstly, you quote in your article “Indeed, I’m not sure that anyone since Legend has ever tried quite so earnestly to make a real multimedia production out of a parser-based game.”  Although this is sadly no longer available as far as I am aware, The General Coffee Company film productions developed Future Boy! a parsor driven text adventure which pitted you against a comic book style vilin with a host of memorable characters to help you along in your journey.  The game had context driven menus for conversation and for command input, however you could play the game in pure text only mode if you wished.  There were fully animated scenes including intersticial video sequences and all the characters were voice acted to sometimes comic effect.  The game also came with a newspaper which was a feely on the cd as well as a printable poster.  If you can get a copy, I would suggest giving it a shot, especially if you enjoyed Paul O’Brian’s Earth and Sky series of games.  Re shareware games of the early nineties, do you have a listing of particularly memorable titles that spring to mind you could share with us?  One of the most memorable I can recall to mind is Humbug, a quaint Christmas text adventure which sees you, the protagonist visiting your Grandad’s estate for the Christmas holidays only to find yourself involved in a wild treasure hunt including time travel, an evil neighbour dentist called Jasper, Vikings and their long boats, a furry little creature called a Wompass and countless other memorable characters.  That you can still get from the Author’s website http://www.grahamcluley.com or from the IF archive.  Thanks as ever for this article, keep them coming.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 25, 2017 at 9:07 am			

			
				
				Ah, I’d forgotten about Future Boy. I remember it from back in the day, and always meant to get it, but never got around to it. I guess that makes me part of the reason it wasn’t a success, huh?

I’m aware of Humbug and its predecessor Jacaranda Jim, and even looked briefly at them, but they have a reputation for being unfair and seem to have the sort of “parser personality” that would think torturing the player *hilarious*, so I was pretty leery. If you’ve played Humbug and found that reputation unjustified, let me know and I’ll give it a longer look.

Otherwise, there’s not an embarrassment of riches in the shareware era, but shareware games will be coming up from time to time as we move through the early 1990s. Adventions, makers of the Unnkullian series, were the most sustained practitioners of the shareware model, but I don’t think their main series has aged terribly well. Their Horror of Rylvania is pretty good, however. T-Zero is about 90 percent of a genuinely great game, as well-written and as impressive technically as the best of Infocom, but is undone by impossible read-the-author’s-mind puzzles. Probably the most playable of the shareware games is The Dungeons of Dunjin, which has fairly humble aspirations to go along with its terrible name — it’s just a fantasy treasure hunt — but is very fair and very enjoyable. Save Princeton is also reasonably good.

Some of the AGT adventures I still have to talk about were shareware as well, but it’s hard for me to keep straight right now which were and weren’t. However, Cosmoserve and Shades of Gray are both well worth playing, and I need to look at The Jeweled Arena and Klaustrophobia again before making a judgment on them. Again, all of this will get coverage in future articles.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				January 27, 2017 at 5:26 am			

			
				
				I once wrote some reviews for Humbug and Jacaranda Jim for SPAG several years ago although, looking back, I might have been a bit too critical. Having said that, their reputation for unfairness has some justification unfortunately. If you’d like, I could give you a heads up on the unfair parts of the games so that you don’t feel so frustrated playing them. Although there are unfair puzzles in them, some of the puzzles are actually quite clever, and the writing is very good. I particularly enjoyed the ending to Humbug.

The Golden Wombat of Destiny is a fair and also fairly short shareware game from that period. It’s also delightfully quirky. I don’t agree with the SPAG reviewer’s criticism of two of its puzzles, though (one regarding Shakespeare and another regarding some machine).

I haven’t tried Sanity Claus, but it’s considered a classic. I think Fire Witch is a really good one.

Just out of curiosity, though, why do you think the Unnkullian series hasn’t aged well?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 27, 2017 at 11:37 am			

			
				
				Thanks, but not necessary. All things being equal, I much prefer writing about good games to bad or mediocre, and only focus on the latter if they’re of significant historical interest or fail in particularly interesting or instructive ways. I don’t think Jacaranda Jim and Humbug qualify, nor The Golden Wombat of Destiny. This blog is ambitious enough as it is, and you have to draw these lines somewhere.

While I liked the author’s previous game Son of Stagefright a lot — so much that I put it into my personal Hall of Fame — Sanity Clause has way more design issues, starting right out with instant deaths and a terrible puzzle. A pity, as I like the concept a lot, and do think there’s some good stuff buried inside it. But yeah, that one will get a pass or at most a passing mention as well.

Assuming you mean John’s Fire Witch, that’s from a little later than these other games, but I almost certainly will write something about it.

I actually write about the Unnkulian series in the article I’ll be publishing next Friday, so I’ll reserve comment until then.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ibrahim Gucukoglu			

			
				February 2, 2017 at 4:41 am			

			
				
				Hi Jimmy.

I guess my fondness for Humbug and to a lesser extent Jacaranda Jim is fuled by Nostalja, a potent weapon especially if you’re young enough to have been playing these games on DOS computers as I did back when I was at school.  Humbug did have some devilishly difficult puzzles and forced you to complete the game in such a way as to make it very linnier in parts, however I do urnistly believe that you should give it another shot and lose yourself in the ambience and atmosphere which captivated me at the time.  The sheer quirkiness of some of the puzzles and the characters kept the game entertaining and I can’t remember playing a game with so many memorable characters.  A port of the game was produced for Adrift, though since Graham has not been able – or willing to release the source code, ports to other platforms are unlikely.  Speaking for myself re puzzles, one of the most difficult I had to deal with was a door lock combination wich required you to draw numbers on a segmented display.  I am totally blind and have never been able to see, so as you can imagine, trying to conjure up the shapes of the figures was quite difficult.  I still have an email from the author with the various button combinations to draw the numbers but it’s been years since I popped my Humbug disk in to a computer and played it.  Yes, I still do have a DOS era computer for playing these games – I wouldn’t use anything else.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				January 26, 2017 at 7:22 am			

			
				
				Another great article, Mr. Maher! I’ve decided to contribute to your Patreon account again!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				January 26, 2017 at 7:32 am			

			
				
				Actually, come to think of it, all this talk about IF interfaces has got me thinking about some ways to modernize the interface, taking a page from web pages. What do you think?

http://smartalec.weebly.com/if-mockup.html

Sorry about the sloppiness. I figured I better put something put fast before you move on to your next article.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 27, 2017 at 11:25 am			

			
				
				Thanks for the support!

There have been a lot of alternative text-adventure interfaces tried over the years, and none have really caught on. I think that they generally tend to overemphasize the avoidance of typing. While, as Bob Bates correctly describes in the article above, the situation was a little different in Legend’s time, today typing is a fairly basic life skill at which most people — at least those below a certain age — are fairly proficient, thanks to text messages, email, and Facebook and other forms of social media. Even leaving aside that word lists can be such an aesthetic disaster, mousing through them always proves much more awkward than just typing commands. I think of interactive fiction as a *dialog* between game and player, and think that anything that gets in the way of that sense of conversational flow generally detracts from the experience. 

I can, however, see a use for additional visual aids. Games with large geographies can certainly benefit from onscreen maps, and windows showing the player’s inventory and the current room description can actually add to the sense of conversational flow by not forcing the player to constantly type “i” or “l” or take her hand off the keyboard to scroll text back and forth. (Interestingly, Scott Adams actually implemented separate room-description windows in his games, the very first text adventures ever to appear on microcomputers.) And thanks to our bigger screens, we can now implement such things more elegantly than Legend could, making them always a part of the display.

Mobile devices of course don’t have larger displays at their disposal, and often lack hardware keyboards as well. That’s a nut I’m not sure anyone has cracked yet, in terms of providing the granular flexibility of a text adventure in a way that feels natural to mobile.
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In an earlier article, I described Steve Meretzky during his peak years at Infocom as “second to no one on the planet in his ability to craft entertaining and fair puzzles, to weave them together into a seamless whole, and to describe it all concisely and understandably.” But his talents encompassed more than just good puzzle design. As an Infocom Imp, he had the unique gift of taking potentially hackneyed or just plain dumb premises and making them subtly, subversively smart. Who would have expected Leather Goddesses of Phobos, his ribald low-brow sex romp, to prove so clever and joyous and downright life-affirming? Who would have expected Stationfall, on its face the most rote sequel Infocom ever made — “Bring back Floyd!” had shouted the masses, and Meretzky had obliged — to turn gradually and without any warning whatsoever into the creepiest, most oppressive game in their canon?

It’s because I know what he’s capable of at his best that I’ve always found Meretzky’s post-Infocom career a little disappointing. He did make good games after Infocom, but his track record from those years was far more mixed. During the 1990s, his dumb premises too often lacked the requisite touch of smarts to leaven the brew, and some of his design genius seemed to desert him. And sadly, his disappointments often smacked not of aiming too high, as he arguably had with his flawed would-be Infocom masterpiece A Mind Forever Voyaging, but rather from aiming too low, from being content to wallow in his established persona as a maker of wacky adventure games without adding that subversive spice that had elevated games like Leather Goddesses of Phobos and Stationfall to more interesting heights. Seen from this standpoint, his very first game after Infocom’s shuttering, Spellcasting 101: Sorcerers Get All the Girls, while a perfectly serviceable wacky adventure game in its own right, does rather portend the less inspiring phase of his career that was now beginning.

That said, when removed from the context of the games Meretzky was still to make, and particularly from that of the direct sequels to this game that were to follow, Spellcasting 101 is hardly a crime against adventure gaming. In fact, it was a wise if safe choice of a game to mark Legend Entertainment’s debut as a company and Meretzky’s as a freelance game designer. I already laid out the reasons for that in my last article: Steve Meretzky was well-known for his wacky comedy adventures; his Leather Goddesses of Phobos had been Infocom’s last big hit; Sex Sells in the abstract. Ergo Spellcasting 101. The first release of this very fragile new company was not the time to take too many artistic chances.

Spellcasting 101, then, finds Steve Meretzky sitting very comfortably in his wheelhouse, mixing unabashedly dumb humor — I might use the adjective “sophomoric,” but perhaps I should reserve that for the sequel Spellcasting 201 — with smart puzzles. You play Ernie Eaglebeak, the latest in adventure gaming’s long line of loser protagonists. He’s in love with a hot little number named Lola Tigerbelly, and dreams of going off to Sorcerer University to study magic, but, in a sex-reversed version of the Cinderella story, is prevented from doing either of these things (sorry!) by Joey Rottenwood, his evil stepfather. (With a name like that, I think old Joey should have been fronting a punk-rock band, but what do I know?) In the prologue, you in the role of Ernie defy your stepfather’s wishes in the matter of your education at least by sneaking off to Sorcerer University after your acceptance letter arrives in the mail.

The game’s a little more risque than Leather Goddesses of Phobos, not least in that it now has pictures, but it’s still the sort of thing that only the most hormone-addled teenager is likely to find genuinely titillating; the sex is still very much played for laughs, not for, shall we say, self-gratification. Bob Bates of Legend had a rule of thumb for deciding what was and wasn’t acceptable to portray in the pictures. It’s best described as the “Playboy cover test”: anything that might appear on the cover — not the inside pages — of a Playboy magazine was okay. Like Leather Goddesses and its own two sequels, Spellcasting 101 does let you play in “nice” or “naughty” mode. Indeed, some of the most amusing gags in the games come if you choose to become one of the approximately one percent of players who don’t immediately switch to “naughty” mode. Suddenly nights of passion are replaced by, say, a night spent playing gin rummy. (Any resemblance to my marriage after eight and a half blissful years is, I’m sure, purely coincidental.)

One could wish that Meretzky had been able to let the player play as a female, as he had in Leather Goddesses of Phobos, but the need to depict so much of what happens visually, along with a more complicated plot and a more fleshed-out protagonist, precluded that possibility. The enforced male gaze does open the games up to a charge of sexism that it’s pointless to even try to refute. (Just look at those box covers and screenshots!) I suppose one could try to argue that the Spellcasting series is really making fun of the males doing all the leering, in the style of the Leisure Suit Larry series, but the humor doesn’t even have as much edge as those games, making it hard to regard it as satire. In the Spellcasting games’ defense, however, it’s all so over the top that it’s also hard for me at least to take any of it seriously enough to work up much outrage. Certainly Legend got little to no backlash from offended consumers, leaving Steve Meretzky’s wish to author a truly controversial game, which had burned since his stridently anti-Reagan effort A Mind Forever Voyaging back in 1985, still unrealized.

The explicit political statement that opened Leather Goddesses of Phobos felt bracing in its time, but the constant back-patting and referencing of notable contemporary culture warriors in the Spellcasting games gets to be a bit much. We get it, Steve, you’re a real rebel against the Establishment with your wacky adventure games.


The humor in general is a little hit and miss. Where the first Spellcasting game in particular really shines, however, is the puzzle design — which, it must be said, is sometimes inseparable from the humor, and therein lies much of its brilliance. Many of the puzzles rely on wordplay, such as the unexpected use of a spell to “increase bust size.” In fact, there’s an entire extended sequence, “The Island of Lost Soles,” built around a premise that would have suited Nord and Bert Couldn’t Make Head or Tail of It perfectly. The inhabitants of the titular island have been entrapped within the various objects there. So, for example, “Blaize” is now trapped inside a campfire on the beach, and can be released only by casting a spell to “restore lost souls” on his true name. The usual problem with puzzles like this — and certainly the big problem with the should-have-been-a-classic Nord and Bert — is that they rely so much on the player’s native vocabulary and intuition. There are going to be some connections that even the most gifted player in both categories will simply never make, leaving her wandering hopelessly stuck. Spellcasting 101 solves that problem with a stroke of genius that’s disarmingly simple. Once you’ve wandered for a given amount of time without making further progress, a “hint fairy” will show up, saying something like “Have you seen Blaize around here?” With an actual name now to hand, you can search the island again, looking for the right object to which to apply it. Thereby does the game preserve the joy of making spontaneous intuitive connections without ever allowing you to get hopelessly hung up on those connections you can’t make. This, my friends, is what good design looks like.

Indeed, there’s a lot of attention paid in Spellcasting 101, as there would be in most of Legend’s later games to an even greater extent, to treating the player fairly. Even the combinatorial-explosion problem that made so frustrating Zork Zero, Meretzky’s final epic for Infocom, is addressed here by dividing the game into manageable chapters, each with its own discrete set of goals. Granted, some of the chapters are time-based, requiring you to plan your efforts around a constantly ticking clock. Solving these parts requires a fair amount of trial and error — i.e., figuring out what needs to be done over the course of several passes through a given chapter, then making a plan and bringing it all together via a final speed run. You will, in other words, be saving and restoring quite a lot despite the absence of more egregious design sins. Still, it should also be noted that Spellcasting 101‘s two sequels are much bigger sinners in this department. For long stretches of Spellcasting 101, the ticking clock disappears — something that most definitely can’t be said about the sequels.

So, this first Legend adventure game ever evinces a clear desire to be welcoming and accessible, if necessary at the expense of the sort of really intricate puzzles beloved by some of Infocom’s more hardcore disciples. Suffice to say that it’s a long, long way from the enormous, complicated, bafflingly non-linear Zork Zero. Kudos to Steve Meretzky, who was known to complain during Infocom’s latter days that their games were getting too easy, for recognizing the role his latest game needed to play in getting Legend off the ground, and for adjusting his design to suit the circumstances. Making due accommodation for the fact that this style of humor will never be to everyone’s taste, if there’s a holistic complaint to be leveled against the design it’s probably that the whole thing is just a little schizophrenic. What seems like it’s going to be a game about life at Sorcerer University suddenly transforms just as you’re settling into it into a series of vignettes, played on islands scattered all over the Fizzbuttle Ocean, that could have come from almost any adventure game. The Island of Lost Soles is a prime case in point: delightful as I find it on its own merits, it has nothing really to do with any other part of the game that houses it beyond yielding when all is said and done the requisite piece of the magical whatsit you’re trying to collect. The other island vignettes are less extended but equally isolated from one another and from the overarching plot of the game as a whole. Luckily, they’re all entertaining enough that the objection becomes more philosophical than impedimentary.

Call me overly sensitive if you must, but this scene from Spellcasting 201 is one of those that creeps me out just a bit. It also illustrates one of the inconsistencies in the series’s writing. Ernie Eaglebeak is the classic put-upon nerdy loser who couldn’t buy a date — until it’s time to score, whereupon all the sexy ladies suddenly have the hots for him.


Spellcasting 201: The Sorcerer’s Appliance, Meretzky’s 1991 sequel, does fix this problem; the entire game now takes place inside the confines of a greatly expanded Sorcerer University. (The extended map is explained as the result of “an extensive campus renovation and expansion program.”) Now in his sophomore year, Ernie will need to save the world entirely from within the confines of the university and its immediate environs this time, in between attending classes and pledging to the fraternity Hu Delta Phart — whose name, along with those of its companion fraternities Tappa Kegga Bru, I Phelta Thi, and Gramma Eta Pi, gives a pretty good idea of the sort of humor you’ll find in these games, for anyone still in doubt.

Unfortunately, the previous game’s focus on playability and accessibly falls by the wayside. In Spellcasting 201, which is divided into chapters each representing one day, you’re the constant slave of a ticking clock that runs in increments of no less than five full minutes per turn. (Ernie, it appears, may be not just slothful but a genuine sloth.) While none of the puzzle solutions are out-of-left-field howlers, they do often require lots of trial and error. And thanks to that ticking clock, trial and error in this context means save and restore, again and again and again. As your collection of save files mounts, you also have to contend with a strict inventory limit that forces you to juggle objects in just the right way as you go about each day.

Some of the puzzles seem almost consciously engineered to be as annoying as possible, as if Meretzky has forgotten the lesson, long since taken to heart by his old peers at Infocom, that annoying the player in the name of comedy is seldom a good design strategy. Perhaps the worst offender of all is a magical musical instrument called a moodhorn, whose proper operation also serves as part of the game’s copy protection. You can play moodhorn compositions that are found in a music book that accompanies the game to affect the mood of the people around you — songs like “Happiness Interlude,” “Fear,” “Drippingtreesap’s Love Theme No. 15,” and “Winter Cold.” It sounds fun enough in theory, with, in the best tradition of the Enchanter series that did so much to inspire the Spellcasting games, lots of opportunities for Easter eggs even where puzzles solutions aren’t forthcoming. In practice, however, it’s just excruciating. Each song requires entering a series of six commands for manipulating the moodhorn, typing things like “vomp plunger,” “trib high glupp key,” and “oscilloop half burm lever” one after another in sequence. Because the moodhorn seems like it ought to be useful in many situations, you’ll likely spend much of the game wandering around trying out the twelve separate compositions listed in the music book, looking for the one place where the moodhorn actually is useful. Have I mentioned how excruciating this is? Just to add the final dollop of absurdity to the exercise, the ticking clock means that every moodhorn composition requires fully thirty precious minutes to play. (Even Yes albums don’t have songs that long!)

Legend stepped up to VGA graphics with Spellcasting 301, but the girls continue to look like they were assembled from mismatched spare parts left over after making other girls.


The series wobbled to its anticlimactic close with 1992’s Spellcasting 301: Spring Break, in which Ernie and his fraternity buddies head for the beach. The ticking clock remains and is as annoying as ever, although this time you are granted the mercy of being able to leave some tasks incomplete and still finish the game, albeit at a cost to your final score. Otherwise, the pleasures and pains are largely the same as those of the second game. The one immediately obvious difference is that the pictures, including all those babes that never seem to be put together quite the way real women are, are now in 256-color VGA rather than 16-color EGA. Given how much of a piece the Spellcasting games — particularly the last two — really are, I’d like to use the remainder of this article to try to understand what went so wrong with the series as a whole rather than to dwell on the details of Spellcasting 301‘s individual failings.

If we’re looking for someone to blame for the Spellcasting series’s problems — besides poor Steve Meretzky, that is — our first  candidate has to be Ernie Eaglebeak, the hapless loser you’re forced to play in all three games. Simply put, he’s a horrid little twerp, the sort of kid that you want to drag down to the beach just so you can personally kick some sand in his face. Worse, he’s such a thoroughly uninteresting horrid little twerp. Even as odious adventure-game losers go, he’s no Leisure Suit Larry. And as Ernie Eaglebeak goes, so goes the rest of the cast of bimbos, dirty old men, and fraternity bro-dudes. The most sympathetic character in the series, a dottering old professor by the name of Otto Tickingclock, gets cuckolded and then accidentally killed by Ernie, who cares not a whit. There’s precious little warmth or joy to be found herein. It’s baffling to think that these games were written by the man who gave us Floyd, the first character in a text adventure that we ever really cared about. The death knell for any piece of fiction, interactive or otherwise, comes with the opposite reaction, when the reader says, “I really don’t care what happens to these people.” It’s hard to imagine anyone invested enough in Ernie Eaglebeak to give a damn about him.

As fiction, then, the Spellcasting series has its problems. Ditto as comedy. Various Implementors who worked at Infocom, as well as many commentators over the decades since, have described the strict limitations imposed by Infocom’s original 128 K Z-Machine as a counter-intuitive benefit to their games in that it forced authors to hone their works down to polished jewels, excising all of the weaker bits, retaining only the very strongest material. I’ve always been and to some extent remain a little skeptical of this thesis; as I’ve stated in previous articles, I think that some of the latter-day Infocom games in particular were trying to do a little too much in too small a space, and could have really used a few more kilobytes at their disposal. That said, the Spellcasting series makes a very strong counterargument for the value of restraint, stringently enforced if need be. With a system to hand for the first time that supported effectively unlimited amounts of text, Meretzky felt free to write… and write… and write. Some of the gags go on forever, to little if any comedic payoff. At Infocom, all this material would have been ruthlessly pared down by Meretzky’s fellow Imps and the testers, leaving only the genuinely funny bits behind. In this new order, however, it all just lies there on the screen, limp and lifeless as the comatose girl Ernie crawls into bed with in one of the series’s squickier episodes.

Cringe-worthy meta-textual comments like this one from Spellcasting 201 were par for the course in amateur AGT text adventures of the time, but they’re a little disconcerting to see in a $40 boxed commercial game. This sort of lazy writing would never have made it out of the first round of testing at Infocom.


Having broached the subject of Infocom’s working methods versus those Meretzky would utilize as an independent designer, I’d like to continue to follow that line of thought, for I think it might just lead us to the core reason that the Spellcasting series and so much of Meretzky’s other post-Infocom work pales in comparison to his earlier classics. Even after he became Infocom’s most famous Imp, Meretzky remained just one member of a creative collective which had the willingness and ultimately the authority to restrain his more questionable design impulses. This was the well-honed Infocom process for making great adventure games in action. I think that Meretzky needed that process — or at least a process involving lots of checks and balances — in order to turn out his best work. Legend did try as much as possible to duplicate the Infocom process for making games, even going so far as getting a number of former Infocom employees to help out as testers, but, being a much smaller, decentralized operation, was never able to duplicate the spirited to-and-fro on questions of writing and design that did so much for all of the Infocom Imps’ work. For Steve Meretzky, working hundreds of miles away and accorded a certain untouchable status as Legend’s star designer, the proof of the consequences is in the Spellcasting pudding. I’d like to quote from a recent discussion I had with Bob Bates, in which I asked him his own opinion of the ticking clock and the various other retrograde elements found in the Spellcasting games.

I was never really a fan of a ticking clock. For me personally, the fun of these games comes in the exploration. It comes often not in the solution to the puzzle, but in all the things you discover while you’re trying to solve the puzzle. As a designer, I try to entertain the player during that time, and to encourage the player to try offbeat stuff. Ninety percent of what a player does in an adventure game is wrong. You have to entertain them during that ninety percent in order for them to get the joy of the ten percent that’s actual puzzle-solving. So, I’m not a fan of the time-restricted thing in the same way that I’m not a fan of limiting what the player can carry, making him have to stop and think about swapping things in and out of his inventory. It doesn’t appeal to me as a player or a designer, but other people are different. With Steve, what you’re probably seeing is a designer choice rather than a company choice.


Bob Bates confirmed that Meretzky, as Legend’s star designer, was afforded lots of freedom to make exactly “the game he wanted to make” — freedom which was not afforded to any of the in-house teams who made Legend’s other games, who were expected to hew closely to the more progressive design philosophy Bob outlines above. There’s an important lesson here — important not just in the context of Meretzky’s career, or the history of the adventure game, or even in the context of game design in general. It’s rather an important lesson for all creators, and for those who would nurture them.

I would submit that allowing Meretzky to make exactly the games he wanted to make was in the end greatly to said games’ detriment. I say this not because Steve Meretzky was an egomaniac, was unusually headstrong, or was ever anything other than a very nice, funny, personable, honest fellow who positively oozed with creativity. I say it because Steve Meretzky was human, and creative humans need other humans to push back against them from time to time. I suspect that many of you could name an author or two who used to write taut, compelling books, until they got big enough that no one felt empowered to edit them anymore. Ditto for music; how many once-great bands have tarnished their image with lazy, filler-laden latter-day albums? Game designers are no different from other creative professionals in this respect. Meretzky needed someone to tell him, “Hey, Steve, this aspect of the game is more annoying than fun,” or “Hey, Steve, this huge text dump doesn’t really say much of anything interesting or funny,” or “Hey, Steve, can’t you do something to make this Ernie twerp a bit less odious?”

If the Spellcasting games on the one hand reflect the lack of a sufficiently rigorous design process, on the other they reflect a certain failure of ambition on the part of their creator. Steve Meretzky was a very practical guy at heart, and seems to have taken a strong lesson from the commercial disappointment that had been A Mind Forever Voyaging. He continued to dream grander dreams than the likes of Ernie Eaglebeak and Sorcerer University, but he never pushed hard enough to make his dreams into actualities. The legendary lost Meretzky game, which he broached so many times that it’s become a sort of in-joke among a whole swathe of industry old-timers, was an historical epic taking place on the Titanic‘s one and only voyage. Bob Bates admits that he didn’t want Meretzky to make this game for Legend. Since, as he put it, “everyone knows how that story ends,” he believed there was little commercial appeal to the idea, an opinion which is cast in a very questionable light by the massive success of the James Cameron movie on the same subject of a few years later. What might have been had Mereztky stuck to his guns and brazened out the chance to make this grander vision? It strikes me as unlikely that anyone today would be saying, “Gee, that Titanic game was okay, but I sure would have liked some more Ernie Eaglebeak instead.”

The irony of the Spellcasting series is that these dissipated games did as much to dissipate whatever commercial momentum the newly independent Meretzky had as surely as might have a more ambitious concept. Sales of the Spellcasting games dropped off markedly after the first sold more than 50,000 copies as Legend’s very first product. The dwindling sales doubtless constitute much of the reason that a planned fourth game, Spellcasting 401: The Graduation Ball, was never made. Few regretted its absence overmuch. Between the Spellcasting games and the downright embarrassing Leather Goddesses of Phobos 2, a half-assed graphic adventure he designed for the bankrupt Activision, Meretzky began his career as an independent game designer by ghettoizing himself as the “bad boy of adventure gaming” for years to come.

Ah, well… might-have-beens will always bloom eternal, won’t they? The first Spellcasting game at least can be a lot of fun, and perhaps comes off worse than is really fair here when I place it in the context of the increasingly dispiriting series as a whole. And I do want to note that I uniformly enjoy all of the other Legend text adventures much more than I do Spellcasting 201 and Spellcasting 301. I look forward to having more positive articles to write about them in the future.

The Legend games must still be played as they were originally delivered, as standalone programs running on an old MS-DOS computer or in an MS-DOS emulator, while the games of Infocom and many other earlier text-adventure publishers are much easier to get running thanks to modern interpreters for same. This relative inaccessibility has done much to keep the Legend games from being played as much as they deserve to be. While Bob Bates no longer owns the rights to the Legend games and thus cannot give official permission to host them, he has said that he doesn’t personally object if I do so. So, feel free to download Spellcasting 101, Spellcasting 201, and Spellcasting 301 unless and until a scary legal person says it isn’t allowed. Included in each zip files are the associated documentation/feelies and a DOSBox configuration that should work with that particular game, along with a brief note on how to get it running on your system; whether you’re running Windows, OS X, or Linux, it’s all basically the same. I hope this will make it as painless as possible to experience these heretofore hard-to-find and hard-to-get-running pieces of interactive-fiction history.

So, by all means, have a go, starting with Spellcasting 101. Who knows, maybe you’ll find I’m just a boring old stick-in-the-mud and these games are the most hilarious and delightful things ever. Stranger things have happened.
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				Matt Reichert			

			
				January 27, 2017 at 5:41 pm			

			
				
				I think you’re being a bit harsh on the Spellcasting series.  True they’re not great games, but they have their charm.  I enjoyed them back when they were released (although at that point in time I was just thrilled that text adventures were still being made).  I agree about the clock though, it just makes the game feel rushed, like you can’t take your time to try stupid things because you’ll run out of time for the main objective.  I’m probably one of the few that were bummed that 401 never came out (I hate cliffhangers!).  Even though I was the target age (13-15) for the naughty mode in these games, I always played on tame just because I found the ‘sex’ parts to be way over the top and a bit squicky as you pointed out (not to mention a bit on the stupid side). 

My favorite Legend game is still Eric the Unready.  While it too had a timer, it was more than generous as the chapters were pretty small.  You almost had to try and run the timer out for it to become a problem.  If you have to have a timer, then you might as well make it feel non-threatening.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jonathan Blask			

			
				January 27, 2017 at 9:52 pm			

			
				
				Spellcasting 201 *does* have a “bag of holding” (for those not familiar with the term: an object that can be used to carry a bunch of other items in otherwise inventory-restricted games), but frustratingly, it doesn’t show up until day two or three (I forget which) so it doesn’t entirely negate that point.

Also, for anyone checking out the games for the first time from those links in the article, I’d recommend looking at the original documentation from the Museum of Computer Adventure Game History: http://www.mocagh.org/loadpage.php?getcompany=legend

My first exposure to the majority of Legend Entertainment games was through the “Lost Adventures of Legend” compilation which really did a lousy job of replicating the documentation; it was rather unclear what information in the included text file applied to which games.  When I finally got around to trying the Spellcasting games again in recent years, I found the MoCAGH site invaluable.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Joey			

			
				January 28, 2017 at 1:15 am			

			
				
				Superhero League of Hoboken might be a good contender for Meretzsky’s best game. It’s funny, weird, and it’s the only superhero post apocalyptic party-based rpg out there.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Bob Reeves			

			
				January 28, 2017 at 8:49 pm			

			
				
				And one vote for The Space Bar.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				January 28, 2017 at 10:20 am			

			
				
				Even as odious adventure-game losers go, he’s no Leisure Suit Larry.

I’d never call Larry “odious”, myself. His nephew (from the two non-Al Lowe games), on the other hand…

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Steven Marsh			

			
				January 28, 2017 at 9:03 pm			

			
				
				SPOILER ALERT for SPELLCASTING 101

.

.

.

One of the more subtle gags in Spellcasting 101 was something of a product of its time. Its “copy protection” map has a large number of marked locations — various ports and cities — similar to the maps of Beyond Zork, A Mind Forever Voyaging, etc. However, NONE of those marked locations are actually useful; in fact, IIRC, traveling to them will kill you. Rather, you need to travel to the silly-seeming doodles that populate the map. (I suspect most people got what they needed to do right away — or, at the very least, were trying to see if they could travel to those locales as an Easter Egg — but I think it was still subversive in its way at the time.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lane			

			
				January 28, 2017 at 10:05 pm			

			
				
				The links to the games don’t appear to work

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				January 28, 2017 at 10:56 pm			

			
				
				Just checked them, and they’re working here. What kind of problem are you having?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lane			

			
				January 30, 2017 at 4:34 pm			

			
				
				They’re working now *shrug*  

Thanks!

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				February 2, 2017 at 3:58 am			

			
				
				Hmmm… I haven’t played any of the Spellcasting series, but I think I’ll give Legend’s other games a closer look- just without the verbs menu as that probably would give away too much.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lee Jones			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 9:40 pm			

			
				
				Being as I am, eternally obsessed with the Titanic, I mourn the loss of Meretzky’s epic game about it. 

I contacted Steve via Email last year concerning the subject, and he is indeed quite friendly to his fans. 

Even though the possibility is remote, should his Titanic game ever come to fruition, I’d be first in line to buy it. A guy can always dream.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 3:41 pm			

			
				
				Male gaze? LOL I used to comment here in the past actually but I don’t remember SJW nonsense before now.

Games were wacky, fun and totally harmless even by daytime tv standards. I enjoyed them a lot. The puzzles were often funny and they had some challenge but were not frustrating like many infocom games.
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				February 3, 2017
			

For text-adventure fans confronting the emerging reality of a post-Infocom world, AGT was a godsend, allowing amateurs for the first time to create games that at a quick glance might appear to match those of Infocom. Still, AGT was far from the answer to every prayer, for the fact remained that it would have to be a very quick glance indeed. David Malmberg, the developer of AGT, was ingenious and motivated, but he was also a self-taught programmer with little background in the complexities of programming languages and compiler design. He had built AGT by adding to Mark Welch’s profoundly limited GAGS system for creating generic database-driven text adventures a scripting language that ignored pretty much all of the precepts of good language design. What he had ended up with was almost a sort of technological folk art, clever and creative and practical in its way, but rather horrifying to anyone with a deeper grounding in computing theory. The best argument in favor of AGT was that it worked — basically. While the system was undoubtedly more capable than anything that had been available to hobbyists before, it still didn’t take much poking at an AGT game before the rickety edifice’s seams began to show.  A number of authors would push the system to unforeseen heights, in the process creating a number of classic games, but it was obvious that AGT could never work quite well enough to create games as polished as those of Infocom. To do that, a language would be needed that was truly designed rather than improvised. Enter Michael J. Roberts with his Text Adventure Development System, or TADS.

Roberts had first started programming on his school’s DEC PDP-11 system in the 1970s at the age of 12, and thereafter had ridden the first wave of the PC revolution. In those early days, text adventures were among the most popular games there were. Like so many of his peers, Roberts studied the BASIC listings published in books and magazines carefully, and soon started trying to write adventures of his own. And like so many of those among his peers who became really serious about the business, he soon realized that each game he wrote was similar enough to each other game that it made little sense to continually reinvent the wheel by writing every one from scratch. Roberts:

It occurred to me that lots of the code could be generalized to any adventure game. So, I tried to write a little library of common functions — the functions operated on a set of data files that specified the vocabulary words, room descriptions, and so on.

This was a nice approach in some ways; the idea was that the game would be described entirely with these data files. The problem that I kept running into was that I’d have to write special-purpose functions for certain rooms, or certain commands — you couldn’t write an entire game with just the data files, because you always had to customize the library functions for each game. What I really wanted was a way to put programming commands into the data files themselves, so I didn’t have to modify the library routines.

Once you start putting procedural code into data files, you essentially have a programming language. At first, I tried to avoid the work of writing a real language interpreter by making the language very limited and easy to parse. That was better than just the data files, but it was tedious to write programs in a limited language. I eventually saw that you really needed a good language that was easy to use to be able to write decent games.


Roberts, in other words, was discovering for himself the limitations and inelegancies that were inherent to a system like AGT — the limitations and inelegancies of grafting a scripting language onto a generic database engine.

But it wasn’t until he went off to the California Institute of Technology that his experiments progressed further. Despite his official status as a physics major, CalTech offered plenty of opportunity for a motivated young hacker like him to immerse himself in the latest thinking about programming languages and compiler design. In the air all around him was computer science’s hot new buzzword of “object-oriented” design. By allowing the programmer to gather together data and the code that manipulates that data into semi-autonomous “objects,” an object-oriented programming language was an ideal fit for the problems of constructing a text adventure. (Indeed, it was such an ideal fit that Infocom had developed a heavily object-oriented language of their own in the form of their in-house adventure-programming language ZIL years before the buzzword came to prominence.) Following yet another trend, Roberts based his new adventure language’s syntax largely on that of C, the language that was quickly become the lingua franca of the world of computer programming in general.

On the theory that a worked example is worth a thousand abstractions, and following the precedent I set with my article on AGT, I’d like to show you a little bit of TADS code taken from a real game. You may want to refer back to my AGT article to contemplate the comparisons I’m about to make between the two languages. Taken together, the two articles will hopefully lead to a fuller understanding of just how TADS evolved the text-adventure-programming state of the art over AGT.

The game we’ll be looking at this time is Ditch Day Drifter, a perfectly playable standalone adventure that was also used by Mike Roberts as his example game for TADS learners. Once again following my AGT precedent, I’ll focus on that most essential piece of equipment for any old-school adventurer: a light source. Here we see Ditch Day Drifter‘s flashlight.

flashlight: container, lightsource

    sdesc = "flashlight"

    noun = 'flashlight' 'light'

    adjective = 'flash'

    location = security

    ioPutIn( actor, dobj ) =

    {

        if ( dobj <> battery )

        {

            "You can't put "; dobj.thedesc; " into the flashlight. ";

        }

        else pass ioPutIn;

    }

    Grab( obj ) =

    {

        /*

         *   Grab( obj ) is invoked whenever an object 'obj' that was

         *   previously located within me is removed.  If the battery is

         *   removed, the flashlight turns off.

         */

        if ( obj = battery ) self.islit := nil;

    }

    ldesc =

    {

        if ( battery.location = self )

        {

            if ( self.islit )

                "The flashlight (which contains a battery) is turned on

                and is providing a warm, reassuring beam of light. ";

            else

                "The flashlight (which contains a battery) is currently off. ";

        }

        else

        {

            "The flashlight is off. It seems to be missing a battery. ";

        }

    }

    verDoTurnon( actor ) =

    {

        if ( self.islit ) "It's already on! ";

    }

    doTurnon( actor ) =

    {

        if ( battery.location = self )

        {

            "The flashlight is now on. ";

            self.islit := true;

        }

        else "The flashlight won't turn on without a battery. ";

    }

    verDoTurnoff( actor ) =

    {

        if ( not self.islit ) "It's not on. ";

    }

    doTurnoff( actor ) =

    {

        "Okay, the flashlight is now turned off. ";

        self.islit := nil;

    }

; 

 



Unlike the case of our AGT example, for which we had to pull together several snippets taken from entirely separate files, we have here everything the game needs to know about the flashlight, all in one place thanks to TADS’s object-oriented design. Let’s step through it bit by bit.

The first line tells us that the flashlight is an object which inherits many details from two generic classes of objects included in the standard TADS library: it’s both a container, meaning we can put things in it and remove them, and a light source. The rest of the new object’s definition fleshes out and sometimes overrides the very basic implementations of these two things provided by the TADS library. The few lines after the first will look very familiar to veterans of my AGT article. So, the flashlight has a short description, to be used in inventory listings and so forth, of simply “flashlight.” The parser recognizes it as “flashlight” or “light” or “flash light,” and at the beginning of the game it’s in the room called “security.”

After this point, though, we begin to see the differences between TADS’s object-oriented approach and that of AGT. Remember that adding customized behaviors to AGT’s objects could be accomplished only by checking the player’s typed commands one by one against a long series of conditions. The scripts to do so were entirely divorced from the objects they manipulated, a state of affairs which could only become more and more confusing for the author as a game grew. Like those created using many other self-consciously beginner-friendly programming languages, AGT programs become more and more of a tangle as their authors’ ambitions grow, until one reaches a point where working with the allegedly easy language becomes far more difficult than working with the allegedly difficult one. Contrast this with TADS’s cleaner approach, which, like Infocom’s ZIL, places all the code and data pertaining to the flashlight together in one tidy package.

Continuing to read through the TADS snippet above, we override the generic container’s handling of the player attempting to put something into it, specifying that this particular container can only contain one particular object: the battery. Then we specify that if the player removes the battery from the flashlight when the flashlight is turned on, its status changes to not lit — i.e., it goes out.

Next we have the flashlight’s “long description,” meaning what will happen in response to the player attempting to “examine” it. TADS allows us to insert code here to describe the flashlight differently depending on whether it’s on or off, and, if it’s in the latter state, depending on whether it contains the battery.

Finally, we override the generic light source’s handling of the player turning it on or off, to tie the written description of these actions to the specific case of a flashlight and to reckon with the presence or absence of the battery. Again, note how much cleaner this is than the AGT implementation of the same concepts. In AGT, we were forced to rely on several different versions of the flashlight object, which we swapped in and out of play in response to changes in the conceptual flashlight. In TADS, concept and code can remain one, and the steps necessary to implement even a huge adventure game can continue to be tackled in relative isolation from one another.

Instructive though it is to compare the divergent approaches of the two systems, it is important to state that TADS wasn’t created in reaction to AGT. Computing communities were much more segregated in those days than they are today, and thus Roberts wasn’t even aware of AGT’s existence when he began developing TADS. Beginning as a language tailored strictly to his own needs as a would-be text-adventure author, it only gradually over the course of the latter 1980s morphed in his mind into something that might be suitable for public consumption. What it morphed into was, nevertheless, something truly remarkable: the first publicly available system that in the hands of a sufficiently motivated author really could create text adventures as sophisticated as those of Infocom. If anything, TADS had the edge on ZIL: its syntax was cleaner, its world model more thorough and consistent, and it ran in a virtual machine of its own that would prove as portable as the Z-Machine but was free of the latter’s brutal size constraints.

As TADS was rounding into this very impressive state, Roberts set up a company with a friend of his named Steve McAdams. In tribute to Roberts’s degree in physics, they called it High Energy Software, and, following in the footsteps of David Malmberg’s little AGT enterprise, planned to sell TADS as shareware through it. Version 1.0 of TADS was released in September of 1990, alongside two games to show it off. One was the afore-referenced freebie example game Ditch Day Drifter, while the other was Deep Space Drifter, a bigger game released as a shareware product in its own right. Both games tread well-worn pathways in terms of subject matter, the former being yet another “life at my university” scenario, the latter a science-fiction scenario with some of the feel of Infocom’s Starcross. Both games are a little sparse and workmanlike in their writing and construction, and some elements of them, like the 160-room maze in Deep Space Drifter, are hopelessly old school. (It’s not a maze in the conventional drop-and-map sense, and the puzzle behind it is actually very clever, but still… 160 rooms, Mike? Was that really necessary?) On the positive side, however, both games are quite unusual for their era in being scrupulously fair — as long, that is, as you don’t consider the very idea of a huge maze you have to map out for yourself to be a crime against humanity.

But undoubtedly the most ambitious and, in their way, the most impressive of the early TADS games came not from High Energy Software but rather from a pair of University of Maryland students named David Leary and David Baggett, who started a company they called Adventions to sell TADS text adventures via the shareware model. Of all the folks dabbling in shareware text adventures during the early 1990s, it was Adventions who made the most concerted and sustained effort at building a real business out of it. Their flagship series came to encompass three big unabashed Zork homages — Unnkulian Underworld: The Unknown Unventure, Unnkulian Unventure II: The Secret of Acme, and Unnkulia Zero: The Search for Amanda — alongside Unnkulia One-Half: The Salesman Triumphant, a free snack-sized sampler game.

When the first Unnkulia game was released remarkably quickly on the heels of TADS itself — Mike Roberts can’t recall for sure, but believes Leary and Baggett likely developed it with an early beta copy of the system — it stood as easily the most immediately impressive amateur text adventure ever. The text was polished in a way that few text-adventure developers outside of Infocom, whether amateur or professional, had ever bothered to do, being free of the self-conscious meta-textual asides and atrocious grammar that had always marked the genre. Adventions’s text, by contrast, looked like it had actually been proof-read, and possibly several times at that. Likewise, the game took full advantage of the sophisticated TADS world model to offer puzzles of an intricacy that just wasn’t possible with a tool like AGT. The first Unnkulia game and those which followed were almost in a league of their own for some time in all these respects.

On the other hand, though, the Unnkulia games strike me as curiously unlikable. You can get a good idea of their personality just by looking at their names. If the name Unnkulia — be sure to say it out loud — strikes you as hilarious, congratulations, you may have found your new favorite series. If it instead just strikes you as stupid, as it does me, perhaps not so much. (I admit that my attitude may be affected by having to type the damn thing over and over again; no matter how hard I try, I just can’t seem to remember how to spell it.) Much of the humor inside the games for some reason involves “cheez” — and yes, it’s spelled just like that. The humor has always been, at best, polarizing, and I have no doubt on which side I stand. In addition to just not being all that funny, there’s a certain self-satisfied smugness about the whole enterprise that rubs me the wrong way. At the risk of over-personalizing my reaction to it, I’ll say that it feels like the work of two young men who are nowhere near as witty as they think they are. In short, there’s something about these games that I find insufferable.

In terms of design, the Unnkulia games are an equally odd brew. It’s clear that they’ve been quite rigorously tested — another thing that sets them apart from most text adventures of their era — and they’re free of mazes, guess-the-verb puzzles, and the other most-loathed aspects of their genre. Yet the puzzle design still isn’t all that satisfying. There’s an obsession with hiding objects behind, under, and inside unlikely things — an obsession which is ironically enabled by the TADS world model, which was the first to really allow this sort of thing. Sometimes, including in the very first room of the very first game, you even have to look twice to find everything. Hiding surprises in plain view is okay once or twice, but Baggett and Leary lean on it so hard that it quickly starts to feel lazy. When they do get more ambitious with their puzzles, however, they have a tendency to get too ambitious, losing sight in that peculiar way so many text-adventure authors have of how things actually work in a real physical environment. Let me offer a quick example.

So, let’s set up the situation (spoilers ahoy!). You have a bronze plate, but you need a bronze coin to feed to a vending machine. During your wanderings in search of that among other things, you come upon the room below. (These passages should also convey some more of the, shall we say, unique flavor of the writing and humor.)

Inner Temple of Duhdism

This chamber is the temple of Duhdism, the religion of the ancients. It's rather a letdown, after all Kuulest told you about it. A small altar with a round hole in the center is in the center of the chamber. Carved in stone on the far wall is some writing, the legend of Duhdism. The only exit from this chamber is back to the east. You feel at peace in this room, as if you could sleep here - or maybe you're just kind of bored.

>read writing

"The Legend of Duhdha and the Shot to Heaven:

One fine summer day, Duhdha was loading a catapult with rocks. When his students asked what he was doing, the great Duhdha just smiled and said, "Something real neat." Soon, the catapult was full, and Duhdha pulled the lever as his students looked on. The stones crushed the annoying students, leaving the great man to ponder the nature of mankind. Not only did the rocks eliminate distraction from Duhdha's life, but they fell to the ground in a pattern which has since become a standard opening for the intellectual game of "Went." Since then, the altar at the Temple of Duhdha fires a small stone into the air soon after a worshipper enters, to honor Duhdha - who taught his students not to ask stupid questions and to pretty much just leave him alone."

>x altar

The altar is about two feet by one foot, and about three feet tall. There's a small round hole in the exact center of the top surface. The altar is covered with rock dust. There's nothing else on the Duhdist altar.

>z

Time passes...

A rock shoots into the air from the hole in the altar, shattering on the ceiling and spreading rock dust on the altar.  From the outer chamber, you hear the old monk cry "Praise Duhdha!."

We obviously need to do something with this rock-spewing altar, but it’s far from clear what that might be, and fiddling with it in various ways offers no other clues. Putting things on it has no effect on either the thing that’s just been put there or the rocks that keep flying out — except in the case of one thing: the bronze plate we’re carrying around with us.

>put plate on altar

Done.

>z

Time passes...

A rock shoots from the altar at high velocities, puncturing the plate in the center. The rock shatters on the ceiling, spraying rock dust. You hear a tinkling sound as a tiny bronze disc falls on the floor. From the outer chamber, you hear the monk shout "Praise Duhdha!"



*** Your score has just changed. ***

When you reach this solution either by turning to the walkthrough or through sheer dogged persistence — I maintain that no one would ever anticipate this result — you might then begin to wonder what physical laws govern the world of Unnkulia. In the world we live in, there’s no way that the flying rock would punch a perfect hole neatly through the middle of a bronze plate that happened to just be lying on the altar. Without something to hold it in place, the plate would, of course, simply be thrown into the air to come down elsewhere, still intact. The ironic thing is that this puzzle could so easily have been fixed, could have even become a pretty good one, with the addition of a set of grooves or notches of some sort on the altar to hold the plate in place. Somehow this seems emblematic of the Unnkulia series as a whole.

Like everyone else who dreamed of making a living from shareware text adventures, Leary and Baggett found it to be a dispiriting exercise, although one certainly can’t fault them for a lack of persistence. With some bitterness — “It’s disappointing that although there are so many IF enthusiasts out there, so few are willing to pay a fair price for such strong work,” said Baggett — they finally gave up in time to release their final game, 1994’s very interesting The Legend Lives! — more on that in a future article —  for free before exiting from the text-adventure scene entirely.

The same dispiriting lack of paying customers largely applied to makers of text-adventure languages as well. Mike Roberts estimates that his rate of TADS registrations peaked “on that same order” as David Malmberg’s pace of 100 AGT registrations per year, or “maybe a little lower. I’d remember if it had been much higher because I’d have been spending all day stuffing envelopes.” Whatever their respective rates of registration, far more AGT than TADS games continued to be released in the early 1990s. While that may have struck some — not least among them Mike Roberts — as disappointing, the reasons behind it aren’t hard to divine. AGT had a head start of several years, it had an annual competition to serve as an incentive for people to finish their games, and, perhaps most of all, it presented a much less daunting prospect for the non-programming beginner. Its kind and gentle manual was superb, and it was possible to get started making simple games using it without doing any programming at all, just by filling in fields representing rooms and objects. TADS, by contrast, offered a manual that was complete but much drier, and was on the whole a much more programmer-oriented experience. The initial learning curve undoubtedly put many people off who, had they persisted, would have found TADS a much better tool for realizing their dreams of adventures in text than AGT.

Some time after the Adventions guys and David Malmberg gave up on their respective shareware products, Roberts and his partner Steve McAdams also decided that they just weren’t making enough money from TADS to bother continuing to sell it. And so they made TADS as well free. And with those decisions, the brief-lived era of shareware interactive fiction passed into history.

But, despite the disappointments, Mike Roberts and TADS weren’t going anywhere. Unlike Leary, Baggett, and Malmberg, he stayed on the scene after giving up on the shareware thing, continuing to support TADS as open-source software. It took its place alongside a newer — and also free — language called Inform as one of the two great technical catalyzers of what some came to call, perhaps a little preciously, the Interactive Fiction Renaissance of the mid- to late-1990s. So, I’ll have much, much more to write about TADS and the games made using it in years to come. One might even say that the system wouldn’t really come into its own as a creative force until Roberts made that important decision to make it free.

Still, the importance of TADS’s arrival in September of 1990 shouldn’t be neglected. Somewhat underutilized though it may initially have been, it nevertheless remained the first development system that was capable of matching Infocom’s best games. If the amateur scene still largely failed to meet that lofty mark, they could no longer blame their technology. On a more personal note, the emergence of Mike Roberts on the scene marks the arrival of the first of the stalwarts who would go on to build the modern interactive-fiction community. We’re still in an era that will strike even most of the most dedicated fans of modern interactive fiction as murky prehistory, but some people and artifacts we recognize are beginning to emerge from the primordial ooze. More than a quarter of a century later, Mike Roberts and TADS are still with us.

(Sources: SynTax issues 17 and 36; SPAG issues 5 and 33; Mike Roberts’s interview for Jason Scott’s Get Lamp documentary, which Jason was kind of enough to share with me in its entirety. And my thanks to Mike Roberts himself, who answered many questions personally via email.

Ditch Day Drifter and Deep Space Drifter are available on the IF Archive for play via a TADS interpreter. The Adventions games are available there as well.)
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				Matt Wigdahl			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 6:53 pm			

			
				
				I never wrote a complete game with it, but TADS landed me my first job out of college.

I was one of those few actual shareware registrations back in the day — I paid the pretty-steep-at-the-time $50 (if I remember correctly) registration fee for TADS 2.0 and spent a good amount of time going over the manual and example code.  Finishing up my degree and getting married knocked me off course from doing any major development with it at the time, but when I interviewed at a firm that was just getting started with C++ programming, I was able to credibly explain object-oriented concepts based Chapter 2 of the manual and my brief exposure to TADS example source despite the fact that I had never seen a line of C++ at that point.

So thanks very much, Mike, both for the great software and for the solid overview of basic OO fundamentals you provided in your documentation!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 7:38 pm			

			
				
				Still, AGT was far from the answer to every prayer, for the fact remained that it would have to be a very quick glance indeed.

Heyyyy, are you saying my 16-year-old stab at an AGT game was less than wonderful?

Is it Unnkulian, or Unkuulian? I’ve previously always seen it spelled the latter way. Google is giving me about equal numbers of results for either, so *shrug* but it seems to me that if that other character is named “Kuulest”, then it should be “Unkuulian” (given the wordplay they apparently both are supposed to be).

Adventions’s text, by contrast, looked like it had actually been proof-read

My goodness! *clutches pearls*

You’re right, I didn’t anticipate the rock acting as a punch (!) for the bronze plate. TBH, adding something to fix the plate in place wouldn’t fix the physics problem for me; I’m having a hard time picturing the rock being able to punch through a bronze plate (and if it did it would tear, not make a perfect disc, etc. etc.). Maybe giving the player a bronze lump instead and using the high-velocity rock to smash it flat against the ceiling, and oh my, it’s a passable disc? Still not very likely, but seems slightly more intuitive to me, anyway.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 8:00 am			

			
				
				The games themselves, which we have to take as the definitive source, spell it “Unnkulian.” As I said in the article, I had to check this literally every time I needed to type it. In spite of that, you still prompted a brief moment of panic with this comment. ;)

Putting some sort of a holder on the altar wouldn’t necessarily make the puzzle perfect in simulational terms, but I do think it would make it that much more plausible, and, more importantly, would do much to make it realistically soluble by giving a vital clue of what the player should be doing. We have to take whatever we can get sometimes…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 11:25 pm			

			
				
				Never played the games but is their any explanation for those awkward Unn* names? The first thing I thought of is those weird names that get given to undiscovered elements but they use the unun* prefix.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 5, 2017 at 4:20 am			

			
				
				Well, if “Kuulest” is presumably “Coolest”… Unnkulian is presumably “Uncool-ian”?

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				David Cornelson			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 7:49 pm			

			
				
				I remember talking to Mike on the phone around 1993 to order a copy of TADS. I still have all the materials. I never got far in TADS because at that time I was still a procedural programmer. Inform was slightly easier to understand and I gravitated to it, but I was still ridiculously excited when I got the little TADS package in the mail.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Joey			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 8:18 pm			

			
				
				Late 1990.. Hmm, that’s around the same time LamdaMOO was released. Its OO language allowed objects and rooms to be programmed in-world. Don’t know if you plan to cover MUDs and MOOs at all, but that’s an interesting congruency.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Stephen Norris			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 8:50 pm			

			
				
				Excellent article!

It’s hard to remember just how fragmented the computing world was back then, even in Usenet-connected academia (where I was at the time).

I had no idea TADS was a thing, but I managed to find MDL (and later DDL) and eventually Inform through Usenet.

I must admit that even now, TADS syntax looks both verbose and opaque – and this is from someone who worked on operating systems in C back in the 90s. I think a lot of it is the (to me) bizarre choice of method names – “ioPutIn”? Really? And then the dual of that is Grab – which is a much clearer (and more memorable) name, but they’re like a pair of methods named by two different teams.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 8:02 am			

			
				
				It never struck me that way. But then I still like Java a lot, which is often accused of being ridiculously verbose if not opaque.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 8:58 pm			

			
				
				I personally like Basic’s syntax the most generally speaking since different blocks have distinctive ends like END IF or LOOP as opposed to almost everything ending with a right brace. However, I seem to be in the minority.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 8:59 pm			

			
				
				Hey, I still have my Tads manual from registering it (somewhere).  Never finished any of my games, but that’s my fault, not its.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Tramboi			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 9:03 pm			

			
				
				I just feel like I’ve seen MUCH worse puzzles in praised games than the coin stuff.

Don’t ask me which, though.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 5:09 am			

			
				
				Which ones?  ^_^

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Andrew Plotkin			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 9:47 pm			

			
				
				“But exactly when did TADS become freeware?” “That is really not a level of detail that this blog post needs, Zarf.”

(I went and looked. Tads 2.2.1, released in October of 1996. I thought there might have been a gap between “TADS goes freeware” and “source code release”, but no, those were the same event.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Ian Webb			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 4:12 am			

			
				
				And here, along with the simple fact that there’s little money to be made from authoring systems, my recollection is that Inform probably pushed Mike toward open source.

TADS always felt like a well designed system, and Inform’s rise to the top was (as Graham has said) as much due to the existence of “Curses” and the “coolness factor” of compiling to the Z-machine.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 8:04 am			

			
				
				I’m slightly embarrassed to admit I never tracked down the hard date myself, and it surprises me a bit. I would have guessed 1993, the same year Adventions gave up and David Malmberg stopped supporting and selling AGT. I never would have guessed that TADS became free *after* the IF Comp got started. Made an edit to reflect this. Thanks!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 9:30 am			

			
				
				Ah, that would explain why the first few IFComps had a separate category for TADS games: since TADS was still shareware at the time, that sort of implied that authors using it had more serious intentions, and therefore worked at a different level. Not that I think it was such a big difference in practice, but the decision at least makes sense now.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jonathan Blask			

			
				February 3, 2017 at 10:20 pm			

			
				
				Exciting stuff.  In the upcoming post where you inevitably mention the Masterpieces of Infocom compilation, I hope you acknowledge how its inclusion of games from the first IF Comp led many to the existence of r*if and the IF community.  At least, it did for me, and I imagine several others have a similar experience.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 5:12 am			

			
				
				Ah, yes, TADS. I remember settling on that after looking at AGT and Inform. AGT didn’t seem like a significant labor saver compared to C++ (which is what I was originally thinking of using), and Inform seemed rather esoteric to me at the time. TADS nicely resembled C++ (and I would argue actually has better designed OO features), so I quickly settled on it.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 7:17 pm			

			
				
				“Duhdism, the religion of the ancients”

Wait, it invented Dudeism a full eight years before The Big Lebowski came out?

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				mrob			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 7:52 pm			

			
				
				I don’t consider the bronze plate puzzle unfair. It’s basic cartoon physics, like running through a wall and leaving a perfect outline. I haven’t played the games but it’s well suited to the tone of the extract you posted.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				February 4, 2017 at 11:32 pm			

			
				
				I agree, as you explained it, that’s the first thing I thought of. 

If the stone was made of diamond and launched at a high enough speed, would it be able to punch through the bronze or would it just shatter?

I guess it made no sense when you really look at it but it doesn’t reach a level of being unfair in my opinion.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				February 5, 2017 at 2:19 pm			

			
				
				Diamond shatters easily in real life. It’s hard, but not tough. It would still be cartoon physics. :)

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				ZUrlocker			

			
				February 5, 2017 at 2:02 am			

			
				
				I also bought the shareware version of TADS 1.0 and also the upgrade to 2.0. As a language, I thought it was very well designed, though it didn’t have an integrated development environment (IDE) or too many bells and whistles. The documentation was also good, though I never got very far in my attempts at IF until Inform7.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Nathan			

			
				February 8, 2017 at 5:01 am			

			
				
				There are a few TADS 1.0 games on the archive, but does anyone have a terp?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 8, 2017 at 8:42 am			

			
				
				The standard TADS 2/3 interpreter will play TADS 1 games as well.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				jourget			

			
				February 9, 2017 at 5:54 pm			

			
				
				I don’t have a lot of experience with IF, so many of your articles have been eye-opening for me. If you would have asked me a few years ago, I would have said that gaming followed a fairly linear progression over the decades, moving from games that one person could bang out over the course of a weekend to modern AAA titles that have movie-level budgets and development teams numbering in the hundreds. I’d have said that it’s only been in the last few years that digital distribution and crowdfunding have allowed the indie Renaissance that’s brought us games like Firewatch and Gone Home.

All of which is a long-winded way of saying that it’s fascinating to realize that small-scale development never went away, and has coexisted along with the increasing budgets and scope of mainstream games all along. I hope you continue bouncing back and forth between these two narrative threads all the way. Great stuff.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 4:48 pm			

			
				
				If memory serves correct, TADS is the language in which Bob Bates is writing his new text adventure (with his kickstarted funds presumably going to the task of making TADS games portable for mobile systems).  If that’s the case, then the accidental convergence of these two narrative threads is some true serendipity!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				hcs			

			
				March 19, 2017 at 10:04 pm			

			
				
				“And so they made TADS as well free.”

Free as well?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 20, 2017 at 8:34 am			

			
				
				Either would work, but I prefer the feel of the original construction.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jacen			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 3:52 pm			

			
				
				“And so they made TADS as well free.”

Just saying, this made me raise an eyebrow and reach for the red pen as well, but you the boss, boss.
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A quarter of a century after Ted Nelson first coined the term, hypertext finally stepped into the spotlight in 1987. As we’ve seen in an earlier article, the primary driver of its long-delayed public recognition was Apple’s HyperCard, which in the wake of its premier at the MacWorld show in August went on to become the product of the year in the eyes of most industry pundits. But concurrent with the HyperCard hype were a number of other, smaller developments — enough to convince one that hypertext’s newfound fame might be down to more than just the whim of a major corporation, that it might be in some more organic sense an idea whose time had simply come.

The American Association of Computing Machinery, the oldest and arguably the most respected learned society devoted to computing in the world, had decided to hold a conference on hypertext well before HyperCard was more than a Silicon Valley rumor. When the conference actually took place in November of 1987, however, it could only benefit from the HyperCard excitement, which gave it a sense of relevance that stuffy academic conferences all too often don’t manage to capture. While many things were discussed over the course of those few days, the conference would go down in history for the debut of Storyspace, the first tool explicitly designed for authoring hypertext narratives on a personal computer, and for that of afternoon, a story, the first work ever to label itself a “hypertext novel.” These twin debuts also mark the beginning of what would become known as the Eastgate school of self-described “serious” hypertext, one of the less accessible — in both the figurative and, today, the literal sense — movements in the history of digital narratives.

The co-creator of Storyspace and the author of afternoon was Michael Joyce, a professor of language and literature at Jackson Community College in Jackson, Michigan. Shortly after completing his first print novel in 1981, Joyce had bought his first computer, an Apple II, and immediately been captivated by what he saw as a whole new world of writing possibility. Responding to what he described as his frustration with the limitations of linear storytelling, he cultivated an eclectic web of friendships to pursue his interest in exploring new narrative structures enabled by computers. Most prominent among this group were Howard Becker, a sociologist at Northwestern University and fellow Apple enthusiast (he provided Joyce with a steady flow of pirated games, including many Infocom titles); Natalie Dehn, a researcher at Yale’s Artificial Intelligence Lab; and Jay David Bolter, a classicist at the University of North Carolina who was investigating generative storytelling on computers as a sideline. After upgrading to the new Apple Macintosh soon after its release, Joyce and Bolter, the latter of whom was a self-taught programmer, began working in earnest on Storyspace. From the beginning, Bolter took advantage of the Macintosh GUI to make the system accessible to non-programmers like Joyce. A snapshot of the work in progress from 1985:

The program currently represents structure as a map or network of rectangular cells and straight lines. Cells are units of text that may range in size from one character to 30,000. The author creates cells, labels them, positions them on the screen using the mouse, and attaches text. Stacking cells inside other cells indicates hierarchical relationships, while drawing and labeling lines from one to another indicates associative links. The author may then use the created structure to control or review the presentation of the text.


The pace of Storyspace development accelerated that same year when Joyce and Bolter won a grant from the Markle Foundation, allowing them to employ other programmers on the project.

The current Storyspace version 3 is not at all different conceptually from the system that Joyce and Bolter came up with in the 1980s. Nodes of text are represented as onscreen cells, to be connected together by the author using the mouse. The system is very accessible for non-programmers, but, because there is no real facility for tracking state, much less for modeling a world “behind” the surface text, it can also be very limiting. How much the character of the works created with Storyspace was down to ideology in the abstract and how much was down to ideology molding itself to the limitations of the technology is a little questionable.


In years to come, Michael Joyce and his fellow proponents of serious hypertext would seem willfully determined to disassociate themselves from existing commercial software — and especially from computer games. It’s interesting therefore to note that Joyce and Bolter’s original descriptions of Storyspace to potential funders didn’t describe it strictly as the tool for the academic avant garde that it would eventually become. The Markle Foundation funded Storyspace’s development based on a pitch that emphasized its applicability to business and to more mainstream, Choose Your Own Adventure-style branching narratives.

Still, someone had to be the first to make something in Storyspace. A new development system of any stripe can always benefit from a killer app to demonstrate its capabilities, and Storyspace was no exception, as Joyce’s friend Howard Becker pointed out to him: “One thing that will really help nerds like me see how to use this will be a couple of good examples, spelled out in real detail, and included on the disk. Like a story by you…” afternoon, a story, the most famous, most read, and most analyzed work of the Eastgate school, was thus created with the rather practical goal of simply showing off what Storyspace could do to potential investors and customers. Joyce began to write it in March of 1987, and had completed it in time to bring it to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, in November for the ACM hypertext conference, hosted by Jay David Bolter’s employer the University of North Carolina. Joyce and Bolter gave out copies of afternoon to conference attendees after their presentation on Storyspace.1 History hasn’t recorded in any detail the computer scientists’ reaction to Joyce’s daunting work of postmodern literature, but we’re on firmer ground on the subject of the authoring system he had used to create it: Storyspace became the hit of the conference.

Following that rapturous reception, Joyce and Bolter, joined now by a University of North Carolina computer scientist named John B. Smith, formed a company they named Riverrun and started pitching Storyspace to software publishers. They talked for some time with Brøderbund, who went so far as to lend them hardware and expertise to further the project after the Markle Foundation’s funding ran out. But in February of 1989 Brøderbund bowed out in response to, as historian Matthew Kirschenbaum puts it, “lingering confusion over exactly what the tool did and who its potential audience was.” Brøderbund was seemingly skeptical whether this group of academics was truly capable of creating a product that would appeal to the mainstream of Middle America, the commercial sweet spot Brøderbund was almost uniquely adept among their peers at reaching with products like The Print Shop and the Carmen Sandiego series.

Having been rejected by Brøderbund and the rest of the consumer-software industry, who were going through troubled times and growing ever more risk-averse thanks to the Nintendo onslaught, Joyce, Bolter, and Smith turned to Mark Bernstein, founder of a tiny company called Eastgate Systems dedicated to researching future applications of hypertext. In 1990, Eastgate published Storyspace at last, and also published afternoon, a story as their debut work of hypertext fiction. Both garnered modest interest in the mainstream press as curiosities and possible harbingers of the future. Indeed, Eastgate had big plans for the future. Occupying some hazy middle ground between software publisher and book publisher, they would for much of the 1990s publish multiple works of hypertext fiction and nonfiction each year alongside the Storyspace software that was used to create them. For a time they even published their own magazine, The Eastgate Quarterly Review of Hypertext, full of theory on the one hand and news about their latest products on the other, like a highbrow version of Infocom’s old New Zork Times. In 1992, Robert Coover, like Michael Joyce a print novelist turned hypertext evangelist, published an opinion piece in The New York Times that served as a manifesto of sorts for what the Eastgate school of writers believed would become a major — indeed, potentially revolutionary — literary movement. We’ll return to that a little later. But first, more on afternoon, a story itself and the works it spawned.

Authors of the Eastgate school, who were almost universally academics working in the humanities, saw themselves as pushing the literary novel to the next stage of its formal evolution. For this reason, many or most of their works have as much or more to do with explicating certain ways of thinking about literature and literary criticism as they do with plot, character, or any of the other attributes of traditional novels. Their works are steeped in the post-structuralist school of literary criticism, which is itself an outgrowth of the postmodern philosophy of thinkers like Jacques Derrida. While I do understand that an extended discussion of such topics probably won’t set your hearts aflutter with anticipation, I do think a little background is necessary to an understanding of what the Eastgate school was all about. So, please bear with me while I set the stage as painlessly as I can manage.

The road to the Eastgate school really does begin with Jacques Derrida, who from the 1960s until his death in 2004 remained the preeminent voice of postmodernism as it applied to literary criticism and many other endeavors. It was Derrida who invented the concept of deconstruction — a concept that, like many of the concepts associated with postmodern philosophy, seems virtually impossible to fully define. In writings that must stand as some of the most impenetrable ever committed to paper, Derrida himself did such a baffling, self-contradictory job of it that he’s often been accused of not knowing quite what it was himself, and of attempting to obscure that lack through sheer weight of verbiage. The problem was only complicated in later days by the mainstream media’s latching onto the term and using it constantly as little more than a synonym for “analyze.”

Still, if we stay safely at the shallow end of the pool, deconstruction can be a very straightforward, noncontroversial idea: the idea that one can learn much about a text by teasing out the unexamined assumptions of its author. Herman Wouk, to take an example, doubtless considered himself quite an enlightened man when he published The Caine Mutiny in 1951, but his condescending descriptions of the titular minesweeper’s black kitchen staff says much about the racist attitudes of his time. At this level, then, deconstruction implies little more than a skeptical reading between the author’s lines, and a willingness to seek context outside of the work itself.

At the deeper end of the pool, however, we come to the claims that nothing can ultimately mean anything at all. Derrida rejected the notion, underpinning in different ways both religion and science, that there is an absolute Truth out there somewhere which we can approach if not reach via earnest inquiry. In Derrida’s view, any absolute Truth must belong to the realm of metaphysics — a realm in which he refused to believe. Instead of Truth, he saw a multiplicity of individual, subjective “truths,” hierarchies of constructed meaning — thus meanings ripe for deconstruction — tied to hierarchies of social power. Deconstructionism has always walked hand in hand with Marxism and other radical political ideologies. Just as Marxism envisions an end to the privileges of authority, deconstructionist thought seeks an end to the privilege accorded to the author as the final authority on her work’s meaning.

At the risk of being accused of getting too cute or playing games of gotcha!, I can’t resist pointing out the logical contradiction inherent in the supposed objective Truth that there is no objective Truth. More seriously, though, the idea that all meaning is constructed and subjective is one that will doubtless continue to strike each incoming group of humanities undergraduates as a profound revelation, and to strike those of us who have been around it for a few years — those of us who haven’t become Derrida scholars, that is — as the most tedious of hobby horses to continue flogging. It seems to me that the problem with radical deconstructionism and, indeed, postmodernism in general is that it’s very hard to know what to really do with them. What’s the point of saying anything if you don’t believe it’s possible to say anything that bears any relationship to any Truth outside itself? Much rationalization has been done in an attempt to avoid the nihilism to which postmodernism would seem inevitably to lead, but the arguments have never struck me as terribly convincing.

Of course, any attempt to fully capture Truth in writing, whether on the grand scale of history or the empathetic scale of an individual character, must inevitably fail at some level, must run afoul of subjectivity and the limits of the author’s cognition and experience. This is a Truth that any competent writer or historian — and I do like to believe I manage to be both on a good day — must always keep in mind. Still, the point of the endeavor is the striving, the point is to come as close as you can to the ideal of a captured Truth. If you don’t believe there is anything out there to be striven for, why bother? The debate is not strictly an academic one. Taken to an extreme, a refusal to believe in the existence of verifiable facts is not just absurd but actively dangerous, as the current president of my country is so masterfully demonstrating as I write these words.

But now let’s turn our attention back to afternoon, a story, a work steeped in postmodern thought, to see what effect those patterns had on this work of literary hypertext.

I try to recall winter. < As if it were yesterday? > she says, but I do not signify one way or another.

By five the sun sets and the afternoon melt freezes again across the blacktop into crystal octopi and palms of ice  — rivers and continents beset by fear, and we walk out to the car, the snow moaning beneath our boots and the oaks exploding in series along the fenceline on the horizon, the shrapnel settling like relics, the echoing thundering off the far ice.

<Poetry > she says, without emotion one way or another.

Do you want to hear about it?


And so, with this passage that could only have issued from an overwrought teenager or a tenured academic, we begin our “story” — a word, one has to assume, that Joyce means ironically, for replying that yes, we do want to hear about it, yields anything but a straightforward story. This is not an exercise in “What do you want to do next?” It’s rather a web of allusions and musings, with no foregrounded action at all. As near as I’ve been able to divine through much feverish clicking, our story, such as it is, is that of Peter, a man who has just witnessed a car crash that may have killed his ex-wife and his son. If we are persistent enough, we may eventually arrive at a node that seems to say that Peter himself may be responsible for their deaths in some way. But that’s the closest we can ever get to any sort of resolution; this alleged “story” of more than 500 nodes is not only nonlinear but endless, every node always looping back onto other nodes.

“A thin young man with a lavender penis and huge, swollen balls,” huh? Don’t threaten me with a good time!


In terms of interface, afternoon must strike us today as a strange beast, and it’s a little hard to determine how much of that strangeness is down to conscious intent and how much is down to the era when it was first created, well before our modern expectations for a hypertext interface had been set in stone. Those sections of the text which lead to other sections — in Joyce’s preferred parlance, those “words that yield” — are not highlighted in any way. Indeed, in later editions of afternoon every word in the text will lead you somewhere else, albeit all too often to one of the same set of uninteresting cul de sacs. There is at least a back button for when you get caught in one of these, along with a forward button that will yield a default next node if you don’t wish to choose one — but, typically for this work that seems so self-consciously designed to stymie and frustrate its reader, traversing the entire text using the default option only winds you up in one of those uninteresting cul de sacs. And then there are also “yes” and “no” buttons, which you can use to respond to occasional explicit questions or just click for the hell of it at any time to go somewhere else. Given that afternoon consists of more than 500 nodes, and that the relationships between them all are intuitive at best, random at worst — certainly anything but logical — trying to get a sense of it all is a fairly monumental endeavor.

But people have certainly tried, and therein lies a noteworthy tension between what afternoon believes itself to be and what it actually is. Michael Joyce and many others of the Eastgate school were always determined to disassociate their work from games, even “literary” games like those of Infocom.2 Yet to say that afternoon isn’t a game in the same sense that Infocom’s interactive fictions are games goes against the way that almost everyone responds to it. (Whether adventure “games” and similar interactive works really are games in the same sense that competitive zero-sum exercises are games is a separate discussion which we’ll have to leave unaddressed today.) Confronted with this word salad, we want to figure it out, to make sense of it, to find out what the hell Peter is on about. Thus there is a puzzle to be unraveled here, an implicit ludic challenge to be confronted. Even much of the academic writing on afternoon obsesses over this process of figuring it out. In this sense, then, afternoon is not so far from an Infocom game — or for that matter a mystery novel — as Joyce might prefer to believe. Whether it constitutes a good game or puzzle is of course another question entirely.

And on that subject, I have to be honest: afternoon, a story bores the living daylights out of me. If it was interested in empathetically exploring the feelings of Peter, it might have been a moving work. If it was interested in letting the reader get to the definitive bottom of what really happened to Peter’s ex-wife and son, it might have been an intriguing one. If it could have shown even a flash from time to time of self-awareness or humor instead of remaining so relentlessly, pretentiously po-faced, it might at least have been a little more likeable. But, sadly in my view, Michael Joyce isn’t interested in doing any of these things. What Joyce is interested in is, in the words of critic Janet Murray, “intentionally ‘problematizing’ our expectations of storytelling, challenging us to construct our own text from the fragments he has provided.” Yet the text he has provided is so leaden and dull that the only type of interest such an exercise can muster is theoretical interest in the mind of a post-structuralist literary critic. I find this sort of self-reflexive art — art about nothing more than the process of its own creation, or the process of its own reception — to be a betrayal of art’s potential to move and change us. “Problematizing our expectations of storytelling” is a thin foundation on which to build a work of deathless literature.

So, we return now to that zeitgeist-capturing New York Times piece of 1992, written by Robert Coover, who would go on to become something of an elder statesman for the Eastgate school. It was entitled “The End of Books.” Like so many zeitgeist-capturing pieces, it comes across as almost hilariously dated today, but nevertheless remains the logical next stop for anyone trying to understand what the Eastgate school was all about. First, the article’s opening. Afterward, in the spirit of turnabout being fair play, we shall indulge in a little of what some might refer to as deconstruction of our own.

In the real world nowadays, that is to say, in the world of video transmissions, cellular phones, fax machines, computer networks, and in particular out in the humming digitalized precincts of avant-garde computer hackers, cyberpunks and hyperspace freaks, you will often hear it said that the print medium is a doomed and outdated technology, a mere curiosity of bygone days destined soon to be consigned forever to those dusty unattended museums we now call libraries. Indeed, the very proliferation of books and other print-based media, so prevalent in this forest-harvesting, paper-wasting age, is held to be a sign of its feverish moribundity, the last futile gasp of a once vital form before it finally passes away forever, dead as God.

Which would mean of course that the novel, too, as we know it, has to come to its end. Not that those announcing its demise are grieving. For all its passing charm, the traditional novel, which took center stage at the same time that industrial mercantile democracies arose — and which Hegel called “the epic of the middle-class world” — is perceived by its would-be executioners as the virulent carrier of the patriarchal, colonial, canonical, proprietary, hierarchical and authoritarian values of a past that is no longer with us.

Much of the novel’s alleged power is embedded in the line, that compulsory author-directed movement from the beginning of a sentence to its period, from the top of the page to the bottom, from the first page to the last. Of course, through print’s long history, there have been countless strategies to counter the line’s power, from marginalia and footnotes to the creative innovations of novelists like Laurence Sterne, James Joyce, Raymond Queneau, Julio Cortazar, Italo Calvino and Milorad Pavic, not to exclude the form’s father, Cervantes himself. But true freedom from the tyranny of the line is perceived as only really possible now at last with the advent of hypertext, written and read on the computer, where the line in fact does not exist unless one invents and implants it in the text.

“Hypertext” is not a system but a generic term, coined a quarter of a century ago by a computer populist named Ted Nelson to describe the writing done in the nonlinear or nonsequential space made possible by the computer. Moreover, unlike print text, hypertext provides multiple paths between text segments, now often called “lexias” in a borrowing from the pre-hypertextual but prescient Roland Barthes. With its webs of linked lexias, its networks of alternate routes (as opposed to print’s fixed unidirectional page-turning) hypertext presents a radically divergent technology, interactive and polyvocal, favoring a plurality of discourses over definitive utterance and freeing the reader from domination by the author. Hypertext reader and writer are said to become co-learners or co-writers, as it were, fellow travelers in the mapping and remapping of textual (and visual, kinetic and aural) components, not all of which are provided by what used to be called the author.


Coover comes across like a caricature of the pretentious academic with his name-dropping irrelevant asides to demonstrate his erudition (“what Hegel called ‘the epic of the middle-class world'”) and his painful attempts to capture the spirit of William Gibson (“the humming digitalized precincts of avant-garde computer hackers”). The language of deconstruction and post-structuralism is everywhere. The conventional reader is forever being “dominated” and “tyrannized” by the “patriarchal,” “colonial,” “canonical,” “proprietary,” “hierarchical,” “authoritarian” author. But, even setting the loaded language aside, is she really so much under the author’s thumb? It seems to me that the reader always has the ultimate veto power over the author in the form of the ability to put the book down and not read it anymore. If she choose to continue, to follow the line to the end, she is doing so willingly, and can hardly be considered a subjugated victim.

Further, is the “tyranny of the line” truly a tyranny? Far from being compelled to follow the author “from the first page to the last,” the reader is always free to skip around in a text, to read the parts that interest her in the order she prefers. Why else do tables of contents and indexes exist? Those of us who made it through a graduate program in the humanities were all forced by the sheer amount of reading that is assigned to learn how to delicately but mercilessly fillet a book in order to extract exactly what we need from it in the minimum length of time. Far from being subjected to the author’s tyranny, we learned to rip the beating heart out of the author’s little darling and dissect it on our desktops. It’s a skill that still serves me well in the work I do today, as the bloody remains of this article’s list of sources lying strewn around me right now will attest.

And then is the best way to achieve a “plurality of discourses” really to try to stuff them all into a single nonlinear book? Wouldn’t it perhaps make more sense to just, you know, read several books?

But most problematic of all is the article’s core premise/prophecy: that hypertext will lead to the “end of books.” The end of print, Coover tells us, will “of course mean that the novel, too, as we know it, has to come to its end.” In reality, there’s no “of course” about this proposition at all. Coover demonstrates a colossal failure of imagination in conflating the literary form of the novel with print, the physical medium on which novels were almost exclusively delivered in 1992. As the thriving modern ebook market demonstrates, the medium is not necessarily the message in this case. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt, though, and look past even this confusion. As long as we’re talking about tyranny, we should note that Coover’s essay never asks what real-world readers actually want. Do they really wish to become “co-learners” and “co-writers”? I think most would reply that writing is what they’re paying the author to do, and that the author had damn well better learn her subject on her own time, before she starts trying to sell them a book about it.

Which isn’t to say that there isn’t room for interactive texts, and now more so than ever. As many readers of this blog are doubtless aware, choice-based stories like those published by Choice Of Games have achieved a certain degree of commercial success as the heirs to the Choose Your Own Adventure gamebooks of yore, while more poetic hypertext explorations created with tools like Twine reach their own audience of readers. Granted, the audiences for both styles of work remain by all indications fairly small, but they nevertheless dwarf the numbers that have ever read the literary hypertexts of the Eastgate school. So, while we are far, far from any end of books — and thank God for that! — there obviously is a readership for hypertext fiction, one that may even grow considerably in the future. The fact that the works which people are reading are so divorced from the works of the Eastgate school has everything to do with the failure of said school to write hypertext novels that people want to read. Summing up the heyday of the Eastgate school, scholar Adam Hammond says that “the most enduring legacy of this period is theoretical rather than creative.” It’s not really meant as a criticism of the works themselves, yet it’s hard for me to think of a better one.

Writing about the status of serious hypertext as of 2016, Hammond notes that it “is one of the few digital literary forms that can be plausibly regarded as dead”: “The works that seemed so revolutionary and world-altering were not only seldom read in their own time, but are today literally unreadable, languishing in antiquated software and hardware formats inaccessible to the contemporary reader.” Eastgate soldiers on somehow, still selling Storyspace — in fact, a new version was recently released — alongside a collection of hypertext novels that virtually all date from those halcyon days of the 1990s. Yet it’s hard to figure out to whom they could be selling this stuff as of 2017. They’ve done, as Hammond says, an horrendous job of keeping up to date with the changing times. I recently bought three hypertext novels from Eastgate: afternoon, a story, King of Space, and Victory Garden. The first of this group is the most famous work ever published by Eastgate, while the last is among the two or three next most famous. And yet none of them will Just Work on a modern computer. afternoon, a story comes the closest: it comes on a USB stick that will work on Mac OS X — but only on versions released prior to 2011. Victory Garden, meanwhile, won’t run on a 64-bit operating system of any stripe, while King of Space requires, incredibly, a version of Mac OS prior to OS X. (“1 M of memory and hard disk required,” announces the packaging.) I’m a fairly technical guy, and thus can get all this stuff running, but how many other prospective readers can make the same claim? When I placed my order, I was greeted with emails explaining the situation and asking if I really wanted to pay all this money for these relics, which Eastgate still sells for $25 or more apiece. There then followed more elementary questions about delivery methods and the like. Everyone was very nice, but I couldn’t help myself from conjuring a scene that ought to be a Saturday Night Live skit if it isn’t one already, taking place in a disused office space somewhere inhabited by a couple of dozing employees: “Hey, wake up! We actually have a customer!”

As should be obvious by now, I have little truck with most of what I’ve seen of the Eastgate school. I’m always skeptical of writers who make a point of telling me they are writing “serious” works, for it always leads me to think about the greatest writer I’ve ever read, William Shakespeare, who never laid claim to being more than a working playwright feeding the public’s appetite for new entertainments. Writers in my opinion should simply write, and leave the judgments to the critics and, most of all, to history. Given this bias of mine as well as all of the other problematic (to me) rhetoric surrounding the Eastgate school, and given that it so conspicuously failed to set the world on fire as promised in Coover’s article, you might well be asking why I’ve bothered to write all these words about its origins. It’s a fair question, and one to which I will, if you’ll bear with me just a little longer, give three answers.

The first answer is that there is some real historical interest here in the context of more contemporary choice-based narratives. Storyspace was the first of its kind, the urtext of systems like Twine and the Choice Of Games engine. While it has generally been used to create works of a very different character than those more recent systems, there is no reason why it couldn’t create, say, a contemporary take on Choose Your Own Adventure full of concrete choices — “I want to go here and do that!” — instead of more abstracted explorations of a writerly space.

The second answer is that the movement simply deserves an evaluation — or an obituary if you must — from someone outside its orbit. I may very well not be the person who is best-qualified to provide that evaluation, but for right now anyway I’m all it’s got.

But it’s the third answer that may be the real answer. This blog has always been, among other things, a chronicle of my personal journey through the history of interactive entertainment. And the fact is that, while I’ve seen the big flagship works and not been overly impressed, much of what languishes in the Eastgate catalog is completely unknown to me, and much of it sounds rather intriguing despite that whisper from my worse if wiser self that tells me I’m probably in for more disappointment. I wonder for instance about the aforementioned King of Space, a hypertext novel I’ve purchased but haven’t yet tried; in addition to what certainly reads like an extant and even intriguing plot, it contains, Eastgate tells us sotto voce, “elements of gaming.” (Shhh!) So, I do plan to dig into this and other Eastgate hypertext novels, to find out whether there are hidden away in their catalog works with some real meat on their bones and life flowing through their veins. I’ll continue to explore, and if I find that to be the case I’ll report back here. If not, this may well be my one and only article on the subject — mission accomplished, duty to history satisfied. We shall see.

In the meanwhile, how about we talk about an adventure game next time? Sound good to you? Well, at this point it sounds pretty good to me too.

(Sources: Literature in the Digital Age: An Introduction by Adam Hammond; Mechanisms: New Media and the Forensic Imagination by Matthew G. Kirschenbaum; “Postmodernism and Science Fiction” by Andrew M. Butler, from The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction; Narrative as Virtual Reality and Avatars of Story by Marie-Laure Ryan; Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature by Espen J. Aarseth; Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace by Janet H. Murray; The New York Times of June 21, 1992.)


	afternoon, a story would go through multiple revisions over a period of years, but these would largely be to polish the existing text and, most of all, to add many more links between the extant textual nodes. In terms of word count, in other words, the version of afternoon that Joyce passed out at the conference was substantially the same as the one that is available today. ↩

	The most amusing of the rare collisions between literary hypertext and the hobbyist interactive-fiction community must be the history of the Usenet newsgroup rec.arts.int-fiction. Being apparently unaware that for many thousands of people the term “interactive fiction” meant text adventures — especially the text adventures of Infocom — literary-hypertext practitioners tried to appropriate the term for themselves around the time of Eastgate’s release of afternoon, setting up rec.arts.int-fiction to discuss their own very different interests. It was promptly invaded by vastly greater numbers of text-adventure fans wanting to talk about the old Infocom games, whereupon the literary-hypertext people departed in a huff, leaving the newsgroup, alongside its companion group rec.games.int-fiction, to become the central discussion forum of the Interactive Fiction Renaissance of the 1990s. ↩
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				David Boddie			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 4:37 pm			

			
				
				Just one or two minor corrections in what I thought was an interesting detour (into a cul de sac?):

“In writings that must stand as some of the impenetrable in ever committed to paper,” -> In writings that must stand as some of the most impenetrable ever committed to paper,”

“instead of remaining so relentlessly, pretentiously poo-faced,” -> “instead of remaining so relentlessly, pretentiously po-faced,”
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				Thanks!
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				February 11, 2017 at 2:05 am			

			
				
				I dunno, I kind of like *poo*-faced :P

Also: “one of the less accessible”, should be ‘least’, maybe?
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				Thanks, but “less” works here, I think.
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				February 10, 2017 at 4:44 pm			

			
				
				You know what’s more ridiculous than people predicting the death of books 25 years ago? People still predicting the death of books today, and with arguments that don’t seem to have evolved much if at all in a quarter of a century. Make one wonder.
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				Off-topic, but to me it is pretty obvious that printing things on paper is slowly going the way of the vinyl record, and many people in the business seem to agree with me. This should be uncontroversial when it comes to newspapers, but literary reading is in a steady decline, book stores are closing and e-book sales are rising. Of course a paperback is still in many ways a more convenient format than a Kindle or a phone, but the difference is not enough to offset the cost of printing in the long run. It might take another thirty years, though.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 6:02 pm			

			
				
				Again, though, we have to distinguish the medium of print from the *form* of the novel and other books. Admittedly, the horrifying self-published books that are always showing up as advertisements on my Kindle — I’m stunned by how many have grammatical problems *in their one-sentence advertising blurbs* — give reason for concern of their own, but the question of quality is different from the existential question.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 12:08 am			

			
				
				I don’t think that ebooks will not fully catch on until they can be passed around and sold to others like physical books. I know there is some limited form of electronic sharing available but that’s not the same thing. I think the idea of only owning a license is not what people want or expect.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alan			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 1:28 am			

			
				
				I thought that about music, television series, movies, and video games. The last decade has shown me wrong.  I think the brave new world where we own nothing, and works really can be unpublished is upon us. :-/

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				MalcolmM			

			
				February 13, 2017 at 4:18 am			

			
				
				Although I have given up on newspapers I think there is still life left in the printed word. Many people, myself included have no interest in reading a book in ebook format.

I was just reading an article on this subject in BusinessWeek. According to the article ebook sales have stalled and printed book sales are increasing slightly:

https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2017-01-26/books-stubbornly-refused-to-be-disrupted-and-it-worked

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Duncan Stevens			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 5:16 pm			

			
				
				Being apparently unaware that for many thousands of people the term “interactive fiction” meant text adventures — especially the text adventures of Infocom — literary-hypertext practitioners tried to appropriate the term for themselves around the time of Eastgate’s release of afternoon, setting up rec.arts.int-fiction to discuss their own very different interests.

I very vaguely recall this. (Not that I was around at the time, but I recall hearing it.) But why use “int-fiction” at all? Why not just “rec.arts.hypertext”? Was that already in use for some other purpose?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 5:57 pm			

			
				
				I’m afraid I don’t have those details myself. I do think that “hypertext” would have been far too broad, as this would have encompassed academic research into hypertext in the abstract, early work on the http protocol that led to the World Wide Web, and HyperCard among other things. Hypertext was a huge buzzword at the time, and the Eastgate school was tiny compared to many other “hypertext” communities of one type or another. If they thought the Infocom fans ran them off quickly, wait until they tried just tagging themselves “hypertext.” ;)

Anyway, it’s an amusing story to me in that it so perfectly illustrates the Eastgate school’s complete, willful disconnection with everyone else working in a similar space. The remnants of the Eastgate school still isolate themselves to a large extent, although Nick Montfort has done a lot to win parser-based interactive fiction some grudging respect inside the Ivory Tower.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				TsuDhoNimh			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 5:37 pm			

			
				
				“Far from being subjected to the author’s tyranny, we learned to rip the beating heart out of the author’s little darling and dissect it on our desktops.”

I’m such a reading completionist that I nearly recoiled in horror as I read this sentence for the first time. The article is worth reading for that sentence alone.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 7:31 pm			

			
				
				a word, one has to assumes

One assumes, or has to assume.

so relentlessly, pretentiously poo-faced

The other commenter who amended this to po-faced is of course correct, but somehow I think this has a certain charm in the context :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 7:56 pm			

			
				
				:) Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Keith Palmerh			

			
				February 10, 2017 at 8:31 pm			

			
				
				I recall seeing an article about “afternoon” and the system used to make it (the article made the point that HyperCard didn’t offer a convenient “this link goes to this card” overview), but can only suppose it was in the science-popularization magazine Discover. I might have seen it at a moment suitable for convincing me “the interest in Infocom’s games” transferred straight to “hypertext,” although this piece can certainly convince me otherwise.

If there’s one unanswered question I now have, it’s to wonder why it took so long for Twine and the other comparable “CYOA” systems to show up; certainly, as I first heard about them I could remember all the hypertext systems of the 1980s… The digression about “deconstruction” was also interesting, although it does seem one of those words that can mean just about anything; my own thoughts turned at once to “genre works that make a great show of being perhaps ‘more complicated,’ but definitely ‘darker,’ than what their fans proclaim the run of their genre’s mill.”

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 12:02 am			

			
				
				What does ‘I have little truck with most of what I’ve seen…’ or is it a typo?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Sniffnoy			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 2:08 am			

			
				
				https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/have_truck_with

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 5:49 am			

			
				
				I’m a fan of Sarah Smith’s novels and I’ve been curious about King of Space (which comes before them, I think), but boy does Eastgate not preserve their stuff.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 5:49 am			

			
				
				…in an accessible format, I mean, as you’ve said.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 6:57 am			

			
				
				That’s encouraging. The package I have says her first novel is soon to be published. Will report back if King of Space proves to be worthwhile.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Kerry			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 6:25 am			

			
				
				…can’t resist pointing out the logical contradiction inherit in the supposed objective Truth…

Surely inherit should be inherent?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 6:55 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 4:46 pm			

			
				
				If the heads in RAIF were able to reverse engineer the Z-machine, coming up with an interpreter for Storyspace games would surely be child’s play by comparison.  Perhaps some enterprising individual might even devise a process whereby to convert them into Twines.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 12, 2017 at 1:17 am			

			
				
				Even assuming there was sufficient interest to do so, such a project would be made much more complicated by the fact that Storyspace and the works made with it are all closed-sourced, commercial software that is at least ostensibly still being sold. The real mystery to me is why Eastgate can’t keep their own stuff up to date. All of these works were made in Storyspace, which ought to be backward compatible with its own previous versions; that’s just basic software engineering. It should be just a matter of updating a single interpreter to work with the latest operating systems. The fact that this seems to be so difficult actually raises a lot of questions about how well put-together Storyspace itself is — especially considering that they charge $150 for the thing.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				February 12, 2017 at 5:58 am			

			
				
				I figure your initial phrase probably addresses why it hasn’t happened — from the looks of things, such a task would be all stick, no carrot.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				February 11, 2017 at 10:41 pm			

			
				
				The whole concept of hypertext fiction as deconstructive and moving into a new world free of the tyranny of the author does indeed seem quaint now, especially with the rise of Twine. Porpentine is the Twine author I’m aware of whose works fall most strongly into post-modernism, and yet she certainly makes no pretence that her works are anything other than the stories she wanted to tell, in the style she wanted to tell them, through the medium she likes working with. I know she’s certainly not for everyone, but for me her writing is leagues ahead of the quotes you provided from afternoon.

Still, there’s one hypertext work which may have proved the early hype right, in sending shockwaves across the world of electronic media and having a lasting effect on almost everything, albeit indirectly – that would be Zoe Quinn’s Depression Quest, which inadvertently triggered the whole GamerGate fiasco which now seems like a dry run for the current rise of the alt-right.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				February 14, 2017 at 8:20 am			

			
				
				In fairness, let’s note that, although that “manifesto” is admittedly silly, Robert Coover was and is a hell of a writer (of regular ol’ novels!  Go figure).  The Public Burning remains one of my all-time favorite anythings, and given our new overlords in the US, it unfortunately has renewed relevance.

More broadly, I’d say that, while the strict logic of postmodernism may well lead to a kind of nihilism, most writers broadly working with the form (Pynchon, Gaddis, Barth, Coover, &c) can’t really be pigeonholed that way.  Because they’re impure examples of postmodernism! one might retort.  Well, maybe, but I kind of feel like that “impurity” is sort of baked in.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 14, 2017 at 4:43 pm			

			
				
				He also wrote The Universal Baseball Association, a novel about a young man whose life comes to revolve around an elaborate Strat-o-Matic-style baseball simulation. Written in 1968, when experiential gaming was still in its infancy, it’s prescient in all the ways the hypertext manifesto isn’t.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				April 27, 2017 at 8:45 pm			

			
				
				My dad wrote his thesis on that book! I’ve never read it. 

The novel or the thesis.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				February 14, 2017 at 4:42 pm			

			
				
				The description of how afternoon is played reminded me a bit of Her Story, where you basically watch interview clips and search for terms you hear that you believe may be in other clips, to get more of the story — a bit like clicking on hypertext links, in a way.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				April 27, 2017 at 8:46 pm			

			
				
				I had the same thought. But while Her Story isn’t entirely successful, it manages to balance plot, theme, and formal/technical experimentation in a way that makes it compelling even as you see the seams.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Watts			

			
				February 17, 2017 at 5:52 pm			

			
				
				I’m pretty sure that Eastgate survives to the present day because of Tinderbox, which has kind of a cult following among creatives for interlinked notes and information management. I actually thought they’d dropped the hypertext fiction products by now, although it looks like StorySpace 3 is a new, current version of the system that shipped in early 2016 or late 2015. From your article here, Eastgate hasn’t gone back and rebuilt their old StorySpace “novels” with the new engine to make them compatible with new computers, which is sort of mystifying.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 8:16 pm			

			
				
				“At the risk of being accused of getting too cute or playing games of gotcha!, I can’t resist pointing out the logical contradiction inherent in the supposed objective Truth that there is no objective Truth.”

Ha! That reminds me of philosopher who came up with the proof that there’s no such thing as a proof. Or how whenever someone told Socrates it was impossible to know anything, he’d reply, “How do you know that?”

“Everything is false!” (He was later found to be lying.)

All generalizations are wrong

The only meaningful statement are empirical or tautological.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jacen			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 4:41 pm			

			
				
				“Deconstructionism has always walked in hand in hand with Marxism and other radical political ideologies”

Does this have an extra in in “in hand in hand” or was that intentional?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 6:33 pm			

			
				
				Nope. Thanks!
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In April of 1988, Brian Moriarty of Infocom flew from the East Coast to the West to attend the twelfth West Coast Computer Faire and the first ever Computer Game Developers Conference. Hard-pressed from below by the slowing sales of their text adventures and from above by parent company Activision’s ever more demanding management, Infocom didn’t have the money to pay for Moriarty’s trip. He therefore had to go on his own dime, a situation which left him, as he would later put it, very “grumpy” about the prospect of his ongoing employment by the very company at which he had worked so desperately to win a spot just a few years before.

The first West Coast Computer Faire back in 1977 had hosted the public unveiling of the Apple II and the Commodore PET, thus going down in hacker lore as the moment when the PC industry was truly born. By 1988, the Faire wasn’t the hugely important gathering it once had been, having been largely superseded on the industry’s calendar by glitzier events like the Consumer Electronics Show. Nevertheless, its schedule had its interesting entries, among them a lecture by Chris Crawford, the founder of the Computer Game Developers Conference which Moriarty would attend the next day. Moriarty recalls showing up a little late to Crawford’s lecture, scanning the room, and seeing just one chair free, oddly on the first row. He rushed over to take it, and soon struck up a conversation with the man sitting next to him, whom he had never met before that day. As fate would have it, his neighbor’s name was Noah Falstein, and he worked for Lucasfilm Games.

Attendees to the first ever Computer Game Developers Conference. Brian Moriarty is in the reddish tee-shirt at center rear, looking cool in his rock-star shades.


Falstein knew and admired Moriarty’s work for Infocom, and knew likewise, as did everyone in the industry, that things hadn’t been going so well back in Cambridge for some time now. His own Lucasfilm Games was in the opposite position. After having struggled since their founding back in 1982 to carve out an identity for themselves under the shadow of George Lucas’s Star Wars empire, by 1988 they finally had the feeling of a company on the rise. With Maniac Mansion, their big hit of the previous year, Falstein and his colleagues seemed to have found in point-and-click graphical adventures a niche that was both artistically satisfying and commercially rewarding. They were already hard at work on the follow-up to Maniac Mansion, and Lucasfilm Games’s management had given the go-ahead to look for an experienced adventure-game designer to help them make more games. As one of Infocom’s most respected designers, Brian Moriarty made an immediately appealing candidate, not least in that Lucasfilm Games liked to see themselves as the Infocom of graphical adventures, emphasizing craftsmanship and design as a way to set themselves apart from the more slapdash games being pumped out in much greater numbers by their arch-rivals Sierra.

[image: ]Brian Moriarty on the job at Lucasfilm.


For his part, Moriarty was ripe to be convinced; it wasn’t hard to see the writing on the wall back at Infocom. When Falstein showed him some photographs of Lucasfilm Games’s offices at Skywalker Ranch in beautiful Marin County, California, and shared stories of rubbing elbows with movie stars and casually playing with real props from the Star Wars and Indiana Jones movies, the contrast with life inside Infocom’s increasingly empty, increasingly gloomy offices could hardly have been more striking. Then again, maybe it could have been: at his first interview with Lucasfilm Games’s head Steve Arnold, Moriarty was told that the division had just two mandates. One was “don’t lose money”; the other was “don’t embarrass George Lucas.” Anything else — like actually making money — was presumably gravy. Again, this was music to the ears of Moriarty, who like everyone at Infocom was now under constant pressure from Activision’s management to write games that would sell in huge numbers.

Brian Moriarty arrived at Skywalker Ranch for his first day of work on August 1, 1988. As Lucasfilm Games’s new star designer, he was given virtually complete freedom to make whatever game he wanted to make.

[image: ]Noah Falstein in Skywalker Ranch’s conservatory. This is where the Games people typically ate their lunches, which were prepared for them by a gourmet chef. There were definitely worse places to work…


For all their enthusiasm for adventure games, the other designers at Lucasfilm were struggling a bit at the time to figure out how to build on the template of Maniac Mansion. Zak McKracken and the Alien Mindbenders, David Fox’s follow-up to Ron Gilbert’s masterstroke, had been published just the day before Moriarty arrived at Skywalker Ranch. It tried a little too obviously to capture the same campy charm, whilst, in typical games-industry fashion, trying to make it all better by making it bigger, expanding the scene of the action from a single night spent in a single mansion to locations scattered all around the globe and sometimes off it. The sense remained that Lucasfilm wanted to do things differently from Sierra, who are unnamed but ever-present — along with a sly dig at old-school rivals like Infocom still making text adventures — within a nascent manifesto of three paragraphs published in Zak McKracken‘s manual, entitled simply “Our Game Design Philosophy.”


We believe that you buy games to be entertained, not to be whacked over the head every time you make a mistake. So we don’t bring the game to a screeching halt when you poke your nose into a place you haven’t visited before. In fact, we make it downright difficult to get a character “killed.”

We think you’d prefer to solve the game’s mysteries by exploring and discovering. Not by dying a thousand deaths. We also think you like to spend your time involved in the story. Not typing in synonyms until you stumble upon the computer’s word for a certain object.

Unlike conventional computer adventures, Zak McKracken and the Alien Mindbenders doesn’t force you to save your progress every few minutes. Instead, you’re free to concentrate on the puzzles, characters, and outrageous good humor.



Worthy though these sentiments were, Lucasfilm seemed uncertain as yet how to turn them into practical rules for design. Ironically, Zak McKracken, the game with which they began publicly articulating their focus on progressive design, is the most Sierra-like Lucasfilm game ever made, with the sheer nonlinear sprawl of the thing spawning inevitable confusion and yielding far more potential dead ends than its designer would likely wish to admit. While successful enough in its day, it never garnered the love that’s still accorded to Maniac Mansion today.

Lucasfilm Games’s one adventure of 1989 was a similarly middling effort. A joint design by Gilbert, Falstein, and Fox, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade: The Graphic Adventure — an Action Game was also made — marked the first time since Labyrinth that the games division had been entrusted with one of George Lucas’s cinematic properties. They don’t seem to have been all that excited at the prospect. The game dutifully walks you through the plot you’ve already watched unfold on the silver screen, without ever taking flight as a creative work in its own right. The Lucasfilm “Game Design Philosophy” appears once again in the manual in almost the exact same form as last time, but once again the actual game hews to this ideal imperfectly at best, with, perhaps unsurprisingly given the two-fisted action movie on which it’s based, lots of opportunities to get Indy killed and have to revert to one of those save files you supposedly don’t need to create.

So, the company was rather running to stand still as Brian Moriarty settled in. They were determined to evolve their adventure games in design terms to match the strides Sierra was making in technology, but were uncertain how to actually go about the task. Moriarty wanted to make his own first work for Lucasfilm a different, more somehow refined experience than even the likes of Maniac Mansion. But how to do so? In short, what should he do with his once-in-a-lifetime chance to make any game he wanted to make?

Flipping idly through a computer magazine one day, he was struck by an advertisement that prominently featured the word “loom.” He liked the sound of it; it reminded him of other portentous English words like “gloom”, “doom,” and “tomb.” And he liked the way it could serve as either a verb or a noun, each with a completely different meaning. In a fever of inspiration, he sat down and wrote out the basis of the adventure game he would soon design, about a Loom which binds together the fabric of reality, a Guild of Weavers which uses the Loom’s power to make magic out of sound, and Bobbin Threadbare, the “Loom Child” who must save the Loom — and thus the universe — from destruction before it’s too late. It would be a story and a game with the stark simplicity of fable.

Simplicity, however, wasn’t exactly trending in the computer-games industry of 1988. Since the premature end of the would-be Home Computer Revolution of the early 1980s, the audience for computer games had grown only very slowly. Publishers had continued to serve the same base of hardcore players, who lusted after ever more complex games to take advantage of the newest hardware. Simulations had collected ever more buttons and included ever more variables to keep track of, while strategy games had gotten ever larger and more time-consuming. Nor had adventure games been immune to the trend, as was attested by Moriarty’s own career to date. Each of his three games for Infocom had been bigger and more difficult than the previous, culminating in his adventure/CRPG hybrid Beyond Zork, the most baroque game Infocom had made to date, with more options for its onscreen display alone than some professional business applications. Certainly plenty of existing players loved all this complexity. But did all games really need to go this way? And, most interestingly, what about all those potential players who took one look at the likes of Beyond Zork and turned back to the television? Moriarty remembered a much-discussed data point that had emerged from the surveys Infocom used to send to their customers: the games people said were their favorites overlapped almost universally with those they said they had been able to finish. In keeping with this trend, Moriarty’s first game for Infocom, which had been designed as an introduction to interactive fiction for newcomers, had been by far his most successful. What, he now thought, if he used the newer hardware at his disposal in the way that Apple has historically done, in pursuit of simplicity rather than complexity?

[image: ]The standard Lucasfilm interface of the late 1980s, shown here in Maniac Mansion.


Lucasfilm Games’s current point-and-click interface, while undoubtedly the most painless in the industry at the time, was nevertheless far too complicated for Moriarty’s taste, still to a large extent stuck in the mindset of being a graphical implementation of the traditional text-adventure interface rather than treating the graphical adventure as a new genre in its own right. Thus the player was expected to first select a verb from a list at the bottom of the screen and then an object to which to apply it. The interface had done the job well enough to date, but Moriarty felt that it would interfere with the seamless connection he wished to build between the player sitting there before the screen and the character of Bobbin Threadbare standing up there on the screen. He wanted something more immediate, more intuitive — preferably an interface that didn’t require words at all. He envisioned music as an important part of his game: the central puzzle-solving mechanic would involve the playing of “drafts,” little sequences of notes created with Bobbin’s distaff. But he wanted music to be more than a puzzle-solving mechanic. He wanted the player to be able to play the entire game like a musical instrument, wordlessly and beautifully. He was thus thrilled when he peeked under the hood of Lucasfilm’s SCUMM adventure-game engine and found that it was possible to strip the verb menu away entirely.


See https://www.youtube.com/embed/MxN8ZlIAwsI



Some users of Apple’s revolutionary HyperCard system for the Macintosh were already experimenting with wordless interfaces. Within weeks of HyperCard’s debut, a little interactive storybook called Inigo Gets Out, “programmed” by a non-programmer named Amanda Goodenough, had begun making the rounds, causing a considerable stir among industry insiders. The story of a house cat’s brief escape to the outdoors, it filled the entire screen with its illustrations, responding intuitively to single clicks on the pictures. Just shortly before Moriarty started work at Lucasfilm Games, Rand and Robyn Miller had taken this experiment a step further with The Manhole, a richer take on the concept of an interactive children’s storybook. Still, neither of these HyperCard experiences quite qualified as a game, and Moriarty and Lucasfilm were in fact in the business of making adventure games. Loom could be simple, but it had to be more than a software toy. Moriarty’s challenge must be to find enough interactive possibility in a verb-less interface to meet that threshold.

In response to that challenge, Moriarty created an interface that stands out today as almost bizarrely ahead of its time; not until years later would its approach be adopted by graphic adventures in general as the default best way of doing things. Its central insight, which it shared with the aforementioned HyperCard storybooks, was the realization that the game didn’t always need the player to explicitly tell it what she wanted to do when she clicked a certain spot on the onscreen picture. Instead the game could divine the player’s intention for itself, based only on where she happened to be clicking. What was sacrificed in the disallowing of certain types of more complex puzzles was gained in the creation of a far more seamless, intuitive link between the player, the avatar she controlled, and the world shown on the screen.


See video at:
http://www.filfre.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/loom.mp4




The brief video snippet above shows Loom‘s user interface in its entirety. You make Bobbin walk around by clicking on the screen. Hovering the mouse over an object or character with which Bobbin can interact brings up an image of that object or character in the bottom right corner of the screen; double-clicking the same “hot spot” then causes Bobbin to engage, either by manipulating an object in some way or by talking to another character. Finally, Bobbin can cast “spells” in the form of drafts by clicking on the musical staff at the bottom of the screen. In the snippet above, the player learns the “open” draft by double-clicking on the egg, an action which in this case results in Bobbin simply listening to it. The player and Bobbin then immediately cast the same draft to reveal within the egg his old mentor, who has been transformed into a black swan.

Moriarty seemed determined to see how many of the accoutrements of traditional adventure games he could strip away and still have something that was identifiable as an adventure game. In addition to eliminating menus of verbs, he also excised the concept of an inventory; throughout the game, Bobbin carries around with him nothing more than the distaff he uses for weaving drafts. With no ability to use this object on that other object, the only puzzle-solving mechanic that’s left is the magic system. In the broad strokes, magic in Loom is very much in the spirit of Infocom’s Enchanter series, in which you collect spells for your spell book, then cast them to solve puzzles that, more often than not, reward you with yet more spells. In Loom the process is essentially the same, except that you’re collecting musical drafts to weave on your distaff rather than spells for your spell book. And yet this musical approach to spell weaving is as lovely as a game mechanic can be. Lucasfilm thoughtfully included a “Book of Patterns” with the game, listing the drafts and providing musical staffs on which you can denote their sequences of notes as you discover them while playing.

The audiovisual aspect of Loom was crucial to capturing the atmosphere of winsome melancholia Moriarty was striving for. Graphics and sound were brand new territory for him; his previous games had consisted of nothing but text. Fortunately, the team of artists that worked with him grasped right away what was needed. Each of the guilds of craftspeople which Bobbin visits over the course of the game is marked by its own color scheme: the striking emerald of the Guild of Glassmakers, the softer pastoral greens of the Guild of Shepherds, the Stygian reds of the Guild of Blacksmiths, and of course the lovely, saturated blues and purples of Bobbin’s own Guild of Weavers. This approach came in very handy for technical as well as thematic reasons, given that Loom was designed for EGA graphics of just 16 onscreen colors.

The overall look of Loom was hugely influenced by the 1959 Disney animated classic Sleeping Beauty, with many of the panoramic shots in the game dovetailing perfectly with scenes from the film. Like Sleeping Beauty, Loom was inspired and accompanied by the music of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, whom Moriarty describes as his “constant companion throughout my life”; while Sleeping Beauty draws from Tchaikovsky’s ballet of the same name, Loom draws from another of his ballets, Swan Lake. Loom sounds particularly gorgeous when played through a Roland MT-32 synthesizer board — an experience that, given the $600 price tag of the Roland, far too few players got to enjoy back in the day. But regardless of how one hears it, it’s hard to imagine Loom without its classical soundtrack. Harking back to Hollywood epics like 2001: A Space Odyssey, the MT-32 version of Loom opens with a mood-establishing orchestral overture over a blank screen.


See video at:
http://www.filfre.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/loom2.mp4




To provide the final touch of atmosphere, Moriarty walked to the other side of Skywalker Ranch, to the large brick building housing Skywalker Sound, and asked the sound engineers in that most advanced audio-production facility in the world if they could help him out. Working from a script written by Moriarty and with a cast of voice actors on loan from the BBC, the folks at Skywalker Sound produced a thirty-minute “audio drama” setting the scene for the opening of the game; it was included in the box on a cassette. Other game developers had occasionally experimented with the same thing as a way of avoiding having to cover all that ground in the game proper, but Loom‘s scene-setter stood out for its length and for the professional sheen of its production. Working for Lucasfilm did have more than a few advantages.

If there’s something to complain about when it comes to Loom the work of interactive art, it must be that its portentous aesthetics lead one to expect a thematic profundity which the story never quite attains. Over the course of the game, Bobbin duly journeys through Moriarty’s fairy-tale world and defeats the villain who threatens to rip asunder the fabric of reality. The ending, however, is more ambiguous than happy, with only half of the old world saved from the Chaos that has poured in through the rip in the fabric. I don’t object in principle to the idea of a less than happy ending (something for which Moriarty was becoming known). Still, and while the final image is, like everything else in the game, lovely in its own right, this particular ambiguous ending feels weirdly abrupt. The game has such a flavor of fable or allegory that one somehow wants a little more from it at the end, something to carry away back to real life. But then again, beauty, which Loom possesses in spades, has a value of its own, and it’s uncertain whether the sequels Moriarty originally planned to make — Loom had been envisioned as a trilogy — would have enriched the story of the first game or merely, as so many sequels do, trampled it under their weight.

From the practical standpoint of a prospective purchaser of Loom upon its initial release, on the other hand, there’s room for complaint beyond quibbling about the ending. We’ve had occasion before to observe how the only viable model of commercial game distribution in the 1980s and early 1990s, as $40 boxed products shipped to physical store shelves, had a huge effect on the content of those games. Consumers, reasonably enough, expected a certain amount of play time for their $40. Adventure makers thus learned that they needed to pad out their games with enough puzzles — too often bad but time-consuming ones — to get their play times up into the region of at least twenty hours or so. Moriarty, however, bucked this trend in Loom. Determined to stay true to the spirit of minimalism to the bitter end, he put into the game only what needed to be there. The end result stands out from its peers for its aesthetic maturity, but it’s also a game that will take even the most methodical player no more than four or five hours to play. Today, when digital distribution has made it possible for developers to make games only as long as their designs ask to be and adjust the price accordingly, Loom‘s willingness to do what it came to do and exit the stage without further adieu is another quality that gives it a strikingly modern feel. But in the context of the times of the game’s creation, it was a bit of a problem.

When Loom was released in March of 1990, many hardcore adventure gamers were left nonplussed not only by the game’s short length but also by its simple puzzles and minimalist aesthetic approach in general, so at odds with the aesthetic maximalism that has always defined the games industry as a whole. Computer Gaming World‘s Johnny Wilson, one of the more sophisticated game commentators of the time, did get what Loom was doing, praising its atmosphere of “hope and idealism tainted by realism.” Others, though, didn’t seem quite so sure what to make of an adventure game that so clearly wanted its players to complete it, to the point of including a “practice” mode that would essentially solve all the puzzles for them if they so wished. Likewise, many players just didn’t seem equipped to appreciate Loom‘s lighter, subtler aesthetic touch. Computer Gaming World‘s regular adventure-gaming columnist Scorpia, a traditionalist to the core, said the story “should have been given an epic treatment, not watered down” — a terrible idea if you ask me (if there’s one thing the world of gaming, then or now, doesn’t need, it’s more “epic” stories). “As an adventure game,” she concluded, “it is just too lightweight.” Ken St. Andre, creator of Tunnels & Trolls and co-creator of Wasteland, expressed his unhappiness with the ambiguous ending in Questbusters, the ultimate magazine for the adventuring hardcore:

The story, which begins darkly, ends darkly as well. That’s fine in literature or the movies, and lends a certain artistic integrity to such efforts. In a game, however, it’s neither fair nor right. If I had really been playing Bobbin, not just watching him, I would have done some things differently, which would have netted a different conclusion.


Echoing as they do a similar debate unleashed by the tragic ending of Infocom’s Infidel back in 1983, the persistence of such sentiments must have been depressing for Brian Moriarty and others trying to advance the art of interactive storytelling. St. Andre’s complaint that Loom wouldn’t allow him to “do things differently” — elsewhere in his review he claims that Loom “is not a game” at all — is one that’s been repeated for decades by folks who believe that anything labeled as an interactive story must allow the player complete freedom to approach the plot in her own way and to change its outcome. I belong to the other camp: the camp that believes that letting the player inhabit the role of a character in a relatively fixed overarching narrative can foster engagement and immersion, even in some cases new understanding, by making her feel she is truly walking in someone else’s shoes — something that’s difficult to accomplish in a non-interactive medium.

Responses like those of Scorpia and Ken St. Andre hadn’t gone unanticipated within Lucasfilm Games prior to Loom‘s release. On the contrary, there had been some concern about how Loom would be received. Moriarty had countered by noting that there were far, far more people out there who weren’t hardcore gamers like those two, who weren’t possessed of a set of fixed expectations about what an adventure game should be, and that many of these people might actually be better equipped to appreciate Loom‘s delicate aesthetics than the hardcore crowd. But the problem, the nut nobody would ever quite crack, would always be that of reaching this potential alternate customer base. Non-gamers didn’t read the gaming magazines where they might learn about something like Loom, and even Lucasfilm Games wasn’t in a position to launch a major assault on the alternative forms of media they did peruse.

In the end, Loom wasn’t a flop, and thus didn’t violate Steve Arnold’s dictum of “don’t lose money” — and certainly it didn’t fall afoul of the dictum of “don’t embarrass George.” But it wasn’t a big hit either, and the sequels Moriarty had anticipated for better or for worse never got made. Ron Gilbert’s The Secret of Monkey Island, Lucasfilm’s other adventure game of 1990, was in its own way as brilliant as Moriarty’s game, but was much more traditional in its design and aesthetics, and wound up rather stealing Loom‘s thunder. It would be Monkey Island rather than Loom that would become the template for Lucasfilm’s adventure games going forward. Lucasfilm would largely stick to comedy from here on out, and would never attempt anything quite so outré as Loom again. It would only be in later years that Moriarty’s game would come to be widely recognized as one of Lucasfilm Games’s finest achievements. Such are the frustrations of the creative life.

Having made Loom, Brian Moriarty now had four adventure games on his CV, three of which I consider to be unassailable classics — and, it should be noted, the fourth does have its fans as well. He seemed poised to remain a leading light in his creative field for a long, long time to come. It therefore feels like a minor tragedy that this, his first game for Lucasfilm, would mark the end of his career in adventure games rather than a new beginning; he would never again be credited as the designer of a completed adventure game. We’ll have occasion to dig a little more into the reasons why that should have been the case in a future article, but for now I’ll just note how much an industry full of so many blunt instruments could have used his continuing delicate touch. We can only console ourselves with the knowledge that, should Loom indeed prove to be the last we ever hear from him as an adventure-game designer, it was one hell of a swansong.



(Sources: the book Game Design Theory and Practice by Richard Rouse III; ACE of April 1990; Questbusters of June 1990 and July 1990; Computer Gaming World of April 1990 and July/August 1990. But the bulk of this article was drawn from Brian Moriarty’s own Loom postmortem for, appropriately enough, the 2015 Game Developers Conference, which was a far more elaborate affair than the 1988 edition.

Loom is available for purchase is from GOG.com. Sadly, however, this is the VGA/CD-ROM re-release — I actually prefer the starker appearance of the original EGA graphics — and lacks the scene-setting audio drama. It’s also afflicted with terrible voice acting which completely spoils the atmosphere, and the text is bowdlerized to boot. Motivated readers should be able to find both the original version and the audio drama elsewhere on the Internet without too many problems. I do recommend that you seek them out, perhaps after purchasing a legitimate copy to fulfill your ethical obligation, but I can’t take the risk of hosting them here.)
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				Bobby Tuck			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 2:41 am			

			
				
				great article!

Loom reminds me — have you ever done an article on ‘Myth’? I vaguely remember the game — I think it was Bungie (after ‘Marathon’) — a bunch of soldiers on a battlefield, running down hills. I think I had it on my first Windows machine (after my Mac SE college days) that had a ‘voodoo’ graphics card.

Anyway, I remember getting ‘Myth’ at Best Buy and thinking, yeah, Bungie is pretty cool. Marathon, of course, was awesome — long before ‘Halo’ — and pretty much only for Mac folks. But Myth — Myth was interesting because it was … well, weird. And not very enjoyable. But it was Bungie. And Bungie — at the time — was all about Macs and Marathon. And Marathon — wow — that was fantastic. Even better, I daresay, than Doom.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 2:49 am			

			
				
				That’s years away yet in the chronology, but I can give you a strong maybe someday. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Michael Russo			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 2:56 am			

			
				
				Haven’t read the article yet but very excited to see an article on Loom! This game and Myst I used to introduce a few ‘senior’ relatives to adventure games on their first computers, and they loved them.

Also, why are you always visiting Rochester in the winter? It’s cold and there’s a lot of snow! Maybe some cool winter carnivals there or nearby though (I think Saranac Lake is having one this weekend). Have a garbage plate while you’re there!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 6:02 am			

			
				
				It’s just worked out that way as far as timing. Maybe next time I can come out in the summer. As it is, though, I don’t really mind holing up in a cozy hotel room. Gives me a chance to play some games… err, do research.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Benjamin Vigeant			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 4:56 am			

			
				
				On some early birthday I received a Lucasarts collection with Monkey Island, Indiana Jones, Maniac Mansion, Zak McCracken, and Loom. Loom continues to haunt me to this day, much in the same way that Wishbringer does (and I didn’t even know they were done by the same fellow!) 

I appreciate how gosh darn inventive and *weird* Loom is. It just feels like you’re getting a tiny slice of an enormous hidden world of strange tragedy. The Book of Patterns and the audio drama (which the collection didn’t include) definitely help this.

Jimmy, thanks for giving me another occasion to think of a long favorite game, and Brian if you read this I’ll toss bucks towards a kickstarter.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Sniffnoy			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 5:19 am			

			
				
				This is irrelevant nitpicking, but I’d say E3 is probably the “biggest, glitziest event” in the computer game industry, rather than the Game Developers’ Conference.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 6:06 am			

			
				
				True. Edit made.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 6:43 am			

			
				
				One small correction: Zak McKracken was a David Fox game, not a Noah Falstein game.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 1:32 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Yeechang Lee			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 7:22 am			

			
				
				Jimmy, based on this and other recent entries (and, really, the entire blog), I presume/expect that you will be covering Adam Cadre’s Photopia as another example of how a game doesn’t need to allow complete freedom to succeed as a narrative?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 1:38 pm			

			
				
				Yes, that one’s unavoidable. Again, though, it’s years in the future, in both blog years and historical years.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 10:29 am			

			
				
				With comments like St. Andre’s “If I had really been playing Bobbin, not just watching him, I would have done some things differently, which would have netted a different conclusion”, I really have to wonder what people were expecting – games with complex, branching plots were not exactly common back then.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 1:43 pm			

			
				
				A CRPG like Wasteland did offer, if not complete freedom, certainly a lot more flexibility and possibly even multiple endings (can’t remember at the moment). It did this, of course, at the expense of a much less developed plot, whatever path you took.

But yeah, there’s a certain element to his comments of criticizing an adventure game for being an adventure game, even if Loom was an unusually linear specimen of the breed. Complaining that Loom won’t let you, say, join with the villain and rule over Chaos strikes me as a fundamental misunderstanding of what it’s trying to do and be. If that’s not for you, fine, but criticizing it on that basis is a bit like a film critic criticizing a romantic comedy for not being an action movie.

It’s to avoid this syndrome that when I play games for this blog that I know are at their core just not for me, like SimCity or Prince of Persia, I try to explain that reality rather than hammer away at the game as if *other* non-competitive building games or platformers delight me.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jonathan Badger			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 2:00 pm			

			
				
				While taste is subjective, and I haven’t played Loom for some years, I’m surprised at the characterization of the voice acting on the CD-ROM as “terrible”. As I recall, it was one of the first games with voice acting by professional actors (many of whom were the same as in the audio drama) — far better than in other games of the same era which seemed to simply use the voices of the programmers and their families.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 2:46 pm			

			
				
				Maybe it’s just that it clashes with the game’s minimalist aesthetics rather than being intrinsically bad in itself. All I know is that I like it not.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 3:05 pm			

			
				
				I actually enjoyed Loom quite a bit, but never bothered listening to the CD-Rom.  I will agree that voice-acting wise, games of that era weren’t exactly the Royal Shakespeare Company.  Saddest was Wing Commander 3, which got Mark Hamill-but he was so lousy it was pathetic.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ignacio			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 5:51 pm			

			
				
				Another great article, Mr. Maher!

A small correction: the designers of ‘Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade: The Graphic Adventure’ were Ron Gilbert, Noah Falstein AND David Fox.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 8:16 pm			

			
				
				Keep trying to flush him down the Memory Hole, but you people keep spitting him back out at me. Anyway, thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 6:58 pm			

			
				
				You know, between this and crediting Falstein instead of Fox for Zak McCracken, I am beginning to wonder why Jimmy seems intent on trying to erase poor Mr. Fox from history! =p

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 7:12 pm			

			
				
				Interesting, never played this but saw the ads when it came out. Another one to play for the first time in my retirement days.  :-)

You need commas for an appositive phrase: “minor tragedy that this his first game for Lucasfilm would mark” -> “minor tragedy that this, his first game for Lucasfilm, would mark”

http://www.chompchomp.com/terms/appositive.htm

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 8:17 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Johannes Paulsen			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 9:05 pm			

			
				
				I never played Loom, because it was released during that dead zone of computer gaming when I was young and poor, and did not have the latest hardware. It wasn’t until I started becoming more interested in game design that I started gathering that it was considered a bit of a classic. The clip in this article was the first real exposure I had to it.

That said…am I the only one who thinks the Tchaikovsky score completely overwhelms the game? It doesn’t flow with what was happening on the screen at all. I was even more surprised to see that the game is supposed to “start darkly” because, man, that score doesn’t give off a dark mood in the slightest. Maybe a little Mussorgsky would’ve worked better, if you needed something in the public domain….

Perhaps this was a case of the designer including the music he loved instead of what was right for the scene?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 18, 2017 at 10:09 pm			

			
				
				I think it suits the mood perfectly, myself. But then it was Ken St. Andre who said the game “starts darkly.” That’s not the word I would use at all. Wistful, melancholic, sure — Tchaikovsky’s music has been described as “a smile through tears” — but not just “dark.”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				LoneCleric			

			
				February 22, 2017 at 5:29 pm			

			
				
				I have to chime in here and say that the soundtrack always felt _just right_ as I played the game on my Amiga. In fact, that MT-32 clip you used is positively dreadful as far I’m concerned – the “Swan Theme” doesn’t fit there at all!

Compare to this Amiga intro: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ydTri3JWvM

The Swan Theme didn’t appear until much later in my playthrough, at a point where its usage felt right.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Johannes Paulsen			

			
				March 3, 2017 at 4:50 pm			

			
				
				@ Jimmy & LoneCleric: Fair points. Perhaps I’ll have to play it.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Petter Sjölund			

			
				February 19, 2017 at 8:51 am			

			
				
				Many prefer the FM Towns version of Loom, which has 256-color graphics and digital orchestral music but no voice acting, and retains all of  the original text.

https://youtu.be/JjTVyrtFax4

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Naomi			

			
				February 19, 2017 at 10:09 am			

			
				
				Oh man I loved playing Loom when i was little. That bit at the end when the sky cracks open blew my mind. Looking back, I think Loom started me down the road to sci-fi. And the theme music and the loom rippling… I can still remember the notes even now. Pretty heady stuff for an 8 year old.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Doug Orleans			

			
				February 19, 2017 at 12:32 pm			

			
				
				Surprised no one caught this yet: “without further adieu” should be “without further ado”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 19, 2017 at 6:04 pm			

			
				
				That was actually an intentional play on words. ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Doug Orleans			

			
				February 19, 2017 at 7:08 pm			

			
				
				Ah, sorry, that went right over my head… It’s a pretty common mistake so I wasn’t thinking of it as a pun. I apologize for much adieu about nothing!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 23, 2017 at 8:24 pm			

			
				
				I thought the same as Doug, so perhaps it’s a bit oblique…

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				MCP			

			
				February 19, 2017 at 10:27 pm			

			
				
				Nice article Jimmy!

 “(..)expect that you’re collecting musical drafts”  – maybe “except” ?

One way to play closer to the EGA version could be to play the Amiga or even Atari ST versions, which came out a few months after PC and should be uncensored and equally based on a 16 colour palette. Music was not as good as Roland, though: being Amiga a renown sound/music powerhouse at the time, this probably hints Lucasgames did not go the extra mile in doing the port.

“(Zak Mc Kraken) While successful enough in its day, it never garnered the love that’s still accorded to Maniac Mansion today.”

Well, on the whole this is true, and Day of the Tentacle added a lot to that success in my opinion; but I remember Zak being really *huge* in Germany, Italy and UK at the times – more than Maniac Mansion ever was, with magazines talking for months about it and people using nicknames such as “Sushi in the fishball” in bulletin board systems, pre-internet era. The nose-and-moustache avatar is still popular today. I don’t have sales numbers to support this, but maybe a case of different commercial destiny and/or perception from this side of the Atlantic?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 11:43 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

I do think the games’ contemporary reputations have Maniac Mansion way out in front, but what you say may very well have been correct back in the day.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 3:00 pm			

			
				
				I think its still rather huge in Germany, which really fell hard for the game for some reason.  Certainly in the rest of the world it does not get the same level of attention.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Ricky Derocher			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 10:00 pm			

			
				
				Zak is pretty popular with the C64 retro crowd. Of course Zak was developed for the C64 first, and Zak is quite an impressive technical feat for the C64! The C64 never got any of the later SCUMM games past Zak.
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				GeoX			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 10:07 am			

			
				
				Aw…I liked The Last Crusade.  No doubt there’s a lot of nostalgia talking here, but I really thought it did a good job of converting the plot of the movie to something more meaningfully interactive.  Fate of Atlantis is better, of course.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ruber Eaglenest			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 5:13 pm			

			
				
				Beautiful but sad article.

I’m quite a fan of Brian Moriarty, and I always lamented why he never returned to design games… because… well, those of him are the BEST ever. So really interested to see when that “conclusion” comes.

Thanks!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jason Dyer			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 6:05 pm			

			
				
				I’m going to have to disagree with you here:

The game dutifully walks you through the plot you’ve already watched unfold on the silver screen, without ever taking flight as a creative work in its own right.

There is a *lot* of branching. There is so much branching I actually have a hard time thinking of a “classic-style” adventure game with more branching. (Fate of Atlantis, which is admittedly a better game, does a big branch into 3 routes at the beginning, but doesn’t really have any plot-driven branches in the middle.)

For example, you can play the scene entering the castle exactly like the movie (Indy punching the butler out) but it is quite possible to talk your way in. If you do so, it makes other things either.

If you recall the scene where they get the grail book from Berlin: it’s possible to not even lose the book and be able to skip the Berlin scene entirely.

There are quite a few endings as well; things don’t have to go anything like the movie.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 11:41 pm			

			
				
				Hmm… maybe I just tried to do what Indy did in the movie, found it generally worked, and didn’t explore further. This in itself is of course another problematic aspect of adapting a linear story to an adventure game, but it seems I may have underestimated the game’s flexibility.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Don Alsafi			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 11:42 pm			

			
				
				You definitely did underestimate the game’s flexibility!  For instance, what happens after you escape from Castle Brunwald can go in several different directions.

– If the Grail Diary is stolen from at the Castle, you’ll detour to Berlin to get it back (like in the movie).  On the other hand, if you’re clever enough to hand over Indy’s childhood facsimile when they ask for the Diary, you keep the real diary and thus avoid the detour to Berlin.  (It’s also possible, though much harder, to free Henry and escape the castle without ever getting captured.)

– Once you get to the airport, you can steal a biplane (if you had previously found the book on how to fly a biplane in the Venice library), or else finagle some way onto the blimp (buy or steal tickets, or fight your way on board).  You can then progress through this section in a couple of different ways, which ends in fighting through the bowels of the blimp and stealing a biplane there.

– When your biplane eventually crashes on the ground, you’ll then steal a motorcycle and have to bribe, fight or talk your way through as many as seven different roadblock checkpoints out of Germany.  Here’s a neat twist though: the longer you’re in the air – either on the blimp (if you found a way to delay them turning back), and/or by how many enemy planes you manage to gun down in the biplane (thus keeping you from getting shot down for that much longer) – adds up to the more checkpoints you bypass along the road!  Supposedly if you’re enough of a sharp shooter to take out all 16 enemy planes, you can fly the entire way out of Germany, and thus avoid the roadblocks altogether.

So it kind of sounds like you let your knowledge of the movie’s narrative direct you toward the most straightforward solutions – and then were frustrated that it seemed such a boring and uncreative adaptation!  When honestly it couldn’t be further from the truth.  After all, one of the common complaints you hear about adventure games is people responding to their “authored” nature; that there’s usually only ONE path through the game, and that other solutions they come up with which should work, don’t – simply because that’s not The One Correct Answer which the designer came up with.  (Think of the Sierra adventures.)  As it happens, I’m hard-pressed to think of another game that does a better job of not only offering various paths throughout the game, but offering multiple solutions to the same puzzle, at almost every step of the way.

Last thought: Critics of the genre also often complain that there’s no replayability; once you solve every puzzle and get to the end of the story, there’s nothing more to do.  This game, on the other hand, is one I recall playing again and again and again, astonished at all the different paths, solutions and combinations to be found.  (Indiana Jones and the Fate of Atlantis would take this replayability element in a direction more akin to the Quest for Glory games; early on, you get to declare whether you prefer fighting, talking, or puzzles, and the rest of the game deploys that style accordingly.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Don Alsafi			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 11:50 pm			

			
				
				This ridiculously detailed post explaining the highest score you can theoretically get from one playthrough, does a good, quick job of giving a glimpse at just how many different ways there are to do things throughout the game.  (Since the exercise necessary involves seeing how many of the multiple solutions could be deployed at the same time.)

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Dan			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 6:21 pm			

			
				
				I played the EGA version of Loom as a child (as part of the Classic Adventures collection, so no audio drama), and didn’t discover the existence of the CD version until many years later. I didn’t think the voice acting was bad, although some of the characters sounded very different from what I had imagined, but I can’t get past the edited text.

I’ve heard several explanations for why so many changes were made: insufficient space on the CD-ROM; the dialogue didn’t sound good when spoken aloud; etc. I’ve even heard that Orson Scott Card had a hand in the edited version. Do you have any insight?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 11:37 pm			

			
				
				No, but I’ve never really looked into it either. Maybe a bit later…

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				himitsu			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 6:53 pm			

			
				
				“Simplicity, however, wasn’t exactly trending in the computer-games industry of 1988.” – I really cannot agree with that paragraph.

My argument follows:

– Wargames were always niche genre. To my best knowledge they sold at least an order of magnitude less well than RPGs or adventures, and especially arcade games of the era. So this genre is unfit for comparison.

– SSI and SSG were still using the old engines they developed ages before for the 8-bit micros. In comparison to that, EA’s Lords Of Conquest, or the legendary Empire or The Ancient Art of War were very simple games to play.Balance of Power had complex mechanics but a very intuitive menu driven gameplay.

– Many of the best sellers were very simple games: Marble Madness, Skate or Die, Test Drive, California Games, International Karate, Uridium, Pirates, The Last Ninja, Barbarian, Armalyte, Leaderboard, Hardball just to mention a few.

– Even hardcore audiences were growing. Flight Simulator II was a system seller for the IBM PC. Gunship and Falcon showed to people that computer games aren’t for kids only. Bard’s Tale made Wizardry digestible to the public, while Ultima innovated in big leaps.

– the 86-88 period was the leap when presentation and detail improved enough that gaming was not only for the computer enthusiasts. Leaderboard, Test Drive or Falcon did not have the same nerd connotation as any Wizardry, or any SSI game.

– Interestingly, in my opinion, Computer Gaming World gives a very distinct look at the computer game market of the 80s because it was established by grognards and targeting enthusiasts for the first 7-8 years of its publication. In contrast to that, Computer+Video Games was targeting a younger audience and it reviewed completely different games at the same time.(different markets is the other reason of course) Computer Gaming World often showed action games in the Taking-a-Peek section but rarely reviewed them, but almost all SSI and SSG title got multiple page reviews. For similar reason they stick to the Apple II for an awfully lot of time.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 11:33 pm			

			
				
				What with Lucasfilm Games being an American company, that statement was rather focused on the American market. Note also that it relates to computer games, not console games. Tellingly, Computer and Video Games was a British publication, not even available in North America. Games did admittedly evolve somewhat differently in Europe, largely thanks to the absence there of Nintendo.

By 1988, simpler forms of games in North America were for the most part — there are of course always exceptions — migrating rapidly from the Commodore 64 to the Nintendo, leaving the PC the domain of the very strategy games, CRPGs, and adventures you mention. And while you’re certainly correct that a series like Ultima advanced by leaps and bounds, I don’t think we can say those games got simpler to play. At least through Ultima V, the Ultima series got significantly more complicated to play with every iteration.

And while I agree that the arrival of a new generation of machines by 1986 *should* have made gaming more popular, it never actually created the growth spurt North American game publishers had expected. Believe me, this failure was a source of constant frustration for everyone. Annual growth of the North American computer-game industry remained in the single digits from 1986 to the early 1990s, with a brief shrinkage in 1989 thanks to Nintendo annihilating the old Commodore 64 market. This explains why so many traditional computer-game makers, like Electronic Arts and Interplay, suddenly jumped into the Nintendo market, which went from nothing in 1986 to dwarfing computer games in 1989. Computer games wouldn’t see a big growth spurt of their own until the “multimedia PC” boom and, soon after, the arrival of the World Wide Web created a second Home Computer Revolution in North America, this one much more lasting than the first.

Also, Doom. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ibrahim Gucukoglu			

			
				February 20, 2017 at 7:32 pm			

			
				
				I managed to get hold of a copy of the original cassette and diskette set of Loom, though I believe it’s available on CD now and probably electronicly through GOG, however I always loved the audio drama.  OK, the production and sound design values of that 30 minute set piece were obviously very minimal, however it just sounded so fairy tale like it just captured me and took me along with the story.  The musical score as you rightly say is a masterpiece in its own right and although I never got to experience it on an actual Roland MT32 synth, the CD version I played has this as well as a complete audio script for all the characters not to mention the soundtrack, remastered and sounding better than ever.  Thanks as always for the trip down memory lane.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Anthony Noel			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 10:38 am			

			
				
				Wasn’t Brian also involved with the design and writing on Lucasart’s The Dig?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 10:46 am			

			
				
				Yes, but I believe that very little of his work showed up in the finished product.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lee Jones			

			
				February 21, 2017 at 7:35 pm			

			
				
				As I recall, Moriarty was, at the very least, rather instrumental in the eventual change of focus in the plot of “The Dig”.

The original idea was something closer to an action rpg, but Moriarty excised the rpg elements, and made the story darker.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Steven Marsh			

			
				February 22, 2017 at 2:08 am			

			
				
				This essay has stuck with me for a few days… not unlike Loom itself, really…

A couple of random thoughts:

• You tangentially raise a great question about what is considered the “real” version of a game. I first played Loom on an IBM PC emulator card for my Apple IIgs; the card was only capable of four-color CGA, so that’s how I played Loom. I recognized at the time that it was a pale imitation of the “real” experience, but I was happy to just get to play it in any form (since the LucasArts games weren’t getting ported to the Apple). I didn’t play Loom again until I got my first CD-ROM drive, when (IIRC) the CD-ROM version came bundled with the system. So the EGA version was never on my radar; even now, firing it up via ScummVM, it just feels . . . off.

This is a microcosm example of an issue of games from this era, where it’s tough to tell which version of a game is the definitive one. Unlike movies or books, which are often presented and presentable in a form that’s obviously really close to the creators’ intent, games are more at the mercy of the systems they run on. I know many classic games I’ve spent hours tweaking with audio drivers, graphic sets, etc., trying to divine what the creators “really” wanted us to experience, but in many cases it’s impossible to know.

• Having read this essay, I tried playing Loom again. My time is tight at the moment, so — only a few screens in — I found myself yelling at the screen, “WALK QUICKER.” I know the pace is somewhat part of the experience, but another thing that’s challenging about considering computer games as an art form is that it’s difficult to engage in “random access.” With a book I can flip to a chapter or passage that strikes my fancy. (With a digital version, I can even search for it.) In the DVD/Blu-Ray/digital/YouTube era, pulling up beloved moments in a film or TV show is trivial. But a game is usually at the mercy of being played, so it’s usually difficult to impossible to jump to an interesting scene — especially graphic-adventure games of this era. (In comparison, I was curious about an aspect of the endgame of Trinity, so I blazed through the entire game with a walkthrough in less than 30 minutes.)

• The website Extra Credits has done an episode on the topic, but I’ve always been deeply appreciative about games that do what they need to do in a reasonable amount of time, and then end. Loom wouldn’t have been a better game if it had been twice as long or included a half-dozen aimless fetch-quest puzzles to pad out the time. There are many games I’ve played where I would have enjoyed myself twice as much if it had been half as long, and it’s sad that it’s so difficult to monetize and reward creators whose games are nothing but “the good stuff.” (I’ve probably replayed Loom more in my life than most of the Monkey Island games, because I knew I could usually finish it before I got bored.)

Anyway, great essay, as ever. Thanks for your efforts.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 22, 2017 at 2:30 am			

			
				
				I loved Loom then and I still do. It’s a shame the trilogy never came to be. (I’ve looked at the fan-made demo for “Forge” and it seems like it could be interesting, although I had a hell of a time with its equivalent to Loom’s drafts system, but I don’t know if that ever got beyond a demo.)

Add me to the list of people who think describing the voice acting as “terrible” is a bit strong; cheesy, perhaps.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				February 23, 2017 at 7:38 pm			

			
				
				You know, you seem like a decent fantasy writer… you might want to try working on a fan-made “Loom” sequel yourself!  Just a friendly suggestion, anyhow

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 23, 2017 at 8:26 pm			

			
				
				Did you mean that reply to go to me, or to Jimmy? I’m not a fantasy writer…  (not to mention not a programmer!)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				February 25, 2017 at 7:24 pm			

			
				
				Actually, I meant thou–Lisa H.  Been following this blog for a long time and I visited your site before.  As I recall, it was fecund with creative endeavors.

So you could try your hand at Doom 2.. er, Loom 2.  :-)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 26, 2017 at 5:33 am			

			
				
				Oookay… I still really have no idea what you’re talking about. On my website is some poetry which is mostly not that good, and then my game walkthroughs. That’s it. (I’ve also written some Harry Potter fanfic posted elsewhere, but it’s been like five or six years since I could do any of that.)

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				February 23, 2017 at 8:27 pm			

			
				
				Also: it was one hell of a swansong  I see what you did there. ;)

Now that I’ve had the chance to listen to the videos for the MT-32 and Amiga openings, I wonder if this is one of those games where whatever one first played it as seems (subjectively) to be definitive? Because to me those both sound kind of “meh” or wrong, which I guess means that for me it’s the AdLib or Soundblaster that would sound the best!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				February 24, 2017 at 9:33 pm			

			
				
				Probably. Don’t worry, you’re not the only one; I remember seeing people in the DOSBox forums who said that anything other than PC speaker sound (at least in some particular games) sounded “wrong” to them, because of course that’s how they played those games back in the day… :)

Me, I’m the opposite; while on one hand I love comparing different versions (“let’s see what Monkey Island 1 sounds like with a CMS Gameblaster card. Now let’s see what Ultima 6 sounds like with an Innovation card. Or Pool of Radiance with Tandy sound effects. Or…”), one of the best moments of my gaming life was trying out some of my favorite games with my just-bought original Sound Blaster (even though at the time that mostly meant Adlib music; games using the SB’s digital sounds for music would still take a few years to appear). Even better was years later buying a Roland SCC-1 and doing it all over again (and hearing instruments sounding like actual instruments for the first time).

				


			

			

	





		
		
			Pingback: Gamasutra: Simon Carless’s Blog – Video Game Deep Cuts: A Loom-ing Night In The Woods | The Silicon TImes

	

		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				February 24, 2017 at 7:44 pm			

			
				
				“We’ll have occasion to dig a little more ”

Zing!

				


			

			

	

			




	
		
	
		
			
				Monkey Island (or, How Ron Gilbert Made an Adventure Game That Didn’t Suck)
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Shortly after completing Maniac Mansion, his first classic graphic adventure, Ron Gilbert started sketching ideas for his next game. “I wanted to do something that felt like fantasy and might kind of tap into what was interesting about fantasy,” he remembers, “but that wasn’t fantasy.” Gilbert loved the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disneyland, which took guests through a whole pirate adventure in fifteen minutes, climaxing in a cannon duel between two ships. He only wished that he could linger there, could get out of the little boat that carried guests through the attraction and wander amid the scenery. What the need to keep shoveling amusement-park guests through a paid attraction disallowed, a computer game could allow. Thus was the idea for The Secret of Monkey Island born.

The game casts you in the role of Guybrush Threepwood, a lovable loser who wants to become a pirate. Arriving on Mêlée Island, a den of piratey scum and villainy, he has to complete a set of trials to win the status of Official Pirate. Along the way, he falls in love with the island’s beautiful governor Elaine — her name sets the game up for a gleeful The Graduate homage — and soon has to rescue her from the villain of the story, the evil ghost pirate LeChuck.

The Disnefied piracy wasn’t hard to do, especially after Gilbert discovered a charming little historical-fantasy novel by Tim Powers called On Stranger Tides. Nor was the goofy humor that was so much his stock in trade as a game designer. What did make things complicated, however, was his desire to create a more playable, forgiving adventure game than even Maniac Mansion had managed to be. Gilbert admits that he was struggling, with no more than the beginnings of a design document or, for that matter, a design philosophy, when a mandate came down from Lucasfilm Games’s parent company’s management: they wanted an adventure game to go with the upcoming film Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade. Such a mandate was unusual for the privileged little artists’ enclave that still was Lucasfilm Games at this time, but, given the freedom they had so generously been granted for so long, they were hardly in a position to argue about it. Ron Gilbert, Noah Falstein, and David Fox joined forces to grind out the Indiana Jones game, while Monkey Island went on hold for more than six months.

It was just possibly the best thing that could have happened. The delay gave Gilbert time to continue thinking about adventure-game design in the abstract, to continue groping toward that elusive something — or, better said, somethings — that would make his future games different. Hardly a theorist by nature, he nevertheless sat down and wrote out a manifesto of sorts as a way of codifying his opinions, titling it, in inimitable Ron Gilbert fashion, “Why Adventure Games Suck.” This semi-legendary document, probably the most influential ever written on the subject of adventure-game design, was published in the December 1989 issue of The Journal of Computer Game Design (the paper-based adjunct to the Computer Game Developers Conference).

Some of what Gilbert has to say in his manifesto feels a little rambling and esoteric today, while the vast majority of what does feel relevant we’ve already had reasons to discuss on other occasions — what with the general state of adventure-game design in the 1980s, sometimes on all too many other occasions. Still, the document itself and the ideas it contains can only be regarded as hugely important to the evolution of the adventure game.

Consider what the manifesto has to say about the age-old problem of locking the player out of victory without her knowledge.

I forgot to pick it up

Never require a player to pick up an item that is used later in the game if she can’t go back and get it when it is needed. It is very frustrating to learn that a seemingly insignificant object is needed, and the only way to get it is to start over or go back to a saved game. From the player’s point of view, there was no reason for picking it up in the first place. Some designers have actually defended this practice by saying that “adventure-game players know to pick up everything.” This is a cop-out. If the jar of water needs to be used on the spaceship and it can only be found on the planet, create a use for it on the planet that guarantees it will be picked up. If the time between the two uses is long enough, you can be almost guaranteed that the player forgot she even had the object.

The other way around this problem is to give the player hints about what she might need to pick up. If the aliens on the planet suggest that the player find water before returning to the ship, and the player ignores this advice, then failure is her own fault.


In The Secret of Monkey Island and all of the Lucasfilm adventure games that would follow it, Gilbert and his colleagues implemented an extreme remedy to this problem. Rather than admitting a failure to pick up the right object at the right time to be even potentially the player’s “own fault,” they made certain it was always possible to go back and get said item. Locking yourself out of victory, in other words, became literally impossible.

Now consider what the manifesto has to say about arbitrarily killing the player and about another related old bugaboo, requiring knowledge from past lives.

Live and learn

As a rule, adventure games should be able to be played from beginning to end without “dying” or saving the game if the player is very careful and very observant. It is bad design to put puzzles and situations into a game that require a player to die in order to learn what not to do next time. This is not to say that all death situations should be designed out. Danger is inherent in drama, but danger should be survivable if the player is clever.

As an exercise, take one complete path through a story game and then tell it to someone else, as if it were a standard story. If you find places where the main character could not have known a piece of information that was used (the character who learned it died in a previous game), then there is a hole in the plot.


Again, Gilbert and the rest of Lucasfilm would push much further than even the above would imply in their own future designs. Despite the claim that “danger is inherent to drama” — a claim, one has to assume, about which Gilbert must have come to think better — they made it impossible for the player to die, no matter what she did.

Gilbert tells us at the end of his manifesto that he’d like to “get rid of save games” altogether.

If there have to be save games, I would use them only when it was time to quit playing until the next day. Save games should not be a part of game play. This leads to sloppy design. As a challenge, think about how you would design a game differently if there were no save games. If you ever have the pleasure of watching a non-game player playing an adventure game you will notice they treat save games very differently than the experienced user. Some start using it as a defense mechanism only after being slapped in the face by the game a few times, the rest just stop playing.


It’s this idea of designing adventure games as if saves didn’t exist that’s the real key to understanding what made The Secret of Monkey Island and the Lucasfilm adventures which would follow it so different, even so revolutionary. Everything else springs from this one adjustment in perspective. I last played The Secret of Monkey Island nine months or so ago, when my wife and I were on a little holiday in Venice. Each evening, after a long day spent exploring the alleys and canals, we’d retire back to our cozy little hotel and I’d poke at Monkey Island for an hour or two on my laptop before bed. Having played heaps of older adventure games for years prior to getting to Monkey Island — the life of a digital antiquarian sadly doesn’t leave much time for games that aren’t on the syllabus! — I must have experienced it much as its first players did. And I have to say, it’s downright difficult to express how freeing it was to know that I didn’t need to save every ten minutes, didn’t need to stress over the potential of somehow locking myself out of victory with every action. Instead, I could feel free to explore and experiment, knowing the game would take care of me. I don’t say that every game needs to be this way, but I do know that The Secret of Monkey Island is, along with its immediate Lucasfilm predecessor Loom, perhaps the first adventure games I’ve ever played for this blog that felt like natural holiday companions, things to relax into and just enjoy rather than assault with deadly seriousness. And yet The Secret of Monkey Island in particular manages this feat without ever feeling trivial. The game represents a remarkable historical watershed, as of an entire culture of game makers and players waking up and realizing that all the little aggravations they had thought adventure games had to include really didn’t need to be in there at all.

[image: ]Cheerfully blatant anachronisms like the grog machine and Stan the used-boat salesman are everywhere. Ron Gilbert has mentioned the grog machine as one of his great lessons in “copyrights and trademarks.” Apparently getting it to look enough like a Coke machine to make the joke work but not so much that Lucasfilm was likely to get sued was quite the exercise in triangulation.


Taken apart from its immense importance as a model for future designs at Lucasfilm and elsewhere, The Secret of Monkey Island might initially seem a less than overwhelming package. It exists in very typical adventure-game territory for its era, at first glance dismayingly so. We’ve got yet another sad-sack loser of a protagonist, wandering through a comedy landscape built from pop-culture detritus, anachronisms, and meta-humor. The whole ought to read as lazy as most such efforts. Yet two things save the day, both of which feel intrinsic to the people who wrote the game, Ron Gilbert and his two assistant writers Tim Schafer and Dave Grossman. The first is the marvelously unaffected quality of the humor. The game is consistently, off-handedly funny without ever conspicuously straining to be in the manner of its peers. Where their humor is labored, Monkey Island‘s is effortless. And then there’s the related quality of a certain sweetness about the game. Guybrush Threepwood is the ultimate innocent. He just wants to be a Disney version of a pirate and to rescue and win the hand of the beautiful Elaine; guile is a foreign concept to him. Not only is The Secret of Monkey Island that rarest of beasts, a self-styled comedy adventure that’s genuinely, consistently funny, it’s about as likeable a game as has ever been made. This is a game where when a cannibal asks you how to “get ahead” he means… no, that one’s just too much fun to spoil.

The Secret of Monkey Island isn’t flashy or self-consciously spectacular in the way that so many contemporaneous Sierra adventures strained to be, but it is sophisticated in its aesthetics in a way few other games of its era can match. Still working with 16-color EGA graphics (a 256-color VGA version, from which the screenshots in this article are drawn, was released within a few months of the original), artists Steve Purcell and Mark Ferrari used their limited color palette to good effect to evoke the various moods of the various environments, while Michael Land crafted a gentle reggae-influenced soundtrack to plink away unobtrusively in the background or swell up into the foreground as circumstances dictated. Playing The Secret of Monkey Island really does feel like wandering through a delightful pirate theme park (a quality which the rather infamous ending of the sequel, which we won’t go into further in this article, would take very much to heart).

[image: ]

Most of all, The Secret of Monkey Island thrives on its puzzle design. The game’s plot plays out in four chapters, within each of which you have broad discretion to solve puzzles at your own pace and in your own order. (“Give the player options” is another commandment in “Why Adventure Games Suck.”) Its most famous puzzle, “insult sword-fighting,” says much about the game’s personality as a whole: instead of fighting with swords, pirates in this game like to fight via insults. You need to collect these insults and their ripostes as you explore, then apply them just right to win the “sword fight.” (Hey, anything’s better than a sharp sword in the gut, right?) The idea was born as Ron Gilbert was watching old pirate movies of the Errol Flynn stripe, and noticed that the opponents spent as much time verbally as physically assaulting one another. What with a verbal joust being far easier to implement in an adventure game than a sword-fighting engine, it didn’t take him long to run with the idea.

But really the entirety of the puzzle design, top to bottom, is just superb, managing to be funny and clever and occasionally challenging without ever devolving into the random using of each object on each other object. Throughout, attention is paid to you the player’s time and sanity in a way very few games of the era bother to do. For instance, at one point you need to follow another character through the jungle to find a secret location. Most games of the time would happily make you do this over and over, every time you want to return to said location — not least because doing so could serve to boost the length of the game at no expense. The Secret of Monkey Island only makes you do it once, then proceeds to do it for you from then on. “No point in having to solve the same puzzle over and over,” said Gilbert. Amen to that.

The game’s system of nudging you on to the correct solution to many puzzles is subtle to the extent that many players never even notice it’s there — and this, it must be said, again feels like the way it ought to be. At the beginning of the game, you’re expected to fulfill three tasks to prove to the pirates on the island that Guybrush has what it takes to become a pirate as well. As you poke around the island, your challengers actually take note of what you’ve done, and will offer some hints based on your progress if you go back and talk to them. “We want to guide the player subtly through the game,” said Gilbert’s colleague David Fox. “If the game works right, it should know that you’re stuck somewhere and it should give you a little help in a subtle way, so that you can solve the puzzle without feeling like it was solved for you.” In the context of 1990, the year of The Secret of Monkey Island‘s release, this was astonishingly progressive design. “As opposed,” remarked Fox wryly, “to the kind of game where the designer seems to be saying, ‘Aha! I’ve got you this time!’ and you have to spend three hours of gameplay to find some hidden object that you need to solve one puzzle.”

A rare example of a game where every element complements every other element, The Secret of Monkey Island has gone down in history as one of the finest, most justly beloved graphic adventures ever made. And for any aspiring adventure designer, even today, it’s a veritable master class in how to make an adventure game that most definitively doesn’t suck.

[image: ]

Released in October of 1990 as Lucasfilm’s second adventure of the year, The Secret of Monkey Island shared with its immediate predecessor Loom its pretend-the-player-can’t-save approach to design. Loom, however, had been a bridge too far for many traditionalist adventure gamers. What with its aggressively minimalist interface and portentous setting and story, it felt like an adventure game filtered through the aesthetics of a European avant-garde film. But The Secret of Monkey Island was, to strain the metaphor, all Hollywood. Whatever its innovations, it was also very much a meat-and-potatoes adventure game in the old style, complete with a menu of verbs, a comic tone, lots of object-oriented puzzles to solve, and a length more in keeping with that people had come to expect from a $40 boxed adventure game. It was thus far better equipped to deliver the gospel of “Why Adventure Games Suck” than Loom had been. While Loom had been greeted with critical uncertainty, reviewers fell over themselves to praise The Secret of Monkey Island, which wasted no time in becoming Lucasfilm Games’s biggest hit to date. It marks an enormously important watershed in the history of Lucasfilm’s adventure games in general, the moment when they commercially and creatively came fully into their own. The classic era of Lucasfilm adventures begins in earnest with The Secret of Monkey Island, which would become nothing less than the ideal most of the games that would follow would strive, sometimes perhaps a little too self-consciously, to reach.

Its commercial performance aside, The Secret of Monkey Island‘s enormous importance in the history of the art of adventure-game design in general shouldn’t be neglected. For many designers working at other companies, Ron Gilbert’s no-deaths-and-no-dead-ends approach hit home with the force of revelation. Both Corey Cole, co-designer of the Quest for Glory series for Sierra, and Bob Bates, co-founder of Legend Entertainment, brought up The Secret of Monkey Island unprompted in recent interviews with me as a work that made a huge impression on them. By no means would all designers push as far as Ron Gilbert had in the name of making a more playable adventure game. Corey Cole’s design partner Lori Ann Cole, for example, pronounced herself to be against “capricious” death in adventure games, but insisted that the possibility of death needed to be present to foster “personal involvement” and “an emotional stake” and to elevate the game above “mere amusement” — all of which positions strike me as perfectly reasonable for the very different sort of adventure games she and Corey were making. Still, everyone serious about the art of adventure-game design simply had to reckon with The Secret of Monkey Island, had to decide what its lessons really were and how to apply them. The game’s impact was such that to speak of a pre-Monkey Island and post-Monkey Island era of adventure games wouldn’t be at all out of order.

As the 1990s began, times were beginning to change inside Lucasfilm Games. With the fire hose of cash that had been the Star Wars and Indiana Jones film franchises now ebbing and no new sequels in either blockbuster franchise on the horizon, Lucasfilm in general was concentrating on becoming a more commercially savvy organization. These changes inevitably affected the games division. Just about the instant that The Secret of Monkey Island was hitting store shelves, a major corporate reorganization was in progress at Lucasfilm, which saw the games division given far more resources — their personnel roll grew from about 25 to more than 100 between 1989 and 1991 — but also given much closer supervision. They would now be expected to justify each of their projects to the accountants. This transformation of Lucasfilm Games from sideline to major profit center was by no means viewed as a comprehensively bad thing by everyone working inside the games division — it did after all lead to them finally being let loose on the Star Wars intellectual property, something they’d been wishing for for years — but it would change the character of the place and the games that came from it forever.
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The changes meant that the two sequels to Loom which Brian Moriarty had hoped to make would never be realized; Moriarty was instead sent off to work on a new educational-games initiative. A sequel to the big hit The Secret of Monkey Island, however, became a major priority under the new order, especially as Lucasfilm, now devoting lots of resources to flight simulators and those aforementioned Star Wars games, had no other adventures on their calendar for 1991. Released in December of 1991, Monkey Island 2: LeChuck’s Revenge didn’t disappoint commercially. Benefiting from the enormous good will accrued by its predecessor, it became another bestseller, and won a number of the game-of-the-year awards that a tardy industry should have been awarding to its predecessor (inertia being the force it is, most of the awards for 1990 had gone to Sierra’s pretty but horribly designed King’s Quest V, which served as its own argument for “why adventure games suck”). Today, the sequel remains almost as beloved as the original among hardcore Lucasfilm fans.

[image: ]

Personally, though, I’m not such a big fan of Monkey Island 2 as I am of its predecessor. Ron Gilbert had spent two and a half years designing, writing, and developing the first Monkey Island, alone or with others. He was given just a year for Monkey Island 2, a game that’s at least 50 percent larger, and I fancy I can see this disparity in the end result. The writing is neither as sharp nor as sweet. For the first time in a Ron Gilbert game, some of the humor is more gross than clever — spitting, with attention to the color and consistency of your loogies, is a major puzzle mechanic — and some of the rest is weirdly mean-spirited. Guybrush Threepwood has been transformed from the gee-whiz innocent of the first game to a bit of a raging asshole, the type of guy who steals a monocle from an innocent character who can’t see a thing without it and locks another guy who didn’t do anything to him inside a coffin. I don’t know to what I should attribute the change in tone — whether to changes going on inside Lucasfilm Games at the time, to changes going on in the personal lives of Ron Gilbert and/or the other members of his writing team, to the pressure of getting a bigger game out in much less time, or simply to happenstance. I know only that it doesn’t sit that well with me.

[image: ]Captured by LeChuck in Monkey Island 2. The game will arbitrarily let you use only one item you’re carrying to effect your escape, and there’s no way to know ahead of time what that item is. Guess what that means you have to do…


In terms of puzzle design, the sequel also marks a big step down from its predecessor. While the no-deaths-and-no-dead-ends approach to design is still present, Monkey Island 2 constantly violates another of the dicta found in Ron Gilbert’s manifesto.

Arbitrary puzzles

Puzzles and their solutions need to make sense. They don’t have to be obvious, just make sense. The best reaction after solving a tough puzzle should be, “Of course, why didn’t I think of that sooner!” The worst, and most often heard after being told the solution, is, “I never would have gotten that!” If the solution can only be reached by trial and error or plain luck, it’s a bad puzzle.


Monkey Island 2 is full of these sorts of, to use Ron Gilbert’s own words, “bad puzzles.” Many solutions are so outlandish that you can stumble upon them only by using every object on every other object. At one point, for instance, you’re carrying a monkey around in your inventory (don’t ask!) when you come upon a closed water valve you need to open. Using the monkey on the valve does the trick because “monkey wrench.” Now, credit where it’s due, there’s some real wit to this. Yet it’s the sort of thing absolutely no player will ever think of on her own, especially given that the game hasn’t heretofore shown any interest in this sort of wordplay. (And that’s without even beginning to consider the problems of localization to other languages than English, which tends to render a puzzle like this into a complete non sequitur.) As you get deeper into the game, there’s more and more of this sort of thing, along with pixel hunts, an infuriating maze, and puzzles that can only be solved by trying to pick up every seemingly immovable item on the screen. Monkey Island 2 at times seems like an experiment in how annoying an adventure game can be without technically violating Lucasfilm’s no-deaths-and-no-dead-ends policy.

Arbitrary puzzles that can be solved only through trial and error would prove to be Lucasfilm’s Achilles heel going forward; too many of the games to come would feature puzzles designed more to create a laugh at how ridiculous they are than to be interesting or satisfying to solve. The end result is to create a feeling in the player of playing the interface rather than participating actively in the game world.

[image: ]Despite my complaints, by no means was Lucasfilm’s progressive design philosophy completely abandoned for Monkey Island 2. The puzzle you need to solve to get through the swamp is a prime example. After you figure out what object to use as a paddle, the game solves the puzzle for you on each return visit.


Perhaps aware that they had crossed a line in trying to make Monkey Island 2 more difficult than its predecessor, Lucasfilm added a “Lite” mode to the game which scales the complexity of the puzzle structure back dramatically. Unfortunately, most players agree that the Lite mode goes too far in the other direction, removing most of the interest from the game. Taken together, the very presence of the two modes speaks to a design that didn’t quite hit the sweet spot of the first game, and to a design team that at some intuitive level may have realized this.

Shortly after completing Monkey Island 2, Ron Gilbert left Lucasfilm Games, resulting in a long hiatus for Guybrush, Elaine, LeChuck, and company. Given my snail’s pace through history, there will thus likely be an almost equally lengthy hiatus before they’ll grace these pages again. For now, I can only strongly encourage you to make the time to play The Secret of Monkey Island if you haven’t already. It’s as strong a comedy adventure as you’ll ever see, and as historically important an adventure game as any released since Crowther and Woods’s seminal original Adventure. While you can take or leave its sequel as you see fit, The Secret of Monkey Island is one adventure game that everybody really ought to play. It’s just that important. And even better, it’s just that good.

(Sources: the films From Bedrooms to Billions: The Amiga Years and its associated extras; the book Droidmaker: George Lucas and the Digital Revolution by Michael Rubin; A.C.E. of April 1990; The Adventurer of Fall 1990, Spring 1991, and Fall 1991; Computer Gaming World of December 1990, June 1991, October 1991, November 1991, January 1992, May 1992, and November 1992; Retro Gamer 34. Also Ron Gilbert’s blog, The Grumpy Gamer.)

							
		
	
		
			
				Comments
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				Steven Marsh			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 4:21 pm			

			
				
				Monkey Island is definitely a classic that holds up today . . . and, yes, the sequel leaves me mostly “meh” in comparison. (The ending, in particular, was really so-so . . . especially since it wasn’t “resolved” for years.)

As a note of trivia, it is possible to die in The Secret of Monkey Island . . . at least in one spot. If you stay underwater for 10 minutes, you’ll eventually drown. There’s a video of it on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wsyV_lwYDVI

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 4:28 pm			

			
				
				Yes, but I’d call that more an Easter egg than a real facet of the design. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Kai			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 4:34 pm			

			
				
				Regarding the “monkey wrench” in MI2, MI1 does have the “red herring”, which at least for me made a certain puzzle unsolvable due to the nonsensical German translation.

That aside, having replayed both games shortly after beating MI5 a few years back, I found the humor and general ambience pretty juvenile. No wonder I liked it so much as a youngster, but nowadays I found MI2 to be the more palatable experience. At least this time I played the English version, so finally the herring made sense as well (and was one of the better puns in the whole game, too). 

While I was taken aback by the ending of MI2 back then, I’d really would love to see Ron’s version of part 3. I think it might be both shocking and brilliant.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Keith Palmer			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 4:46 pm			

			
				
				After hearing about Monkey Island here and there (including a positive mention in the “Macworld Game Hall of Fame 1992,” which leaves me wondering if it took a while for it to be ported to the Macintosh), I was able to play it via a CD-ROM collection featuring it, its sequel, and “Indiana Jones and the Fate of Atlantis.” I can pretty much agree with it being a game-design revelation, but also have to agree with how the sequel wasn’t quite as enjoyable.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Hanon Ondricek			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 7:48 pm			

			
				
				I loved Monkey Island 1 and 2! I especially appreciate the “don’t waste the player’s time” aspect of it. I remember when Guybrush has to paddle a boat between islands repeatedly, I almost cheered when at one point the game put up a title card “After lots more furious paddling…” and moved me to my destination directly.

While 2 isn’t as appreciated, my absolute favorite thing about it was the two different puzzle modes. “Lite” simplified the puzzles, but the harder mode *actually expanded the game* with new sequences, scenes, dialogue and jokes so it was completely worthwhile to experience the game a second time. It even recognized when you tried to solve a puzzle the easy way and Guybrush would comment “I see someone’s been playing the game in LITE mode…”

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Benjamin Vigeant			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 9:44 pm			

			
				
				Monkey Island 1 is one of those adventure games that feels timeless. Every time I revisit it, it still feels pretty fresh and new, in large part to its really elegant design.

While it’s harder to get a hold of these days, I recommend tracking down the EGA original version. While the VGA version isn’t bad at all, I think that Purcell’s portraits and backgrounds in EGA look far better and have a bit more character. 

Monkey Island 2 might not be as elegant, but the iMuse system – specifically in Woodtick – is cool as heck. The way that the music segues as you approach each area is a real neat piece of programming. I don’t think the remaster of 2 (even with the midi music) has this, as there was no easy way to do it with the orchestrated music.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Capostrophic			

			
				April 25, 2017 at 2:44 pm			

			
				
				Fortunately, Special Edition of MI2 *does* have music transitions.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ignacio			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 11:40 pm			

			
				
				Great article Mr. Maher! MI is definitely my favourite game. Thanks!!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Kaitain			

			
				March 10, 2017 at 11:58 pm			

			
				
				The original Monkey Island is a strong contender for being my favourite game of all time, certainly as a one-off experience.

I never liked MI2. It felt to me like it had been made by a different team. The puzzles didn’t work, the dynamic between Guybrush and Elaine was all wrong, the ending was irksome. And it felt like it was essentially ignored by all subsequent installments. The Highlander 2 of the franchise (albeit well-reviewed at the time).

I hated that monkey wrench puzzle in MI2. In particular it wasn’t likely to occur to people from the UK (where the term isn’t used), and I also remember there being an item at the junk store on Phatt Island that looked like it would be a perfect fit for the valve, but…wasn’t. I really don’t understand why the game got the high scores that it did.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ricky Derocher			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 1:08 am			

			
				
				1990 really cemented the dominance of DOS as a gaming platform with titles such as Monkey Island, Wing Commander and King’s Quest V.
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				Miguel			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 7:22 am			

			
				
				If memory serves, the Spanish version of the game tried to patch the “monkey wrench” translation problem by substituting one of the books of the Phatt City Library for another that hinted at the many uses of monkeys. 

I suppose they dealt with the issue in the same way in other localized versions of the game.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				BatteMan			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 8:13 am			

			
				
				Very interesting article on one of my best point&click. 

Can I translate it in french for the Amiga website http://obligement.free.fr ? (I already translate the making of Flight of the Amazon Queen for this website)

Thank you for your great job and for your answer. 

Amigalement vôtre,

BatteMan

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 8:20 am			

			
				
				You can do a translation as long as you clearly state that it is a translation, credit me as the original author, and link back to the original.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				BatteMan			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 1:56 pm			

			
				
				Of course, this is what we do (as you can see here : http://obligement.free.fr/articles/coulisses_developpement_flightoftheamazonqueen.php ) 

I’ll post a comment here when translation will be online. 

Thank you for your work and for your authorisation.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 8:15 am			

			
				
				This is a game where when a cannibal asks you how to “get ahead” he means… no, that one’s just too much fun to spoil.

I…kinda think you just spoiled it. :p  

It’s a devilishly clever puzzle, but I must admit it was one I “solved” by brute force, just trying to give the guy everything in my inventory.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 8:35 am			

			
				
				It’s actually interesting to compare the “get ahead” puzzle with the “monkey wrench” puzzle. While the former might be subtle, it can be reasonably expected to be solved by means other than brute force; I did solve this one on my own in a flash of insight, and, let me tell you, it felt really good. ;) The latter, though, is something nobody would ever just think of unprompted. The *only* way to solve it is by brute force. The difference is that the vital clue is given to you in the case of “get ahead” — you see the phrase in question right there on the screen — while you’re expected to divine the solution of “monkey wrench” out of whole cloth. The latter puzzle, in other words, is a read-the-author’s-mind puzzle. Only the possibility of lawnmowering through all objects makes it soluble at all. Thank God Monkey Island 2 wasn’t a text adventure!

Of course, both puzzles do present a challenge to localization teams. It sounds as if the Spanish team at least may have wound up making a better puzzle out of the monkey wrench.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Colin Djukic			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 8:22 pm			

			
				
				To be fair, the monkey’s arms and hands in the graphical representation in the inventory resemble a wrench if I remember correctly, but yeah, that one’s a little heavy; I think Ron Gilbert has said somewhere that he regrets this puzzle. Apart from that I’m quite shocked by the amount of negative feedback here, I never would have guessed! I knew that the ending pissed of a lot of people, but in my recollection the game is so brilliant, takes everything that made MI so great and expands on it. I always thought everybody agreed that Mi2 was even better than the first one. I stand corrected, wow! 

btw Thimbleweed Park is coming out on the 30th! Oh my god!

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 8:23 am			

			
				
				…also, you are SO RIGHT about Monkey Island 2.  It’s just awful compared with the first one, and seeing so many people acting as if the two are basically the same qualitywise makes me feel as if I’m losing my mind.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 12:20 pm			

			
				
				I finally played the first two Monkey Island games a year or two back. I loved the original, but I never even finished the second one. The change in tone was the biggest killer for me. I wanted the good-natured, naive Guybrush back, not this insufferable jerk we’d got instead.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				DZ-Jay			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 4:45 pm			

			
				
				Oh dear! I’m still catching up, and barely done with the Trinity series from two years ago… and I can’t wait to get to this point and read about the games I grew up with and played to death! :)

      -dZ.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				William Hern			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 8:10 pm			

			
				
				Another classic article Jimmy! I definitely agree with you that MI1 is one of the all-time great games.

I did, however, spot one small typo:

“Throughout, attention is paid to you the player’s time and sanity in a way very few games of the era bother to do.”

I think the word “you” can be removed from the sentence.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 12, 2017 at 10:25 am			

			
				
				Thanks, but that’s actually as intended. Don’t spoil my record for this article without a typo. ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				David Boddie			

			
				March 16, 2017 at 11:30 pm			

			
				
				“Again, Gilbert and the rest of Lucasfilm would push much further that even the above would imply in their own future designs.”

“that” -> “than” ?

Sorry! I was hoping someone else would point it out. ;-)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 9:34 am			

			
				
				Sigh… thanks.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Nathan			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 9:04 pm			

			
				
				I like Monkey Island. I really do. I love the sense of humor; I especially love the insult swordfighting. But it always felt to me more like a movie than a game. It’s something I watch happen, more of a Candy Land than a Stratego. I’m definitely the target audience for the old-school adventure games. I like solving hard puzzles, even when it takes some thinking time away from the computer. I even like learning by dying. So those later trends in adventure games feel less and less game-like to me.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Petter Sjölund			

			
				March 11, 2017 at 9:10 pm			

			
				
				If nobody else will stand up for Monkey Island 2, then I suppose I will have to. I played it before the first game, and when playing predecessor later I found everything a little weaker there: from graphics and music to atmosphere and humor. Everything in the first game felt a little more childlike and less cool and to the teenager I was.

In particular the innocent Guybrush of the first game is a lot less fun than the cruel and bratty character of the second, and gives the whole game a more mature tone. More Simpsons than Duck Tales.

I had a lot less problem with the monkey wrench puzzle than the herring one, and I absolutely loved the ending of MI2. The suggestion that the entirety of the game (and the first) was really some kids playing in a theme park, that was just genius and explained a lot.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Giacomo			

			
				March 21, 2017 at 7:41 pm			

			
				
				I completely agree with you Petter. Although Jimmy is doing a fantastic job at describing the merits of the first Monkey Island, he’s being too negative about the second. The comparison between the game size and the time required to complete their development is, for instance, absolutely unfair. It doesn’t keep into consideration the much larger team deployed for Monkey Island 2, as well as the fact that the basic ambiance and characters for the series had already been developed.

Frankly I think it’s quite silly to compare them. Would you ever compare Terminator 1 to Terminator 2? Both in Monkey Island and Terminator there was a considerable improvement in the domain of graphics and sounds (special FX) and a much larger story. But the story doesn’t stand flawlessly on its legs, as anyone who tried to play MI2 first or watch T2 first. The parallels don’t stop there. Even though MI1 was released in 1990, it /feels/ like a product of the 80s, whereas both MI2, like T2 -just one year later- embody the “badassitude” of the 90s.

I just think they should be both revered, but for different reasons.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Patrick Stockton			

			
				March 12, 2017 at 3:12 am			

			
				
				When my birthday rolled around in 1990 I would have been 14. I remember going to Eggehead Software (the brick and mortar predecessor of Newegg) and seeing Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade and Monkey Island sitting on the shelf.  I had just enough birthday cash to buy one so I went for the name recognition of Indiana Jones.  Months later flush with Christmas cash I went back to Egghead and picked up Monkey Island.  

I remember on the bus ride home looking at the Pirate Wheel (copy protection) and already beginning to think I had made a mistake going for Indiana Jones months earlier. 

It has been years since I played Money Island but I still remember all the jokes including disk 22.

Monkey Island 2 was a good game but there are parts that to this day I dread (if this is 6 and this is 9 what is… this I’m looking directly at you). 

Thanks for the trip down memory lane.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				March 12, 2017 at 7:00 pm			

			
				
				“I remember going to Eggehead Software (the brick and mortar predecessor of Newegg)”

No.  This is a common misconception.  Newegg has literally nothing to do with Egghead Software.  This is one of those persistent myths that just won’t die!  Again, the 2 have nothing to do with each other.

Sorry to act all “bossy pants” but I just had to chime in with the correction.  ^_^

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Patrick Stockton			

			
				March 13, 2017 at 1:48 am			

			
				
				Could have sworn Egghead morphed in to Newegg. I stand corrected.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Joey			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 12:38 am			

			
				
				I liked the locations in Monkey Island 2 more, each island had a distinct feel to it. And artistically, the design had come a long way in just a year.

But you make a good case for saying the puzzle design in the first game is tighter and less frustrating.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 5:12 am			

			
				
				I’ve never played Monkey Island, but I’ve heard nothing but good things about it. I’ll definitely have to give it a try now! That said, this is the first place I’ve seen people criticize MI2. Lots of people seem to prefer it to the original.

“inertia being the force it is, most of the awards for 1990 had gone to Sierra’s pretty but horribly designed King’s Quest V, which served as its own argument for ‘why adventure games suck'”

Just out of curiosity, have you only played King’s Quest 1, 4, and 5?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 9:36 am			

			
				
				I’ve played the first to completion relatively fairly, dabbled only in the second and third, and played the fourth and fifth from a walkthrough.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 4:18 pm			

			
				
				I take it then you played the fifth one because you plan on discussing its use of 256-color VGA graphics and the CD version’s use of voices.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 4:33 pm			

			
				
				Yes, although I don’t anticipate spending a great deal of time on it. Probably similar to what I spent on King’s Quest IV, another game notable primarily for its technical innovations. I don’t think anyone is dying for more articles here where I flail away at bad adventure design. ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 6:21 pm			

			
				
				I like VI the best, although because I’ve played it through so many times I probably do not have anything like objective judgement on whether it is any good considered as game design. (I will also withhold my opinion on the “Girl in the Tower” song that they apparently thought was good enough to release as a single. Oops, I guess I just failed to withhold my opinion.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 7:01 pm			

			
				
				I’ve heard that King’s Quest VI is the least objectionable of the lot, although I haven’t looked at it myself yet. Some attribute this to the involvement of Jane Jenson as Roberta Williams’s assistant designer, but this does strike me as a bit of a stretch. (All of the Gabriel Knight games, strong as they are in the storytelling aspect, have some pretty questionable design choices.)

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 2:29 am			

			
				
				Well, I’ve played the first six to completion and dabbled with the 7th. The usual reason people give for liking 6 is the writing. It has more developed dialogue than the other games, but my main objection to it is that, for various reasons, it feels out of place in the King’s Quest series (although 7 and 8 are, if anything, much worse offenders in that regard).

Having said that, my only major objection to its game play is its point-and-click interface. There is at least one death without warning, and there are some ways to make it unwinnable, but nothing really bad IMHO. 5 is much worse in that regard. Interestingly, 7 makes it impossible to render the game unwinnable, and death is always easily undone, but almost everyone agrees it’s bad.

Speaking of Sierra games, you might be interested in Police Quest 2 and Quest for Glory 4. PQ2 is much better regarded than the first and with good reason, and QFG4 manages to recapture the feeling of being on your own like in the original. The only two major problems with it its bugginess, and sometimes everything you can do is listed out for you.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 8:00 am			

			
				
				I anticipate writing about all of the Quest for Glory games in some detail. I’ll give the Police Quest series as a whole some coverage, but I’m waiting for the first Daryl Gates game. Published just at the time of the Los Angeles riots, it makes for a fascinating intersection of gaming and real-world events.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				sho			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 8:16 am			

			
				
				Jimmy, what version of MI did you play?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 8:24 am			

			
				
				The first MS-DOS VGA release.
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				Adam			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 1:08 pm			

			
				
				So glad to see an analysis of the problems with MI2 in light of the brilliance of MI1 and Ron’s manifesto. Having played the 256 color version of the original, I think the second game looks uglier and is more prone to annoying “early PC” SFX problems (that PARROT). For as much love as everyone has for iMuse, I don’t think it added much either.
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				ShadowAngel			

			
				March 29, 2017 at 12:43 pm			

			
				
				As fun as those games were, Lucas Arts basically destroyed the whole genre by dumbing it down to the extreme. In every other single genre dying or losing is part of the game and what makes everything a challenge. But in Adventure games it’s “bad” if you can die or make a mistake…i never understood this weird logic, it would be like having Godmode in First Person Shooters or an Autopilot in racing games. It just makes no sense and it was the beginning of the end for challenging games, it continued on with making games linear, easy, dumb and simple. A shame, really.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 3:34 pm			

			
				
				I can’t imagine how anyone can think Monkey Island 2 was full of bad puzzles. It was an EXTREMELY easy game for its time, even more so than the first one. I played through it without even pausing, and they just got dumber after that unfortunately. MI 2 is probably the last one worth bothering with.

Only Monkey Island puzzle I remember getting stuck in was related to “how to get a head in navigation”. And that was just me being an idiot.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Maurizio			

			
				May 22, 2017 at 9:30 am			

			
				
				I think MI2 was treated a bit unfairly. It has the monkey wrench puzzle and the pick-up-dog puzzles that are unfair. But where it’s good, it’s better than MI1. In particular it has a few puzzles so good that you could base a degree thesis on them. “Stick leaflet with Kate’s face on the wanted poster in order to have her jailed” is arguably the best puzzle of all times. “Saw the peg leg of the sleeping pirate because you guess that the woodcutter will be called to fix it” is impressive. “Blow the horn in the location of the spitting contest” is total genius. It’s a matter of being totally logical, totally fair, and yet not too easy, and funny.
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It says much about Sid Meier, a born game designer if ever there was one, that he tended to get some of his best work done when he was allegedly on vacation. A few years after his significant other had lost all track of him on what she thought was a romantic getaway to the Caribbean but he came to see as the ideal chance to research his game Pirates!, another opportunity for couple time went awry in August of 1989, when he spent the entirety of a beach holiday coding a game about railroads on the computer he’d lugged with him. The experience may not have done his relationship any favors, but he did come home with the core of his second masterpiece of a game — a game that would usher in what many old-timers still regard as the golden age of computerized grand strategy.

That Meier felt empowered to spend so much time on a game that featured no war or killing says much about the changing times inside MicroProse, the erstwhile specialist in military simulations and war games he had co-founded with the flamboyant former active-duty Air Force pilot “Wild” Bill Stealey. The first great deviation from the norm for MicroProse had been Meier’s first masterpiece, the aforementioned Pirates! of 1987, which Stealey had somewhat begrudgingly allowed him to make as a palate cleanser between the company’s military games. After that, it had been back to business as usual for a while, with Meier designing a submarine simulator based on a Tom Clancy thriller (the audience synergy of that project was almost too perfect to be believed) and then a flight simulator based on the rampant speculation among aviation buffs about the Air Force’s cutting-edge new stealth fighter (the speculation would almost all prove to be incorrect when the actual stealth fighter was unveiled, leaving MicroProse with a “simulation” of an airplane that had never existed).

Yet by the time the latter game was nearing completion in late 1988, a couple of things were getting hard to ignore. First was the warm reception that had been accorded to Pirates!, the way that entirely new demographics of players who would never have dreamed of buying any of MicroProse’s other games were buying and enjoying this one. And second was the fact that the market for MicroProse’s traditional military simulations, while it had served them well — in fact, served them to the tune of nearly 1 million copies sold of their most successful simulation of all, Sid Meier’s F-15 Strike Eagle — was starting to show signs of having reached its natural limit. If, in other words, MicroProse hoped to continue to increase their sales each year — something the aggressive and ambitious Stealey liked doing even more than he liked making and flying flight simulators — they were going to have to push outside of Stealey’s comfort zone. Accordingly, MicroProse dramatically expanded the scope of their business in the last two years of the 1980s, buying the Firebird and Rainbird software labels from British Telecom and setting up an affiliated-label program for distributing the work of smaller publishers;  Stealey hoped the latter might come in time to rival the similar programs of Electronic Arts and Activision/Mediagenic. In terms of in-house development, meanwhile, MicroProse went from all military games all the time — apart from, that is, the aberration that had been Pirates! — to a half-and-half mixture of games in the old style and games that roamed further afield, in some cases right into the sweet spot that had yielded the big hit Pirates!.

[image: ]Sid Meier, right, at MicroProse circa early 1990 with tester Russ Cooney.


Thus the first project which Sid Meier took up after finishing F-19 Stealth Fighter was a spy game called Covert Action. Made up like Pirates! of a collection of mini-games, Covert Action was very much in the spirit of that earlier game, but had been abandoned by its original designer Lawrence Schick as unworkable. Perhaps because of its similarities to his own earlier game, Meier thought he could make something out of it, especially if he moved it from the Commodore 64 to MS-DOS, which had become his new development platform with F-19 Stealth Fighter. But Covert Action proved to be one of those frustrating games that just refused to come together, even in the hands of a designer as brilliant as Meier. He therefore started spending more and more of the time he should have been spending on Covert Action tinkering with ideas and prototypes for other games. In the spring of 1989, he coded up a little simulation of a model railroad.

The first person to whom Meier showed his railroad game was Bruce Shelley, his “assistant” at MicroProse and, one senses, something of his protege, to whatever extent a man as quiet and self-effacing as Meier was can be pictured to have cultivated someone for such a role. Prior to coming to MicroProse, Shelley had spent his first six years or so out of university at Avalon Hill, the faded king of the previous decade’s halcyon years of American tabletop war-gaming. MicroProse had for some time been in the habit of hiring refugees from the troubled tabletop world, among them Arnold Hendrick and the aforementioned Lawrence Schick, but Shelley was hardly one of the more illustrious names among this bunch. Working as an administrator and producer at Avalon Hill, he’d had the opportunity to streamline plenty of the games the company had published during his tenure, but had been credited with only one original design of his own, a solitaire game called Patton’s Best. When he arrived at MicroProse in early 1988 — he says his application for employment there was motivated largely by the experience of playing Pirates! — Shelley was assigned to fairly menial tasks, like creating the maps for F-19 Stealth Fighter. Yet something about him clearly impressed Sid Meier. Shortly after F-19 Stealth Fighter was completed, Meier came to Shelley to ask if he’d like to become his assistant. Shelley certainly didn’t need to be asked twice. “Anybody in that office would have died for that position,” he remembers.

Much of Shelley’s role as his Meier’s assistant, especially in the early days, entailed being a constantly available sounding board, playing with the steady stream of game prototypes Meier gave to him — Meier always seemed to have at least half a dozen such potential projects sitting on his hard drive alongside whatever project he was officially working on — and offering feedback. It was in this capacity that Shelley first saw the model-railroad simulation, whereupon it was immediately clear to him that this particular prototype was something special, that Meier was really on to something this time. Such was Shelley’s excitement, enthusiasm, and insightfullness that it wouldn’t take long for him to move from the role of Meier’s sounding board to that of his full-fledged co-designer on the railroad game, even as it always remained clear who would get to make the final decision on any question of design and whose name would ultimately grace the box.

It appears to have been Shelley who first discovered Will Wright’s landmark city simulation SimCity. Among the many possibilities it offered was the opportunity to add a light-rail system to your city and watch the little trains driving around; this struck Shelley as almost uncannily similar to Meier’s model railroad. He soon introduced Meier to SimCity, whereupon it became a major influence on the project. The commercial success of SimCity had proved that there was a place in the market for software toys without much of a competitive element, a description which applied perfectly to Meier’s model-railroad simulation at the time. “Yes, there is an audience out there for games that have a creative aspect to them,” Meier remembers thinking. “Building a railroad is something that can really emphasize that creative aspect in a game.”

And yet Meier and Shelley weren’t really happy with the idea of just making another software toy, however neat it was to lay down track and flip signals and watch the little trains drive around. Although both men had initially been wowed by SimCity, they both came to find it a little unsatisfying in the end, a little sterile in its complete lack of an historical context to latch onto or goals to achieve beyond those the player set for herself. At times the program evinced too much fascination with its own opaque inner workings, as opposed to what the player was doing in front of the screen. As part of his design process, Meier likes to ask whether the player is having the fun or whether the computer — or, perhaps better said, the game’s designer — is having the fun. With SimCity, it too often felt like the latter.

In his role as assistant, Shelley wrote what he remembers as a five- or six-page document that outlined a game that he and Meier were calling at that time The Golden Age of Railroads; before release the name would be shortened to the pithier, punchier Railroad Tycoon. Shelley expressed in the document their firm belief that they could and should incorporate elements of a software toy or “god game” into their creation, but that they wanted to make more of a real game out of it than SimCity had been, wanted to provide an economic and competitive motivation for building an efficient railroad. Thus already by this early stage the lines separating a simulation of real trains from one of toy trains were becoming blurred.

Then in August came that fateful beach holiday which Meier devoted to Railroad Tycoon. Over the course of three weeks of supposed fun in the sun, he added to his model-railroad simulation a landscape on which one built the tracks and stations. The landscape came complete with resources that needed to be hauled from place to place, often to be converted into other resources and hauled still further: trains might haul coal from a coal mine to a steel mill, carry the steel that resulted to a factory to be converted into manufactured goods, then carry the manufactured goods on to consumers in a city. When Meier returned from holiday and showed it to him, Shelley found the new prototype, incorporating some ideas from his own recent design document and some new ones of Meier’s making, to be just about the coolest thing he’d ever seen on a computer screen. Shelley:

We went to lunch together, and he said, “We have to make a decision about whether we’re going to do this railroad game or whether we’re going to do the spy game.”

I said, “If you’re asking me, there’s no contest. We’re doing the railroad game. It’s really cool. It’s so much fun. I have zero weight in this company. I don’t have a vote in any meeting. It’s up to you, but I’m ready to go.”


Shelley was so excited by the game that at one point he offered to work on it for free after hours if that was the only way to get it done. Thankfully, it never came to that.

Dropping Covert Action, which had already eaten up a lot of time and resources, generated considerable tension with Stealey, but when it came down to it it was difficult for him to say no his co-founder and star designer, the only person at the company who got his name in big letters on the fronts of the boxes. (Stealey, who had invented the tactic of prefixing “Sid Meier’s” to Meier’s games as a way of selling the mold-busting Pirates!, was perhaps by this point wondering what it was he had wrought.) The polite fiction which would be invented for public consumption had it that Meier shifted to Railroad Tycoon while the art department created the graphics for Covert Action. In reality, though, he just wanted to escape a game that refused to come together in favor of one that seemed to have all the potential in the world.

Meier and Shelley threw themselves into Railroad Tycoon. When not planning, coding — this was strictly left to Meier, as Shelley was a non-programmer — or playing the game, they were immersing themselves in the lore and legends of railroading: reading books, visiting museums, taking rides on historic steam trains. The Baltimore area, where MicroProse’s offices were located, is a hotbed of railroad history, being the home of the legendary Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, the oldest common-carrier rail network in the country. Thus there was plenty in the area for a couple of railroad buffs to see and do. Meier and Shelley lived and breathed trains for a concentrated six months, during which they, in tandem with a few artists and other support personnel, took Railroad Tycoon from that August prototype to the finished, boxed game that shipped to stores in April of 1990, complete with a beefy 180-page manual written by Shelley. Leaving aside all of Railroad Tycoon‘s other merits, it was a rather breathtaking achievement just to have created a game of such ambition and complexity in such a short length of time.

But even in ways apart from its compressed development time Railroad Tycoon is far more successful than it has any right to be. It’s marked by a persistent, never entirely resolved tension — one might even say an identity crisis — between two very different visions of what a railroad game should be. To say that one vision was primarily that of Meier and the other that of Shelley is undoubtedly a vast oversimplification, but is nevertheless perhaps a good starting point for discussion.
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One vision of Railroad Tycoon is what we might call the operational game, the building game, or the SimCity-like game, consisting of laying down stations, tracks, and switches, scheduling your trains, and watching over them as they run in real time. A certain kind of player can spend hours tinkering here, trying always to set up the most efficient possible routes, overriding switches on the fly to push priority cargoes through to their destinations for lucrative but intensely time-sensitive rewards. None of this is without risk: if you don’t do things correctly, trains can hurtle into one another, tumble off of washed-out bridges, or just wind up costing you more money than they earn. It’s therein, of course, where the challenge lies. This is Meier’s vision of Railroad Tycoon, still rooted in the model-railroad simulation he first showed Shelley back in early 1989.

[image: ]

The other vision of Railroad Tycoon is the game of high-level economic strategy, which first began to assert itself in that design document Bruce Shelley wrote up in mid-1989. In addition to needing to set up profitable routes and keep an eye on your expenses, you also need to judge when to sell bonds to fund expansion and when to buy them back to save the interest payments, when to buy and sell your own stock and that of other railroads to maximize your cash reserves. Most of all, you need to keep a close eye on the competition, who, if you’ve turn the “cutthroat competition” setting on, will try to buy your railroad out from under you by making runs on your stock — that is, when they aren’t building track into your stations, setting up winner-take-all “rate wars.”

This vision of Railroad Tycoon owes much to a board game called 1830: Railways and Robber Barons which Shelley had shepherded through production during his time at Avalon Hill. Although that game was officially designed by Francis Tresham, Shelley had done much to help turn it into the classic many board-game connoisseurs still regard it as today. After Shelley had arrived at MicroProse with his copy of 1830 in tow, it had become a great favorite during the company’s occasional board-game nights. While 1830 traded on the iconography of the Age of Steam, it was really a game of stock-market manipulation; the railroads in the game could have been swapped out for just about any moneymaking industry.

Put very crudely, then, Railroad Tycoon can be seen as 1830 with a SimCity-like railroad simulation grafted on in place of the board game’s pure abstractions. Bill Stealey claims that Eric Dott, the president of Avalon Hill, actually called him after Railroad Tycoon‘s release to complain that “you’re doing my board game as a computer game.” Stealey managed to smooth the issue over; “well, don’t let it happen again” were Dott’s parting words. (This would become a problem when Meier and Shelley promptly did do it again, creating a computer game called Civilization that shared a name as well as other marked similarities with the Avalon Hill board game Civilization.)

Immense though its influence was, some of the elements of 1830 came to Railroad Tycoon shockingly late. Meier insists, for instance, that the three computerized robber barons you compete against were coded up in a mad frenzy over the last two weeks before the game had to ship. Again, it’s remarkable that Railroad Tycoon works at all, much less works as well as it does.
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The problem of reconciling the two halves of Railroad Tycoon might have seemed intractable to many a design team. Consider the question of time. The operational game would seemingly need to run on a scale of days and hours, as trains chug around the tracks picking up and delivering constant streams of cargo. Yet the high-level economic game needs to run on a scale of months and years. A full game of Railroad Tycoon lasts a full century, over the course of which Big Changes happen on a scale about a million miles removed from the progress of individual trains down the tracks: the economy booms and crashes and booms again; coal and oil deposits are discovered and exploited and exhausted; cities grow; new industries develop; the Age of Steam gives ways to the Age of Diesel; competitors rise and fall and rise again. “You can’t have a game that lasts a hundred years and be running individual trains,” thought Meier and Shelley initially. If they tried to run the whole thing at the natural scale of the operational game, they’d wind up with a game that took a year or two of real-world time to play and left the player so lost in the weeds of day-to-day railroad operations that the bigger economic picture would get lost entirely.

Meier’s audacious solution was to do the opposite, to run the game as a whole at the macro scale of the economic game. This means that, at the beginning of the game when locomotives are weak and slow, it might take six months for a train to go from Baltimore to Washington, D.C. What ought to be one day of train traffic takes two years in the game’s reckoning of time. As a simulation, it’s ridiculous, but if we’re willing to see each train driving on the map as an abstraction representing many individual trains — or, for that matter, if we’re willing to not think about it at all too closely — it works perfectly well. Meier understood that a game doesn’t need to be a literal simulation of its subject to evoke the spirit of its subject — that experiential gaming encompasses more than simulations. Railroad Tycoon is, to use the words of game designer Michael Bate, an “aesthetic simulation” of railroad history.

Different players inevitably favor different sides of Railroad Tycoon‘s personality. When I played the game again for the first time in a very long time a year or so ago, I did so with my wife Dorte. Wanting to take things easy our first time out, we played without cutthroat competition turned on, in which mode the other railroads just do their own thing without actively trying to screw with your own efforts. Dorte loved designing track layouts and setting up chains of cargo deliveries for maximum efficiency; the process struck her, an inveterate puzzler, as the most delightful of puzzles. After we finished that game and I suggested we play again with cutthroat competition turned on, explaining how it would lead to a much more, well, cutthroat economic war, she said that the idea had no appeal whatsoever for her. Thus was I forced to continue my explorations of Railroad Tycoon on my own. The game designer Soren Johnson, by contrast, has told in his podcast Designer Notes how uninterested he was in the operational game, preferring to just spend some extra money to double-track everything and as much as possible forget it existed. It was rather the grand strategic picture that interested him. As for me, wishy-washy character that I am, I’m somewhere in the middle of these two extremes.
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One of the overarching themes of Sid Meier’s history as a game designer is a spirit of generosity, a willingness to let his players play their way. Railroad Tycoon provides a wonderful example in the lengths to which it goes to accommodate the Dortes, the Sorens, and the Jimmys. If you want to concentrate on the operational game, you can turn off cutthroat competition, turn on “dispatcher operations,” set the overall difficulty to its lowest level so that money is relatively plentiful, and have at it. If even that winds up entailing more economics than you’d like to concern yourself with, one of Railroad Tycoon‘s worst-kept secrets is an “embezzlement key” that can provide limitless amounts of cash, allowing you essentially to play it as the model-railroad simulation that it was at its genesis. If, on the other hand, you’re interested in Railroad Tycoon primarily as a game of grand economic strategy, you can turn on cutthroat competition, turn off dispatcher operations, crank the difficulty level up, and have a full-on business war that would warm the cockles of Jack Tramiel’s heart. If you’re a balanced (or wishy-washy) fellow like me, you can turn on cutthroat competition and dispatcher operations and enjoy the full monty. Meier and Shelley added something called priority shipments to the game — one-time, extremely lucrative deliveries from one station to another — to give players like me a reason to engage with the operational game even after their tracks and routes are largely set. Priority deliveries let you earn a nice bonus by manually flipping signals and shepherding a train along — but, again, only if you enjoy that sort of thing; a budding George Soros can earn as much or more by playing the stock market just right.

One story from Railroad Tycoon‘s development says much about Sid Meier’s generous spirit. Through very nearly the entirety of the game’s development, Meier and Shelley had planned to limit the amount of time you could play at the lower difficulty levels as a way of rewarding players who were willing to tackle the challenge of the higher levels. Such a restriction meant not only that players playing at the lower difficulty levels had less time to build their railroad network, but that they lost the chance to play with the most advanced locomotives, which only become available late in the game. Almost literally at the very last possible instant, Meier decided to nix that scheme, to allow all players to play for the full 100 years. Surely fans of the operational game should have access to the cool later trains as well. After all, these were the very people who would be most excited by them. The change came so late that the manual describes the old scheme and the in-game text also is often confused about how long you’re actually going to be allowed to play. It was a small price to pay for a decision that no one ever regretted.

That said, Railroad Tycoon does have lots of rough edges like this confusion over how long you’re allowed to play, an obvious byproduct of its compressed development cycle. Meier and Shelley and their playtesters had nowhere near enough time to make the game air-tight; there are heaps of exploits big enough to drive a Mallet locomotive through (trust me, that’s a big one!). It didn’t take players long to learn that they could wall off competing railroads behind cages of otherwise unused track and run wild in virgin territory on their own; that they could trick their competitors into building in the most unfavorable region of the map by starting to build there themselves, then tearing up their track and starting over competition-free in better territory; that the best way to make a lot of money was to haul nothing but passengers and mail, ignoring all of the intricacies of hauling resources that turned into other resources that turned into still other resources; that they could do surprisingly well barely running any trains at all, just by playing the market, buying and selling their competitors’ stock; that they could play as a real-estate instead of a railroad tycoon, buying up a bunch of land during economic panics by laying down track they never intended to use, then selling it again for a profit during boom times by tearing up the track. Yes, all of these exploits and many more are possible — and yes, the line between exploits and ruthless strategy is a little blurred in many of these cases. But it’s a testament to the core appeal of the game that, after you get over that smug a-ha! moment of figuring out that they’re possible, you don’t really want to use them all that much. The journey is more important than the destination; something about Railroad Tycoon makes you want to play it fair and square. You don’t even mind overmuch that your computerized competitors get to play a completely different and, one senses, a far easier game than the one you’re playing. They’re able to build track in useful configurations that aren’t allowed to you, and they don’t even have to run their own trains; all that business about signals and congestion and locomotives gets abstracted away for them.

Despite it all, I’m tempted to say that in terms of pure design Railroad Tycoon is actually a better game than Civilization, the game Meier and Shelley would make next and the one which will, admittedly for some very good reasons, always remain the heart of Meier’s legacy as a designer. Yet it’s Railroad Tycoon that strikes me as the more intuitive, playable game, free of the tedious micromanagement that tends to dog Civilization in its latter stages. Likewise absent in Railroad Tycoon is the long anticlimax of so many games of Civilization, when you know you’ve won but still have to spend hours mopping up the map before you can get the computer to recognize it. Railroad Tycoon benefits enormously from its strict 100-year time limit, as it does from the restriction of your railroad, born from technical limitations, to 32 trains and 32 stations. “You don’t need more than that to make the game interesting,” said Meier, correctly. And, whereas the turn-based Civilization feels rather like a board game running on the computer, the pausable real time of Railroad Tycoon makes it feel like a true born-digital creation.

[image: ]175 years of railroad history, from the Planet…


[image: ]…to the Train à Grande Vitesse.


Of course, mechanics and interface are far from the sum total of most computer games, and it’s in the contextual layer that Civilization thrives as an experiential game, as an awe-inspiring attempt to capture the sum total of human thought and history in 640 K of memory. But, having said that, I must also say that Railroad Tycoon is itself no slouch in this department. It shows almost as beautifully as Civilization how the stuff of history can thoroughly inform a game that isn’t trying to be a strict simulation of said history. From the manual to the game itself, Railroad Tycoon oozes with a love of trains. To their credit, Meier and Shelley don’t restrict themselves to the American Age of Steam, but also offer maps of Britain and continental Europe on which to play, each with its own challenges in terms of terrain and economy. The four available maps each have a different starting date, between them covering railroad history from the distant past of 1825 to the at-the-time-of-the-game’s-development near-future of 2000. As you play, new locomotives become available, providing a great picture of the evolution of railroading, from Robert Stephenson’s original 20-horsepower Planet with its top speed of 20 miles per hour to the 8000-horsepower French Train à Grande Vitesse (“high-speed train”) with a top speed of 160 miles per hour. This is very much a trainspotter’s view of railroad history, making no attempt to address the downsides of the rush to bind nations up in webs of steel tracks, nor asking just why the historical personages found in the game came to be known as the robber barons. (For an introduction to the darker side of railroad history, I recommend Frank Norris’s 1901 novel The Octopus.) But Railroad Tycoon isn’t trying to do social commentary; it just revels in a love of trains, and that’s fine. It’s immensely likeable on those terms — another byproduct of the spirit of generosity with which it’s so shot through. Just hearing the introduction’s music makes me happy.


See video at:
http://www.filfre.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/tycoon.mp4


 

Upon its release, Railroad Tycoon hit with the force of a freight train. Following the implosion of the 8-bit market at the tail end of the 1980s, North American computer gaming had moved upscale to focus on the bigger, more expensive MS-DOS machines and the somewhat older demographic that could afford them. These changes had created a hunger for more complicated, ambitious strategy and simulation games. SimCity had begun to scratch that itch, but its non-competitive nature and that certain sense of sterility that clung to it left it ultimately feeling a little underwhelming for many players, just it as it had for Meier and Shelley. Railroad Tycoon remedied both of those shortcomings with immense charm and panache. Soren Johnson has mentioned on his podcast how extraordinary the game felt upon its release: “There was just nothing like it at the time.” Computer Gaming World, the journal of record for the new breed of older and more affluent computer gamers, lavished Railroad Tycoon with praise, naming it their “Game of the Year” for 1990. Russell Sipe, the founder and editor-in-chief of the magazine, was himself a dedicated trainspotter, and took to the game with particular enthusiasm, writing an entire book about it which spent almost as much time lingering lovingly over railroad lore as it did telling how to win the thing.

Meier and Shelley were so excited by what they had wrought that they charged full steam ahead into a Railroad Tycoon II. But they were soon stopped in their tracks by Bill Stealey, who demanded that they do something with Covert Action, into which, he insisted, MicroProse had poured too many resources to be able to simply abandon it. By the time that Meier and Shelley had done what they could in that quarter, the idea that would become Civilization had come to the fore. Neither designer would ever return to Railroad Tycoon during their remaining time at MicroProse, although some of the ideas they’d had for the sequel, like scenarios set in South America and Africa, would eventually make their way into a modestly enhanced 1993 version of the game called Railroad Tycoon Deluxe.

Coming as it did just before Civilization, the proverbial Big Moment of Sid Meier’s illustrious career, Railroad Tycoon‘s historical legacy has been somewhat obscured by the immense shadow cast by its younger sibling; even Meier sometimes speaks of Railroad Tycoon today in terms of “paving the way for Civilization.” Yet in my view it’s every bit as fine a game, and when all is said and done its influence on later games has been very nearly as great. “At the beginning of the game you had essentially nothing, or two stations and a little piece of track,” says Meier, “and by the end of the game you could look at this massive spiderweb of trains and say, ‘I did that.'” Plenty of later games would be designed to scratch precisely the same itch. Indeed, Railroad Tycoon spawned a whole sub-genre of economic strategy games, the so-called “Tycoon” sub-genre — more often than not that word seems to be included in the games’ names — that persists to this day. Sure, the sub-genre has yielded its share of paint-by-numbers junk, but it’s also yielded its share of classics to stand alongside the original Railroad Tycoon. Certainly it’s hard to imagine such worthy games as Transport Tycoon or RollerCoaster Tycoon — not to mention the post-MicroProse Railroad Tycoon II and 3 — existing without the example provided by Sid Meier and Bruce Shelley.

But you don’t need to look to gaming history for a reason to play the original Railroad Tycoon. Arguably the finest strategy game yet made for a computer in its own time, it must remain high up in that ranking even today.

(Sources: the books Game Design Theory and Practice by Richard Rouse III, The Official Guide to Sid Meier’s Railroad Tycoon by Russell Sipe, and Gamers at Work: Stories Behind the Games People Play by Morgan Ramsay; ACE of May 1990; Compute!’s Gazette of May 1989; Computer Gaming World of May 1990, July/August 1990, and September 1990; Soren Johnson’s interviews with Bruce Shelley and Sid Meier. My huge thanks go to Soren for providing me with the raw audio of his Sid Meier interview months before it went up on his site, thus giving me a big leg up on my research.

Railroad Tycoon Deluxe has been available for years for free from 2K Games’s website as a promotion for Meier’s more recent train game Railroads!. It makes a fine choice for playing today. But for anyone wishing to experience the game in its original form, I’ve taken the liberty of putting together a download of the original game, complete with what should be a working DOSBox configuration and some quick instructions on how to get it running.)

							
		
	
		
			
				Comments

				33 Responses 
			


						
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 5:34 pm			

			
				
				Technically, Stealey was not ex-Air Force during the period in question, as he remained a Lt. Col. in the United State Air Force Reserve until 1993.  Former active duty Air Force pilot would be a more accurate phrasing.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 5:40 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 5:48 pm			

			
				
				Oh man, I STILL love this game.  It’s timeless and brilliant.  My personal opinion, though, is that on modern hardware the Amiga version is actually the best.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 6:41 pm			

			
				
				This is the first that I’ve realized that Sid Meier’s Civilization wasn’t an official port of the Avalon Hill boardgame.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 5:13 am			

			
				
				And then to confuse matters, there was eventually an official video game adaptation of the board game, which came out as Advanced Civilization in 1996.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Tucker McKinnon			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 2:46 pm			

			
				
				I have high hopes that Jimmy will delve into the legal wrangling around “Civilization” the game name.

(Fun note: Civ the board game was originally created by Francis Tresham and published in the US by Avalon Hill, same as Railroad Tycoon’s predecessor 1830.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				AguyinaRPG			

			
				March 19, 2017 at 5:41 am			

			
				
				I doubt there’s much to it. You can hear Sid and Shelly walk through it in their GDC Postmortem.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 7:03 pm			

			
				
				You know, I’ve never played this game, and the description given here doesn’t sound appealing to me. I’m just not the intended audience, I guess!

Train a Grande Vitesse

Is it called that somewhere not shown? Your screenshot says “Tres Grande Vitesse” (no “train”).

A lot of the tactics you term “exploits” seem to me to be things people might do in real life. (Not that this makes them good or wise!)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 7:12 pm			

			
				
				Made some edits. Undoubtedly a French speaker will come along at some point and tell me if I’ve got it all wrong.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Rémy			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 8:01 pm			

			
				
				The TGV is indeed the train’s name (in the real world, apparently not in the game screenshot): the initials of “Train à Grande Vitesse”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 8:22 pm			

			
				
				I kind of thought there ought to be an accent in there. Thanks!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				LoneCleric			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 4:31 am			

			
				
				Sorry to further nitpick the nitpick, but you should ditch the word “très” altogether (and it’s for the best – you were still missing an accent :-) ). “Grande” is also missing its “e” in the image caption. (And yes, speaking of the image, the game itself made those two mistakes.)

Finally, a more appropriate translation would just be “high-speed train”, even if it doesn’t sound as “Frenchy”, I know.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TGV

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 7:57 am			

			
				
				Fixed. Thanks!

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Kai			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 7:25 pm			

			
				
				I remember putting both Civilization and Railroad Tycoon on my birthday wish list (don’t remember the exact year, either ’92 or ’93), in the hope of getting one of them. Turns out my parents got me one and my grandparents the other. Oh the joy!

Over the years I did spend much more time with Civilization and its successors, though, and never got into another Railroad game again. I did buy A-Train, but I found that a bit too dry and lacking the competitive element of Railroad Tycoon, that had complemented the “model train” aspect so well. I think it’s really the mix that made the game so great.

Also, judging by the screenshots in the article, at least graphically the Amiga version is the superior one.

Btw., seems the blog is finally moving into territory familiar to me. While I enjoyed the older articles, and even played a few of these games myself, it wasn’t until the early 90s that computer games became a major hobby. It’s really great to revisit those memories and to get a look behind the scenes as well.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 11:19 pm			

			
				
				Also, judging by the screenshots in the article, at least graphically the Amiga version is the superior one.


According to screenshots on MobyGames, it doesn’t really look that much different, except maybe for a slightly changed color palette, including the usual not-available-in-EGA caucasian skin tones. Reminds me of the Gold Box games’ Amiga versions, which again didn’t go beyond taking the EGA graphics, changing a few skin colors, and calling it a day.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				cjgeringer			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 8:03 pm			

			
				
				“You don’t need more than that to make the game interesting,” said Meier, correctly.”

I think the lasst word of the above phrase is missing.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 8:23 pm			

			
				
				? Looks okay to me.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Keith Palmer			

			
				March 17, 2017 at 11:38 pm			

			
				
				I came across this game when my family bought a CD-ROM of several Microprose games (another one of them Pirates, old enough its Macintosh version was in black-and-white only). I have to admit, though, that Railroad Tycoon seemed to intimidate me somehow (more than Civilization ever did), such that I barely started a game or two. I suppose my brother’s always been more interested in railroads than I am, although that’s not to say I’m not interested in them.
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				Joshua Buergel			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 4:47 am			

			
				
				Not only did Meier and Shelley go back to the well of Avalon Hill board games, but they even went for another Francis Tresham game! Tresham’s influence on the course of board gaming, then, is pretty remarkable.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Stijn Sanders			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 9:07 am			

			
				
				What no link to or mention of http://www.openttd.org/ ?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Carl Read			

			
				March 19, 2017 at 5:48 am			

			
				
				I never played Railroad Tycoon, but a few months back a friend suggested OpenTTD to me, he having been a fan of Transport Tycoon back in the day. As is common with me, if there’s a bug in a game I’ll find it right off, which I did with OpenTTD. (Just an annoying ability to miss-align the joining up of tracks.) Still,  I persevered with it for a while, but in the end I didn’t really like chasing the pre-set business opportunities. I prefer such features to emerge more naturally from a game. Which makes me wonder if I’d like the mixing of genres in Railroad Tycoon – but maybe I’ll try and find out. :)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alexandru C.			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 10:39 am			

			
				
				Great piece of history, when I got this game I didn’t even have internet access. Thanks for sharing with us this piece of old hidden gem.
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				Zyzzyva			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 2:15 pm			

			
				
				Ah, man, I never played this. Played RRT2 a lot, though. 

I kept having problems because I would buy my own stock massively on margin during boom times, then get wiped out (like, $3m in debt kind of wiped out) when the market took even the slightest decline. Ahhhh, children playing strategy games…

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ben Vigeant			

			
				March 18, 2017 at 3:31 pm			

			
				
				The non-Sid sequels are far more on the economic strategy game side than the cute model trains, and then I felt that Sid’s Railroads was too simple and model train-y.

This might have hit a good balance, but dang if I don’t love Railroad Tycoon 2, even if it’s annoyingly difficult.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ricky Derocher			

			
				March 19, 2017 at 2:12 am			

			
				
				The last time that I played the Amiga version – the computer AI seemed smarter / tougher than the DOS version – maybe it was just me? (By the way, The Amiga version is missing the bridge building animation)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				EPG			

			
				March 22, 2017 at 10:43 pm			

			
				
				“Covert Action” didn’t seem much fun. “Sword of the Samurai” was a lot better.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				jsallison			

			
				March 29, 2017 at 10:40 pm			

			
				
				So that’s who did Red Storm Rising.  Loved it.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Soh Kam Yung			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 12:37 am			

			
				
				Sorry for the late feedback, but I’ve only just read this excellent article. I just wanted to point out a minor typo in the following sentence (see the [sic]). The “news” should be “new”:

“When Meier returned from holiday and showed it to him, Shelley found the new prototype, incorporating some ideas from his own recent design document and some news [sic] ones of Meier’s making, to be just about the coolest thing he’d ever seen on a computer screen.”
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				A suggested correction:

“Working as an administrator and producer at Avalon Hill, he’d had the opportunity to streamline plenty of the games the company had published during his tenure, but had never been credited with an entirely original design of his own.”

Shelley is credited as designer on the 1987 Avalon Hill wargame Patton’s Best, which although bases its mechanics on Advanced Squad Leader, is, I think, an original design.
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				Thanks for this! Make a change in the text.

				


			

			

	





			




	
		
	
		
			
				What’s the Matter with Covert Action?

				March 24, 2017
			

[image: ]Covert Action‘s cover is representative of the thankfully brief era when game publishers thought featuring real models on their boxes would drive sales. The results almost always ended up looking like bad romance-novel covers; this is actually one of the least embarrassing examples. (For some truly cringeworthy examples of artfully tousled machismo, see the Pirates! reissue or Space Rogue.)


In the lore of gaming there’s a subset of spectacular failures that have become more famous than the vast majority of successful games. From E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial to Daikatana to Godus, this little rogue’s gallery inhabits its own curious corner of gaming history. The stories behind these games, carrying with them the strong scent of excess and scandal, can’t help but draw us in.

But there are also other, less scandalous cases of notable failure to which some of us continually return for reasons other than schadenfreude. One such case is that of Covert Action, Sid Meier and Bruce Shelley’s 1990 game of espionage. Covert Action, while not a great or even a terribly good game, wasn’t an awful  game either. And, while it wasn’t a big hit, nor was it a major commercial disaster. By all rights it should have passed into history unremarked, like thousands of similarly middling titles before and after it. The fact that it has remained a staple of discussion among game designers for some twenty years now in the context of how not to make a game is due largely to Sid Meier himself, a very un-middling designer who has never quite been able to get Covert Action, one his few disappointing games, out of his craw. Indeed, he dwells on it to such an extent that the game and its real or perceived problems still tends to rear its head every time he delivers a lecture on the art of game design. The question of just what’s the matter with Covert Action — the question of why it’s not more fun — continues to be asked and answered over and over, in the form of Meier’s own design lectures, extrapolations on Meier’s thesis by others, and even the occasional contrarian apology telling us that, no, actually, nothing‘s wrong with Covert Action.

What with piling onto the topic having become such a tradition in design circles, I couldn’t bear to let Covert Action‘s historical moment go by without adding the weight of this article to the pile. But first, the basics for those of you who wouldn’t know Covert Action if it walked up and invited you to dinner.

As I began to detail in my previous article, Covert Action‘s development at MicroProse, the company at which Sid Meier and Bruce Shelley worked during the period in question, was long by the standards of its time, troubled by the standards of any time, and more than a little confusing to track in our own time. Begun in early 1988 as a Commodore 64 game by Lawrence Schick, another MicroProse designer, it was conceived from the beginning as essentially an espionage version of Sid Meier’s earlier hit Pirates! — as a set of mini-games the player engaged in to affect the course of an overarching strategic game. But Schick found that he just couldn’t get the game to work, and moved on to something else. And that would have been that — except that Sid Meier had become intrigued by the idea, and picked it up for his own next project, moving it in the process from the Commodore 64 to MS-DOS, where it would have a lot more breathing room.

In time, though, the enthusiasm of Meier and his assistant designer Bruce Shelley also began to evaporate; they started spending more and more time dwelling on an alternative design. By August of 1989, they were steaming ahead with Railroad Tycoon, and all work on Covert Action for the nonce had ceased.

After Railroad Tycoon was completed and released in April of 1990, Meier and Shelley returned to Covert Action only under some duress from MicroProse’s head Bill Stealey. With the idea that would become Civilization already taking shape in Meier’s head, his enthusiasm for Covert Action was lower than ever, but needs must. As Shelley tells the story, Meier’s priorities were clear in light of the idea he had waiting in the wings. “We’re just getting this game done,” Meier said of Covert Action when Shelley tried to suggest ways of improving the still somehow unsatisfying design. “I’ve got to get this game finished.” It’s hard to avoid the impression that in the end Meier simply gave up on Covert Action. Yet, given the frequency with which he references it to this day, it’s seems equally clear that that capitulation has never sat well with him.
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Covert Action casts you as the master spy Max Remington — or, in a nice nod to gender equality that was still unusual in a game of this era, as Maxine Remington. Max is the guy the CIA calls when they need someone to crack the really tough cases. The game presents you with a series of said tough cases, each involving a plot by some combination of criminal and/or terrorist groups to do something very bad somewhere in the world. Your objective is to figure out what group or groups are involved, figure out precisely what they’re up to, and foil their plot before they bring it to fruition. As usual for a Sid Meier game, you can play on any of four difficulty levels to ensure that everyone, from the rank beginner to the most experienced super-sleuth, can be challenged without being overwhelmed. If you do your job well, you will arrest the person at the top of the plot’s org chart, one of the game’s 26 evil masterminds. Once no more masterminds are left to arrest, Max can walk off into the sunset and enjoy a pleasant retirement, confident that he has made the world a safer place. (If only counter-terrorism was that easy in real life, right?)

[image: ]The game lets Max/Maxine score with progressively hotter members of the opposite sex as he/she cracks more cases.


The strategic decisions you make in directing the course of your investigation will lead to naught if you don’t succeed at the various mini-games. These include rewiring a junction box to tap a suspect’s phone (Covert Action presents us with a weirdly low-tech version of espionage, even for its own day); cracking letter-substitution codes to decipher a suspect’s message traffic; tailing or chasing a suspect’s car; and, in the most elaborate of the mini-games, breaking into a group’s hideaway to either collect intelligence or make an arrest.

Covert Action seems to have all the makings of a good game — perhaps even another classic like its inspiration, Pirates!. But, as Sid Meier and most of the people who have played it agree, it doesn’t ever quite come together to become an holistically satisfying experience.

It’s not immediately obvious just why that should be the case; thus all of the discussion the game has prompted over the years. Meier does have his theory, to which he’s returned enough that he’s come to codify it into a universal design dictum he calls the “the Covert Action rule.” For my part… well, I have a very different theory. So, first I’ll tell you about Meier’s theory, and then I’ll tell you about my own.

[image: ]

Meier’s theory hinges on the nature of the mini-games. He doesn’t believe that any of them are outright bad by any means, but does feel that they don’t blend well with the overarching strategic game, resulting in a lumpy stew of an experience that the player has trouble digesting. He’s particularly critical of the breaking-and-entering mini-game — a “mini-game” complicated enough that one could easily imagine it being released as a standalone game for the previous generation of computers (or, for that matter, for Covert Action‘s contemporaneous generation of consoles). Before you begin the breaking-and-entering game, you must choose what Max will carry with him: depending on your goals for this mission, you can give him some combination of a pistol, a sub-machine gun, a camera, several types of grenades, bugs, a Kevlar vest, a gas mask, a safe-cracking kit, and a motion detector. The underground hideaways and safe houses you then proceed to explore are often quite large, and full of guards, traps, and alarms to avoid or foil as you snoop for evidence or try to spirit away a suspect. You can charge in with guns blazing if you like, but, especially at the higher difficulty levels, that’s not generally a recipe for success. This is rather a game of stealth, of lurking in the shadows as you identify the guards’ patrol patterns, the better to avoid or quietly neutralize them. A perfectly executed mission in many circumstances will see you get in and out of the building without having to fire a single shot.
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The aspect of this mini-game which Meier pinpoints as its problem is, somewhat ironically, the very ambition and complexity which makes it so impressive when considered alone. A spot of breaking and entering can easily absorb a very tense and intense half an hour of your time. By the time you make it out of the building, Meier theorizes, you’ve lost track of why you went in in the first place — lost track, in other words, of what was going on in the strategic game. Meier codified his theory in what has for almost twenty years been known in design circles as “the Covert Action rule.” In a nutshell, the rule states that “one good game is better than two great ones” in the context of a single game design. Meier believes that the mini-games of Covert Action, and the breaking-and-entering game in particular, can become so engaging and such a drain on the player’s time and energies that they clash with the strategic game; we end up with two “great games” that never make a cohesive whole. This dissonance never allows the player to settle into that elusive sense of total immersion which some call “flow.” Meier believes that Pirates! works where Covert Action doesn’t because the former’s mini-games are much shorter and much less complicated — getting the player back to the big picture, as it were, quickly enough that she doesn’t lose the plot of what the current situation is and what she’s trying to accomplish.

It’s an explanation that makes a certain sense on its face, yet I must say that it’s not one that really rings true to my own experiences with either games in general or Covert Action in particular. Certainly one can find any number of games which any number of players have hugely enjoyed that seemingly violate the Covert Action rule comprehensively. We could, for instance, look to the many modern CRPGs which include “sub-quests” that can absorb many hours of the player’s time, to no detriment to the player’s experience as a whole, at least if said players’ own reports are to be believed. If that’s roaming too far afield from the type of game which Covert Action is, consider the case of the strategy classic X-Com, one of the most frequently cited of the seeming Covert Action rule violators that paradoxically succeed as fun designs. It merges an overarching strategic game with a game of tactical combat that’s far more time-consuming and complicated than even the breaking-and-entering part of Covert Action. And yet it must place high in any ranking of the most beloved strategy games of all time. As we continue to look at specific counterexamples like X-Com or, for that matter, Pirates!, we can only continue to believe in the Covert Action rule by applying lots of increasingly tortured justifications for why this or that seemingly blatant violator nevertheless works as a game. So, X-Com, Meier tells us, works because the strategic game is relatively less complicated than the tactical game, leaving enough of the focus on the tactical game that the two don’t start to pull against one another. And Pirates!, of course, is just the opposite.

I can only say that when the caveats and exceptions to any given rule start to pile up, one is compelled to look back to the substance of the rule itself. As nice as it might be for the designers of Covert Action to believe the game’s biggest problem is that its individual parts were just each too darn ambitious, too darn good, I don’t think that’s the real reason the game doesn’t work.

So, we come back to the original question: just what is the matter with Covert Action? I don’t believe that Covert Action‘s core malady can be found in the mini-games, nor for that matter in the strategic game per se. I rather believe the problem is with the mission design and with the game’s fiction — which, as in so many games, are largely one and the same in this one. The cases you must crack in Covert Action are procedurally generated by the computer, using a set of templates into which are plugged different combinations of organizations, masterminds, and plots to create what is theoretically a virtually infinite number of potential cases to solve. My thesis is that it’s at this level — the level of the game’s fiction — where Covert Action breaks down; I believe that things have already gone awry as soon as the game generates the case it will ask you to solve, well before you make your first move. The, for lack of a better word, artificiality of the cases is never hard to detect. Even before you start to learn which of the limited number of templates are which, the stories just feel all wrong.

Literary critics have a special word, “mimesis,” which they tend to deploy when a piece of fiction conspicuously passes or fails the smell test of immersive believability. Dating back to classical philosophy, “mimesis” technically means the art of “showing” a story — as opposed to “diegesis,” the art of telling. It’s been adopted by theorists of textual interactive fiction as well as a stand-in for all those qualities of a game’s fiction that help to immerse the player in the story, that help to draw her in. “Crimes against Mimesis” — the name of an influential Usenet post written in 1996 by Roger Giner-Sorolla — are all those things, from problems with the interface to obvious flaws in the story’s logic to things that just don’t ring true somehow, that cast the player jarringly out of the game’s fiction — that reveal, in other words, the mechanical gears grinding underneath the game’s fictional veneer. Covert Action is full of these crimes against mimesis, full of these gears poking above the story’s surface. Groups that should hate each other ally with one another: the Colombian Cartel, the Mafia, the Palestine Freedom Organization (some names have been changed to protect the innocent or not-so-innocent), and the Stassi might all concoct a plot together. Why not? In the game’s eyes, they’re just interchangeable parts with differing labels on the front; they might as well have been called “Group A,” “Group B,” etc. When they send messages to one another, the diction almost always rings horribly, jarringly wrong in the ears of those of us who know what the groups represent. Here’s an example in the form of the Mafia talking like Jihadists.
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If Covert Action had believable, mimetic, tantalizing — or at least interesting — plots to foil, I submit that it could have been a tremendously compelling game, without changing anything else about it. Instead, though, it’s got this painfully artificial box of whirling gears. Writing in the context of the problems of procedural generation in general, Kate Compton has called this the “10,000 Bowls of Oatmeal Problem.”

I can easily generate 10,000 bowls of plain oatmeal, with each oat being in a different position and different orientation, and mathematically speaking they will all be completely unique. But the user will likely just see a lot of oatmeal. Perceptual uniqueness is the real metric, and it’s darn tough. It is the difference between an actor being a face in a crowd scene and a character that is memorable.


Assuming that we can agree to agree, at least for now, that we’ve hit upon Covert Action‘s core problem, it’s not hard to divine how to fix it. I’m imagining a version of the game that replaces the infinite number of procedurally-generated cases with 25 or 30 hand-crafted plots, each with its own personality and its own unique flavor of intrigue. Such an approach would fix another complaint that’s occasionally levied against Covert Action: that it never becomes necessary to master or even really engage with all of its disparate parts because it’s very easy to rely just on those mini-games you happen to be best at to ferret out all of the relevant information. In particular, you can discover just about everything you need in the files you uncover during the breaking-and-entering game, without ever having to do much of anything in the realm of wire-tapping suspects, tailing them, or cracking their codes. This too feels like a byproduct of the generic templates used to construct the cases, which tend to err on the safe side to ensure that the cases are actually soluble, preferring — justifiably, in light of the circumstances — too many clues to too few. But this complaint could easily be fixed using hand-crafted cases. Different cases could be consciously designed to emphasize different aspects of the game: one case could be full of action, another more cerebral and puzzle-like, etc. This would do yet more to give each case its own personality and to keep the game feeling fresh throughout its length.

The most obvious argument against hand-crafted cases, other than the one, valid only from the developers’ standpoint, of the extra resources it would take to create them, is that it would exchange a game that is theoretically infinitely replayable for one with a finite span. Yet, given that Covert Action isn’t a hugely compelling game in its historical form, one has to suspect that my proposed finite version of it would likely yield more actual hours of enjoyment for the average player than the infinite version. Is a great game that lasts 30 hours and then is over better than a mediocre one that can potentially be played forever? The answer must depend on individual circumstances as well as individual predilections, but I know where I stand, at least as long as this world continues to be full of more cheap and accessible games than I can possibly play.

But then there is one more practical objection to my proposed variation of Covert Action, or rather one ironclad reason why it could never have seen the light of day: this simply isn’t how Sid Meier designs his games. Meier, you see, stands firmly on the other side of a longstanding divide that has given rise to no small dissension over the years in the fields of game design and academic game studies alike.

In academia, the argument has raged for twenty years between the so-called ludologists, who see games primarily as dynamic systems, and the narratologists, who see them primarily as narratives. Yet at its core the debate is actually far older even than that. In the December 1987 issue of his Journal of Computer Game Design, Chris Crawford fired what we might regard as the first salvo in this never-ending war via an article entitled “Process Intensity.” The titular phrase meant, he explained, “the degree to which a program emphasizes processes instead of data.” While all games must have some amount of data — i.e., fixed content, including fixed story content — a more process-intensive game — one that tips the balance further in favor of dynamic code as opposed to static data — is almost always a better game in Crawford’s view. That all games aren’t extremely process intensive, he baldly states, is largely down to the laziness of their developers.

The most powerful resistance to process intensity, though, is unstated. It is a mental laziness that afflicts all of us. Process intensity is so very hard to implement. Data intensity is easy to put into a program. Just get that artwork into a file and read it onto the screen; store that sound effect on the disk and pump it out to the speaker. There’s instant gratification in these data-intensive approaches. It looks and sounds great immediately. Process intensity requires all those hours mucking around with equations. Because it’s so indirect, you’re never certain how it will behave. The results always look so primitive next to the data-intensive stuff. So we follow the path of least resistance right down to data intensity.


Crawford, in other words, is a ludologist all the way. There’s always been a strongly prescriptive quality to the ludologists’ side of the ludology-versus-narratology debate, an ideology of how games ought to be made. Because processing is, to use Crawford’s words again, “the very essence of what a computer does,” the capability that in turn enables the interactivity that makes computer games unique as a medium, games that heavily emphasize processing are purer than those that rely more heavily on fixed data.

It’s a view that strikes me as short-sighted in a number of ways. It betrays, first of all, a certain programmer and systems designer’s bias against the artists and writers who craft all that fixed data; I would submit that the latter skills are every bit as worthy of admiration and every bit as valuable on most development teams as the former. Although even Crawford acknowledges that “data endows a game with useful color and texture,” he fails to account for the appeal of games where that very color and texture — we might instead say the fictional context — is the most important part of the experience. He and many of his ludologist colleagues are like most ideologues in failing to admit the possibility that different people may simply want different things, in games as in any other realm. Given the role that fixed stories have come to play in even many of the most casual modern games, too much ludologist rhetoric verges on telling players that they’re wrong for liking the games they happen to like. This is not to apologize for railroaded experiences that give the player no real role to play whatsoever and thereby fail to involve her in their fictions. It’s rather to say that drawing the line between process and data can be more complicated than saying “process good, data bad” and proceeding to act accordingly. Different games are at their best with different combinations of pre-crafted and generative content. Covert Action fails as a game because it draws that line in the wrong place. It’s thanks to the same fallacy, I would argue, that Chris Crawford has been failing for the last quarter century to create the truly open-ended interactive-story system he calls Storytron.

Sid Meier is an endlessly gracious gentleman, and thus isn’t so strident in his advocacy as many other ludologists. But despite his graciousness, there’s no doubt on which side of the divide he stands. Meier’s games never, ever include rigid pre-crafted scenarios or fixed storylines of any stripe. In most cases, this has been fine because his designs have been well-suited to the more open-ended, generative styles of play he favors. Covert Action, however, is the glaring exception, revealing one of the few blind spots of this generally brilliant game designer. Ironically, Meier had largely been drawn to Covert Action by what he calls the “intriguing” problem of its dynamic case generator. The idea of being able to use the computer to do the hard work of generating stories, and thereby to be able to churn out infinite numbers of the things at no expense, has always enticed him. He continues to muse today about a Sherlock Holmes game built using computer-generated cases, working backward from the solution of a crime to create a trail of clues for player to follow.

Meier is hardly alone in the annals of computer science and game design in finding the problem of automated story-making intriguing. Like his Sherlock Holmes idea, many experiments with procedurally-generated narratives have worked with mystery stories, that most overtly game-like of all literary genres; Covert Action‘s cases as well can be considered variations on the mystery theme.  As early as 1971, Sheldon Klein, a professor at the University of Wisconsin, created something he called an “automatic novel writer” for auto-generating “2100-word murder-mystery stories.” In 1983, Electronic Arts released Jon Freeman and Paul Reiche III’s Murder on the Zinderneuf as one of their first titles; it allowed the player to solve an infinite number of randomly generated mysteries occurring aboard its titular Zeppelin airship. That game’s flaws feel oddly similar to those of Covert Action. As in Covert Action, in Murder on the Zinderneuf the randomized cases never have the resonance of a good hand-crafted mystery story. That, combined with their occasional incongruities and the patterns that start to surface as soon as you’ve played a few times, means that you can never forget their procedural origins. These tales of intrigue never manage to truly intrigue.

Suffice to say that generating believable fictions, whether in the sharply delimited realm of a murder mystery taking place aboard a Zeppelin or the slightly less delimited realm of a contemporary spy thriller, is a tough nut to crack. Even one of the most earnest and concentrated of the academic attempts at tackling the problem, a system called Tale-Spin created by James Meehan at Yale University, continued to generate more unmimetic than mimetic stories after many years of work — and this system was meant only to generate standalone static stories, not interactive mysteries to be solved. And as for Chris Crawford’s Storytron… well, as of this writing it is, as its website says, in a “medically induced coma” for the latest of many massive re-toolings.

In choosing to pick up Covert Action primarily because of the intriguing problem of its case generator and then failing to consider whether said case generator really served the game, Sid Meier may have run afoul of another of his rules for game design, one that I find much more universally applicable than what Meier calls the Covert Action rule. A designer should always ask, Meier tells us, who is really having the fun in a game — the designer/programmer/computer or the player? The procedurally generated cases may have been an intriguing problem for Sid Meier the designer, but they don’t serve the player anywhere near as well as hand-crafted cases might have done.

The model that comes to mind when I think of my ideal version of Covert Action is Killed Until Dead, an unjustly obscure gem from Accolade which, like Murder on the Zinderneuf, I wrote about in an earlier article. Killed Until Dead is very similar to Murder on the Zinderneuf in that it presents the player with a series of mysteries to solve, all of which employ the same cast of characters, the same props, and the same setting. Unlike Murder on the Zinderneuf, however, the mysteries in Killed Until Dead have all been lovingly hand-crafted. They not only hang together better as a result, but they’re full of wit and warmth and the right sort of intrigue — they intrigue the player. If you ask me, a version of Covert Action built along similar lines, full of exciting plotlines with-a-ripped-from-the-headlines feel, could have been fantastic — assuming, of course, that MicroProse could have found writers and scenario designers with the chops to bring the spycraft to life.

It’s of course possible that my reaction to Covert Action is hopelessly subjective, inextricably tied to what I personally value in games. As my longtime readers are doubtless aware by now, I’m an experential player to the core, more interested in lived experiences than twiddling the knobs of a complicated system just exactly perfectly. In addition to guaranteeing that I’ll never win any e-sports competitions — well, that and my aging reflexes that were never all that great to begin with — this fact colors the way I see a game like Covert Action. The jarring qualities of Covert Action‘s fiction may not bother some of you one bit. And thus the debate about what really is wrong with Covert Action, that strange note of discordance sandwiched between the monumental Sid Meier masterpieces Railroad Tycoon and Civilization, can never be definitely settled. Ditto the more abstract and even more longstanding negotiation between ludology and narratology. Ah, well… if nothing else, it ensures that readers and writers of blogs like this one will always have something to talk about. So, let the debate rage on.

(Sources: the books Expressive Processing by Noah Wardrip-Fruin and On Interactive Storytelling by Chris Crawford; Game Developer of February 2013. Links to online sources are scattered through the article.

If you’d like to enter the Covert Action debate for yourself, you can buy it from GOG.com.)
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				Meier had largely been drawn to Covert Action by what he calls the “intriguing” problem of its dynamic case generator. The idea of being able to use the computer to do the hard work of generating stories, and thereby to be able to churn out infinite numbers of the things at no expense, has always enticed him.


And not just stories — see, for instance, his 1994 title C.P.U. Bach, which was an engine for generating infinite numbers of Baroque compositions.
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				I love Covert Action, but I have to admit that your criticisms ring pretty true, more true for my experiences than Mr. Meier’s hypothesis on the game anyway.  Procedurally generated plots sound like a great feature.  As you said, though, they very quickly start to feel “game-like” and “the gears poke through.”  I even have considered intentionally not foiling plots when I pay sometimes, so that I could play through the second stage of the plot and get to experience more of the templates, as it doesn’t take long to realize how few each difficulty level really has. 

All that said, it’s still got some really enjoyable minigames as far as I’m concerned. I love doing the wiretapping and cryptography games, personally, and in spite of its flaws, it’s a game I still enjoy.

Thank you, as always, for a great article, Jimmy.
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				March 24, 2017 at 2:47 pm			

			
				
				Second paragraph, Meier is spelled “Meir”.

Also, “he baldly states”. For all I know that may have been the intention though!

I can’t say I’ve ever heard of Covert Action, though I might have to look a little deeper into it after watching a bit of footage for some context.

As to the whole ludology versus narrative divide, I’ve heard a lot of interesting arguments over the years. There’s a brief “History of Stealth Games” on Youtube where the guy makes the argument of both schools needing to be taken into account to define a Stealth Genre. I don’t necessarily agree with that,certainly in my own games and research I am a ludologist, but it’s a more nuanced point than I often hear where narrative becomes a stage just because people apparently can’t understand stories through -doing-. That’s not what you’re arguing, I can tell, but it’s the insinuation I get a lot.

I do think you’re too harsh on procedural generation, going all the way back to Murder on the Zinderneuf. I think that’s one of the greatest potentials for expressing the uniqueness of a story within a video game setting,  None of these early games did it well when applying it to the narrative aspects, but I definitely think that it has been done well at some point (and perhaps you’ll cover that when we get there). I think the trick is not to randomly generate a *story* (yet) and instead alter certain aspects of it.
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				Your second correction was indeed as intended. Thanks for your thoughts!
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				Low blow Jimmy, low blow. (Though he deserves it)
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				Oh, I see what you mean. No pun was intended, although I could almost wish I was clever enough to have thought of that one. ;)

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 3:36 pm			

			
				
				First, great as always. I played a lot of this game back in the day, and I’ve always *wanted* to like it more than I actually do.

It’s interesting to speculate/opine about what’s wrong with the game. Meier himself says it’s because both parts (the strategic game and the mini-game where you spend 90% of the playing time) are both involving, and the mini-game takes too long to play; Meier has mentioned the example of why, when two units fight in Civilization, you don’t go into a full tactical battle that takes half an hour to play. However, the X-Com example you mention (where, I think, it works perfectly) contradict that, as do other games such as the Total War series, which *does* have 30-minute battles when armies meet.

Why do these work while CA doesn’t? My best guess would be that the X-Com missions and the Total War battles are more directly connected to what you’re doing in the strategic game. In X-Com, you’re investigating a UFO you just shot down, or fighting a terror attack that just happened; in Total War, it’s an army that you need to defeat. In Covert Action… it’s almost as if you’re breaking into a building just because it’s there. Yes, it might have a suspect or item you need to progress in the game, but other than that, every building feels like the same, has the same challenges, has information relevant to the case even it’s the “wrong” building, and so on. It’s just something you need to do several times per case in order to progress.

Also, I think, as a mini-game, it was done much better in Microprose’s Sword of the Samurai (where it was far shorter, more action-based, and, again, more related to what was happening, instead of feeling “generic.”)

I agree with you about the “this is obviously randomly generated” you get from the game, but I wouldn’t actually go all the way in the opposite direction (a couple of dozen hand-crafted cases). It should be possible, I think, to achieve the best of both worlds: better “pieces” of content, more variety, and more unpredictability (e.g.. on each situation, the bad guys might do different things, instead of following a set path; also, plot types might be separated into “early game”, “middle game” and “end game”, so that the player wouldn’t be thinking “yawn, I already did five cases just like this.”

Typo: “Sherlock Homes”. Also (from re-reading), there’s a “Mier” here. :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 9:26 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 3:47 pm			

			
				
				I have two pet examples of multi-genre games that illustrate the problem of mixing a good game blend. Dune (1991) for one is a real-time strategy game combined with a first-person adventure: you follow the storyline to gain new followers and powers with which to win at the strategic game so the story ends well. In other words, the two faces of the game support and complement each other (though I’m told much of the story can be skipped if you’re good at the strategy side and just want to make a speedrun).

On the other hand, Alien Legacy is an adventure game with a SimCity and shooter minigame thrown in for no good reason. And at least the shooter parts, based on the largely forgotten Star Raiders II (a favorite of mine, as it happens), work great. The strategy angle however is botched: I could never figure out how to make those little space colonies work at all, and without them you’re left hanging. Worse, the story is grand and elaborate enough that restarting the game if you get stuck feels like just too much trouble. So the whole thing falls flat, which is too bad because the story is awesome and I would have loved to see how it ends.

That said, I think RPGs are a bad example, because every single side quest in an RPG is based on the exact same mechanics as the bigger game. That those mechanics themselves consist of several minigames is less relevant, because 1) you play the same combination thereof to solve everything and 2) those mechanics can’t even work at all in isolation — each of them contributes part of an overarching experience. In a certain family of tabletop RPGs, mechanics are even used to build a frame for player-driven story building, so the two angles become not just inseparable but indistinguishable!

As for games being all about mechanics… oh dear, oh dear. Even in roguelikes, that revel in intricate clockworks of rules and formulae feeding off each other, a big part of the code is actually data: tables of monsters, weapons, spells, potions and other elements the game can recombine into something useful. And all the best examples also rely on prefabricated pieces to be inserted at key points into the game. As Fred Brooks Jr. famously said, “show me your code, and I still need to see your tables; show me your tables, and I don’t need to see your code”.

Regarding Mr. Crawford, with all due respect for his very real accomplishments, I suspect he never truly understood the point of stories. I remember exploring the question on my own blog — with your help — and failing to hit the mark myself. Stories, you see, need to be relevant: to have some sort of meaning for the audience. Some reason for the audience to give a damn about the characters and what happens to them. And in my experience, most people who try their hand at storytelling don’t get it. Many of them succeed anyway, simply by virtue of having a life they can draw from. A computer program however doesn’t; it’s just the proverbial million monkeys, banging away at their million typewriters. And it would take an infinite improbability drive for them to come up with another Hamlet.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 12, 2017 at 11:56 pm			

			
				
				“In a certain family of tabletop RPGs, mechanics are even used to build a frame for player-driven story building, so the two angles become not just inseparable but indistinguishable!”

Which family of RPGs would that be?

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				EPG			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 3:54 pm			

			
				
				I also compared MicroProse’s enjoyable “Sword of the Samurai” to “Covert Action” in the last post before realising there would be a separate entry here, but now I realise the better comparison is between “Sword” and “Pirates!”. The former’s tactical games are more detailed (it’s physically stressful to wait in your castle as ninja appear), and the strategic game is more flimsy. It’s also possible that all these stories seem less silly when distant in time and space, and that people living in China or 2300 might not care about the differences between the Mafia and the Black Panthers.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 8:14 pm			

			
				
				I suppose ultimately, the thing that game creators need to remember is that process-heavy and data-heavy games are both valid approaches, just different ones, and the trick is to identify which works best with what you’re trying to achieve. Dwarf Fortress is a magnificent achievement in what it does, but it doesn’t mean that, say, Portal would be a better game if you could decide to just ignore GLaDOS and spend six months of real time building a Turing Machine instead. 

On a related note – and I don’t mean to bash him too hard – I see Crawford states on his site that the next implementation of Storytron will likely leave out computer-controlled characters altogether and have them all run by players. Which seems to be missing the point somewhat, and leads to the unfortunate feeling that Crawford has spent three decades of his life and considerable sums of money just to reinvent the MUD.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 9:41 pm			

			
				
				A huge problem with Crawford’s approach, and one which I think he has consistently underestimated through all his decades of work on Storytron, is that of *communication* between the player and his interactive stories. We expect to be able to do that in language, but it’s very difficult to make a computer understand natural language, and if anything even harder to get it to output readable text from a pile of raw data. You can have the most compelling story in the world sitting in memory, but if you can’t *tell* it to the player what good does it do you? At least to some extent this problem might be conquerable with the benefit of modern developments in software engineering and modern hardware, but doing so would require great piles of cash — how much has Google poured into Google Translate by now, still with very imperfect results? — which Crawford doesn’t have. In lieu of being able to communicate in a natural way, he’s fallen back on arcane systems of symbols. The end results don’t have much resemblance to anything people think of when they think of a good story.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				MB			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 8:43 pm			

			
				
				I think the player’s context factors in hevily… as 10-12 year old when I first played this game the procedural case generation issues didn’t really matter because I hadn’t developed a broad enough understanding of geopolitics and the like, and was more focused on the mini-games and individual missions. Sure, it has a bit of where in the world is carmen sandiego simplicity but still, as I’ve revisited the game more recently I think it holds up fairly well despite its short-comings. This is especially true when you compare it to the strict linear storylines of other “quest” type games of the same era. apple v oranges.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MB			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 10:57 pm			

			
				
				…also, this reminds me I have Covert Action installed on this machine. Might have to play a mission or two. Kind of difficult without a real keyboard though!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MB			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 6:28 pm			

			
				
				Good lord, global threat is outright impossible. Local is laughably easy. Played through National and Regional catching 6 masterminds without too much trouble. Switched to global for the last couple and now I remember why I quit playing this game as a kid — ha!

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				S. John Ross			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 8:59 pm			

			
				
				My long-standing observation, similar to the oatmeal quote, is “whenever they promise X billion to the trillion combinations, it always feels like five.”

I’m fascinated by the ludologist/narratologist thing, since both sound so unsatisfying to me and run contrary to my own ideals in design – and they do so pretty much equally.

In terms of games like this vs. games like Civilization, I have an easy answer for my own tastes, which is that Civilization is an instrument of creativity … As a Civ player, I’m not just being asked to solve a procedurally-generated problem; I’m given a paintbox and a canvas and I’m creating according to rules, and my creation is challenged by procedurally-generated problems. That layer, being invited to MAKE, is what brings me back to Civ (in virtually all its incarnations) time and again. Ultimately, it means that every civilization I create is, in fact, a piece of hand-crafted, non-procedural content for me to enjoy.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 7:41 am			

			
				
				You hit upon an interesting aspect of the ludologist/narratologist split, I think. Both agree that games are creative endeavors, but they tend to differ on where they place the most important source of creativity. Narratologists tend to take a more traditionalist approach, considering games to be authored works like books or movies; as with those other mediums, the creative force behind them is the designer. Ludologists see games as something entirely distinct from other forms, something which cannot be criticized using the same approaches. They place the creative emphasis on play itself, seeing the creators as the *players*.

As is not hard to discern from reading a few of my articles, I lean toward narratology in my own criticism and the types of games I mostly choose to criticize. But the reality in my view is that games taken as a whole are a little of both. So, while it’s hard to see something like Trinity as anything other than Brian Moriarty’s personal literary expression, your experience of Civilization is equally valid. And both games are in their own ways brilliant. I don’t care if people prefer one approach or the other. I only get annoyed when they start to say one approach or the other is *invalid*.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				S. John Ross			

			
				March 27, 2017 at 5:42 pm			

			
				
				“You hit upon an interesting aspect of the ludologist/narratologist split, I think.”

Entirely accidental, I promise. My only intended comment on the ludologist/narratologist thing was (and remains) “they both sound awful.” I don’t think either sounds invalid.\

And I may just be misunderstanding the terms, but as described here, it sounds like “Game designers disagree on whether games should be miserably dull or wretchedly tedious.”

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 8:03 am			

			
				
				“whenever they promise X billion to the trillion combinations, it always feels like five”


Which is exactly why No Man’s Sky disappointed so many people — a bullet the creators of Elite! dodged by trimming the many billions of possible galaxies down to just eight. And we should have known, because they did have the ability to offer players billions of galaxies at the time, even on limited 8-bit machines. Hardware wasn’t the issue. But nowadays many developers allow themselves to be blinded by all this computing power we no longer know what to do with.

See, procedurally generated worlds suffer from the same issue as procedurally generated stories: not so much that they’re monotonous — the real world can be, too, and better PCG techniques can alleviate the problem — but that they’re inconsequential. What, after all, make my own neighborhood inherently more interesting than any other in the city? Nothing, of course, except for the fact that I lived in it for 32 years and the experiences I had here shaped me in ways that other people might learn from. A computer-generated locale, no matter how intricate and plausible the simulation, simply won’t be anything to anybody.

At least Minecraft allows you to take ownership of those humongous worlds (or rather, tiny slices thereof) by changing them in ways that are uniquely yours. And sure enough, it’s one of the most successful games ever. If only people have gotten the point instead of mindlessly trying to clone the superficial aspects of the original.

But then we wouldn’t be having this discussion, would we now?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				S. John Ross			

			
				March 27, 2017 at 5:47 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, that was what I meant with my Civ comment … if it consisted only of procedurally-generated stuff, I’d tune out immediately. But, like Minecraft, it makes room for the player to bring some personality to something that would otherwise lack it.

It sounds like Covert Action had no interest in authorship on either side of the monitor … that the designers didn’t feel compelled to create much, and also didn’t leave room for the player to.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 9:45 pm			

			
				
				Jimmy, great article. This one should go straight into the Hall Of Fame.

In support of your argument of why this game doesn’t work quite well, Activision did their own interpretation of the same spy-thriller concept with “Spycraft: the great game”. It was a fully story-driven collection of mini-games, some good, some average. It sure must have made Chris Crawford really mad at the time, since, as many titles from the era, it came on three CD’s full of Full-Motion-Video and photo-realistic backgrounds and props. As much as most of us have come to despise FMV nowadays, I remember actually having fun with Spycraft and getting sucked-in by the Clancy-esque plot. It was all done with solid production values and good writing. Microprose really went in the wrong direction and Meier was fully aware of the fact but, being a ludologist, drew his own strange conclusion about the length of the mini-games.

Regarding Crawford’s and Meier’s core arguments, if long mini-games are so toxic to game design, Why did SSI’s Gold Box series become so popular ?  After all, some key battles (i.e. mini-games) could take hours and the main plot, very simple in its essence, was revealed through massive amounts of “fixed data” : maps, paragraphs, histories, static NPC’s, etc …  , and we could say almost the same about Interplay’s Lord Of the Rings Trilogy, based on the most data-heavy works of fantasy in the history of literature.

Regarding “the divide” :  for a successful example of a game designer striving for a perfect balance between process and story one should turn to Richard Garriott and his Ultima series, which have been addressed expertly by you in this blog. He started to tone down the “mechanical” aspects and flesh out a coherent fiction in III, managing a good balance and an engaging story in IV, and then went on to seek a more complex world model with V and VI with mixed results. As you pointed out in your post about  it, V didn’t quite achieve Garriott’s ambitious goals for it -mainly due to him stubbornly clinging to the 8-bit platforms, in my opinion- but is perfectly balanced.

Finally, for me Ultima VI is a perfect example of everything you say in this post : its “process” side is as solid as can be for an RPG, even allowing the player to cook, repair weapons, etc … , the quintessential “sandbox” game, but its “story” side is also very impressive, with very detailed lore, NPC’s that are more like characters in a play and a complex plot that presents timeless issues in a very mature way, all of it dressed up in piles of gorgeous “data”. Nevertheless, almost everybody who has played it levels the same complaint at VI : its excessive characterization of the “Avatar” both during the intro and in-game breaks mimesis noticeably by not letting players cast themselves adequately in the lead role, only to “control” the protagonist. Maybe an extra disk full of portraits and garments and a sophisticated character creation sub-program would have been enough. Later RPG’s and even Remakes of Ultima V and VI offer this kind of thing.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 10:23 am			

			
				
				Ultima VI doesn’t quite get there for me, for reasons I’ll describe in a future article. (It feels rather stranded between the old way and the new, neither fully one nor the other.) Ultima VII, though, does everything you describe here to very good effect — even if that does include this increasingly strained and silly over-characterization of the Avatar.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 9:53 pm			

			
				
				That was a little too long,  sorry !  (hope you and your readers don’t get bored halfway through)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				EPG			

			
				March 24, 2017 at 10:51 pm			

			
				
				It’s odd that Crawford ships so much criticism and hate from text adventure hobbyists, when from outside they’re clearly on the same side, ranged against the overwhelmingly more popular types of simulation games that set you as the only thinking person in the world – “you are a soldier / a fast driver / a dictator”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 6:07 am			

			
				
				This is sadness, not hate. The man’s a genius. I consider The Art of Computer Game Design to be required reading for any aspiring developer. And what he’s done in recent decades remains important as fundamental research. Still can’t help but feel it was a waste of his talents, quixotically focusing for so long on a single aspect that, as it turns out, simply doesn’t work. And all because he insisted to hold onto the — admittedly widespread — misconception that any random chain of events barely connected to each other somehow counts as a story.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 9:59 am			

			
				
				I agree. I don’t think all that much of Crawford’s games as games. Most have been made as demonstrations of his theories, and have skipped the essential stage of the process which Sid Meier calls “finding the fun.” But his was a very important voice in getting game makers to take their craft seriously, and his ideas, even when I disagree with them, have always been provocative and eminently worthy of discussion. It’s been a shame to see him essentially remove himself from the discussion these past 25 years in favor of chasing his White Whale.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 7:43 am			

			
				
				Might have something to do with his habit of repeatedly calling out text adventures as a betrayal of their medium’s potential. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 12:02 am			

			
				
				If you play as Maxine, do you also score with progressively hotter secretaries? I suppose it wouldn’t be prohibitive to create twice as many secretary art assets, male and female–I remember 1990 and am guessing that a mainstream game wasn’t going to allow you to choose your sexual orientation. But it seems like, even more so than allowing you to play as a woman, it would be progressive for all the secretaries to be male. I’m imagining that you work your way up to Chris Hemsworth’s character from the remake of Ghostbusters. 

Also, are the secretaries procedurally generated? Seems like something that could certainly be done today.

I may owe you a serious comment after this one.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MB			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 1:11 am			

			
				
				actually, yeah they’re dudes instead if you pick maxine — ha!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 1:17 am			

			
				
				Are they still secretaries? I had thought that you were romancing secretaries in other organizations to get intelligence, but on further investigation it kind of looks like they’re from the pool at HQ at the end of every level–which is both more boring and somehow skeevier.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian Roy			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 4:55 am			

			
				
				Your overall ranking combined with mission ranking determines the “eye candy” at the end of each mission, if memory serves. And it’s just eye candy, with no bearing on the game. The office gives way to a hotel bar, and then a casino, and then the beach, I think. The eye candy characters are progressively more attractive, but I don’t remember them being procedurally generated the way in game characters are. I don’t personally remember associating any except the first with “secretary,” but one’s mileage may vary.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 7:48 am			

			
				
				I honestly didn’t know what happened if you played Maxine, so thanks for that. (Given the nature of games at the time, I kind of imagined you might get to join progressively better knitting clubs or something). 

Nor, I’m embarrassed to say, am I at all certain that they’re all secretaries. Made some edits to that caption… okay, pretty much rewrote it. :)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 5:23 pm			

			
				
				I was looking around and found this screenshot saying “The stories of a secret agent can only be gossiped to secretaries with a clearence [sic] level of AA or above.” Which makes it sound kind of like they are secretaries at least at the beginning… and could it be that the better you do in the game, the higher the clearance level required for the stories you have to tell, and it just so happens that the NPCs with higher clearance level are also more attractive? Probably not, but clearly someone is going to have to do a deep dive into the game to refresh our collective memory.

Having tried to find that again by searching for things like “covert action secretaries aa clearance,” I expect they’ll be coming to take me away any time now.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 5:35 pm			

			
				
				For the record, this review has screenshots of a playthrough as Maxine, with a few of the eye candy guys… it’s the thought that counts, I guess. Blue-cardigan-over-black-turtleneck guy seems not to be an end of level reward but your actual secretary and in-game mechanic, Sam, who if you play as Maximilian is a woman with gold hoop earrings dressed in a tuxedo and black bowtie like a wedding bartender. I just don’t know, man.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				David Boddie			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 12:17 am			

			
				
				That’s not a bad piece of box art, really. Certainly no worse than the one for Railroad Tycoon.

But “Max Remington”? I’m sure he must have been the master of close shaves in the spy world…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 8:46 pm			

			
				
				He’s based on a real person, actually. For instance, he was the artist in Railroad Tycoon, and his picture appears with Meier’s and Shelley’s in one of that game’s title screens.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 9:45 pm			

			
				
				That link appears to be miscoded or something, because though it’s turning link color it doesn’t seem to actually be pointing to any address.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 9:53 pm			

			
				
				I don’t know what Pedro was linking to, but here’s a mobygames page for Max Remington III.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 11:25 pm			

			
				
				Hmm, I was sure I linked to that same URL… weird. Maybe I mistyped something. Thanks!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 11:50 am			

			
				
				Yeah, sometimes this happens to me–I miss a quotation mark (I think that’s what does it) and I get link-colored text with no link. Glad that was what you meant!

				


			

			

	

















		
		
			Pingback: Pixel Scroll 3/24/17 No, Mr. Bond, I Expect You To Scroll | File 770

	

		
		
						
				Ricky Derocher			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 3:51 am			

			
				
				If you want to see bad box art – try the US release of “Lancelot” – http://www.mobygames.com/images/covers/l/90461-lancelot-commodore-64-front-cover.jpg

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 6:44 pm			

			
				
				OMG, that is absolutely hilarious.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 9:43 pm			

			
				
				I’m not familiar with the game, but that looks like deliberate parody to me. Inflatable stegosaurus (?), come on.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Ricky Derocher			

			
				March 30, 2017 at 2:05 am			

			
				
				The game itself is actually serious – one may think that it a parody by the US box art.

Here is the European box art for comparison:

http://www.mobygames.com/images/covers/l/256688-lancelot-commodore-64-front-cover.jpg

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				March 30, 2017 at 2:58 am			

			
				
				Geez Louise. I don’t know what they were thinking misrepresenting the game like that, then. I mean, the art for Covert Action is certainly a touch cheesy, but at least seems reasonably in line with the tone of the game.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Jason Dyer			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 10:08 am			

			
				
				This is one of the best articles you’ve written.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				ZUrlocker			

			
				March 25, 2017 at 2:55 pm			

			
				
				Agreed, this is a great posting. One of the best. Really interesting to get your analysis of Covert Action. I bought this game back in the 90s and found it rather lackluster and now I know why! I’m a big fan of espionage novels, movies etc, and Covert Action failed to deliver on those expectations. The minigames to me felt too arbitrary and removed from the story. I found Spycraft more compelling, but also somewhat long-winded.  Anyways, great to give this genre it’s due.
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				Chris Ogilvie			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 7:33 am			

			
				
				I want to thank you for this article – it’s crystallized some thoughts I’ve had about games for some time that I’ve not been able to properly express until now. 

For years, I’ve found certain strategy games that I otherwise love to be somehow… lacking. Especially in the end-game. I’m talking about games like Master of Orion II or, fittingly enough, games from the Civilization series. I enjoy them well enough, but I always have an itch at the back of my head somehow wanting something more. And I’ve never been able to figure out just *what* that something would be. 

But now I think I’ve nailed it. 

Take MoO II for example. Playing it, I know I would often want more of a sense of exploring and settling the galaxy, of the politics of managing an interstellar empire, and of dealing with alien races in a meaningful way. And the game itself never really provided those things. In the end, it always came down to manipulating game elements and systems, rather than providing me the *experience* that I was hoping for. 

I’ve known for years that I’m 100% an experiential gamer. So much so that I often find myself thinking “This game would be so much better of they stripped the gameplay out of it.” But I’d never made the link between that preference of mine and the deficiency (to me, anyway) in certain strategy games. Until just now. 

It seems to me that, like Covert Action, my problem with games like MoO II is that they have a great many procedural elements and lack a hand-crafted narrative. It’s all ludology (and, in the case of Civ or MoO, *brilliant* ludology) and no narrative. And narrative is what would provide the subjective experience that I want out of the games. 

Which means that what I *want* is MoO II, but with carefully-crafted narratives that support the *experience* of settling and managing a galactic empire. Instead, what I get is 10,000 unique galaxies to play in… each one of which is a perfectly serviceable, and nearly indistinguishable, bowl of oatmeal. 

So, again, *thank you* for this article. It’s been years that I’ve not been able to figure out just what I found lacking in these sorts of games. Being able to put my finger on it, finally, is like being able to scratch an awful, persistent itch.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 8:42 am			

			
				
				If you haven’t played them, you might want to look at the original X-Com and Alpha Centauri sometime. Both make an effort to inject some narrative elements into their grand strategy. Feel free to report back at some time in the future if you do get a chance to play them. ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Chris Ogilvie			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 5:20 pm			

			
				
				Ah, Alpha Centauri has been a favourite of mine since it came out. Probably for exactly the reason you mention. There’s such a sense of history and world there… it’s wonderful. Brian Reynolds seems to have been exactly on my wavelength. 

Have to give X-Com a go, though…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				xxx			

			
				March 27, 2017 at 5:58 am			

			
				
				X-Com is really the refutation to Meier’s theories about game development. It’s two separate games woven into a coherent whole, with your actions in each having significant repercussions in the other. They’re each quite complex, much too much so to be called “mini-games”, and neither would be as much fun without the other to give it context. It is absolutely not the case that “one good game is better than two great games”, in X-Com’s case — they’re a perfect symbiosis.

Narratively, it’s also head and shoulders above games like Civilization or Railroad Tycoon. It’s not a wide-open sandbox — there’s a very specific story it’s telling, you have a goal and a well-defined endgame, there are timed events that lead up to that endgame, and once you get there it’s enormously satisfying. The specifics very from playthrough to playthrough, but the story is always the same. (Rather the opposite of what Covert Action attempted to do, where it tries to tell a variety of stories, but they all end up feeling bland and samey.)

Definitely give it a go. Really looking forward to when this blog gets up to X-Com!

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Yeechang Lee			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 12:10 pm			

			
				
				Jimmy, now that we’re rapidly approaching on Civilization, it would be great if you could look into why Computer Gaming World never published a review of the game!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 12:38 pm			

			
				
				They did publish an extended preview of the game, based on a late build. Probably didn’t think there was much a formal review could add. They did later publish a couple of strategy articles and awarded it Game of the Year, plus Allan Emrich and Johnny Wilson’s classic book Civilization or Rome on 640 K a Day. So it certainly got plenty of coverage.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Stephen Norris			

			
				March 26, 2017 at 10:48 pm			

			
				
				Type – “never set well” should be “never sat well”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				March 27, 2017 at 7:26 am			

			
				
				“Sat” and “set” still get me every time. Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Captain Rufus			

			
				March 27, 2017 at 7:52 am			

			
				
				Thanks to this article it sent me to EBay looking for Murder on the Zinderneuf.  Thanks to related tines I just dropped 38 bucks on old album boxed EA Atari 800 games.  Good job!  

But as to some of the article?  Yeah eff procedurally generated style games.  Roguelike is to RPGs what REAL TIME is to Strategy games.  I know instantly it’s pretty much not for me.  Instead of a well crafted dungeon it’s a pointless mire that really is like all the other ones.  It gets even worse in something like Dungeon Hack which I reviewed for Felipepe’s RPG book on RPGCodex.  They are just boring and generic slogs made worse given the AdnD ruleset and it being a single player game.  (Then compare the masterfully created dungeons in Legend of Grimrock which are some of the best RPG puzzles ever.  Because I feel dumb when I can’t figure one out and then seeing a solution just shows me it was my fault and not the designers going FULL SIERRA on me.)

The oatmeal analogy is the most perfect explanation as to why procedural generation games kind of suck.

As to games with multiple elements?  Eh.. Depends on the game and the quality.  Master of Orion 2 is a decent 4x but I am mostly there for the ship to ship combat.  In fact all the more modern 4xs without tactical combat don’t grab me.  But if Moo2’s over mode wasn’t good all the tactical crunch in the world wouldn’t matter.  I’m sure some folks feel the opposite in the game’s modes.

Like a good sandwich even if you are merely there for the meat you need good condiments and bread.  Otherwise it doesn’t work.  This is also why I dislike Ultima 7 in spite of it being a technical achievement.  Combat and inventory management and exploration are completely terrible to me and no amount of story and world simulation can fix it for me.  I’d rather see it demade into U5’s computer version where the story also has a good game to go with it.  The graphics and world realism don’t much grab me when I can’t enjoy the combat and I have to micromanage a party of constantly hungry babies whining for food while I have to manage one of the worst inventory systems in a game.  Whereas 5 has proper turn based combat, party food and inventories as a number and a universal list in text plus exploration is made better with locations being a separate thing to the overworld which actually makes it feel like a world and not a small island with little communities in it.  (6 also has these issues but turn based combat helps a bit, and Nuvie or the SNES port fixes the viewing window.  It too would still be better in the U5 engine.  I’m not sure anything is saving 8 and 9 however..)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Meredith Dixon			

			
				March 27, 2017 at 9:33 am			

			
				
				I’ve been playing Covert Action since it came out.  I’ve won the game (I consider “winning” to be catching all 26 masterminds) at least three times, and I’ve played many, many more partial games over the years.  I couldn’t have done that with any enjoyment if it had had hand-crafted plots.    (One big disappointment of Covert Action, by the way, is that, just as in High Seas Trader a few years later, it’s obvious that the dev team never really expected you to finish the game.  The only reward for winning is a small text box announcing that you have captured all 26 masterminds, or, in the case of HST, restored your family fortunes.)

I think the game failed, to the extent that it did, because so many of the minigames are unnecessary and even counterproductive.  When I’m playing seriously (with an intent to solve cases and win), the only mini-games I ever play are wiretapping, car bugging (which is just a form of wiretapping with a stricter time limit) and invasion.  Cryptography is fun in itself but it takes far too long (in game time) for far too little information gleaned.  I’ve never been any good at the car chase, and car bugging accomplishes everything it does, much more easily.

I’ve always played as Maxine, and, no, the men aren’t obviously secretaries.  A Maxis employee I once e-mailed about the game claimed that they were portraits of people who worked at Maxis; if he was telling the truth, he probably meant the office scene; the beach scene hunks look like Marvel superheroes in unconvincing civvies to me, and the four glamorous guys at the casino are definitely movie stars. (Specific superheroes, I mean, and specific movie stars).

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				David Ainsworth			

			
				March 28, 2017 at 3:54 am			

			
				
				The key problem, from my perspective, is that all the suspects and groups and masterminds are entirely interchangeable. What’s worse, they have no characterization or personality.

X-Com builds itself upon the distinct kinds of enemies you encounter. Alpha Centauri designs factions around characterization, then adds all the tech quotations to build a stronger and stronger sense of the characters, making you care about them, whether it’s to shut Yang up or give Lal a hand. Civilization uses the short-hand of history to partially develop its leaders, but in-game behavior drives your impressions of Montezuma or Gandi to such an extent that the designers opted to duplicate the Gandi nuclear weapons bug in sequels because it was central to player impressions of him.

Compare to Beyond Earth, whose faction leaders are essentially generic faces, or to Covert Action, which ought to be chock full of heels and villains but which can’t muster even one foe as compelling as Carmen Sandiego. You’re up against Random McFakename, who has random facial features and pursues a random sequence of plots until tracked down and caught. The game manual provides brief information about each group of interest, but in-game they are entirely interchangeable: the Mafia is no different from the Stassi in functional terms. Undifferentiated = no characterization.

Worse, your only foes when breaking into a hideout are faceless goons differentiated from group to group only by turtleneck color. They’re all equipped the same way. And the villains you’re tracking are all interchangeable on the tactical layer. That hacker you broke in to capture? Sitting in a chair. That expert assassin? Also just sitting in a chair.

Even a few small changes would make a big difference: have specific groups allied or opposed to other groups. Red September is a splinter group from the PFO, so maybe they hate each other. Have each group’s mastermind have a specific agenda and generate missions relating to plans advancing that agenda: even if the agendas repeat between or within games, working out which one is at play might help you steal a march on the enemy in a way that makes sense within the fiction, rather than being a pure metagame consideration. (One terrorist group plotting attacks in Columbia may proceed in similar ways to another plotting attacks in Israel.)

Even better, reduce the number of masterminds in a given game and determine the ones you’re up against based upon difficulty. State supported groups like the Revolutionary Guard would be foes at higher levels, with better equipped troops and more double-agents within your organization. On the easiest level, some of the tougher organizations might even help out with information or other support in order to use you to eliminate their rivals. Then run the grand campaign as a string of increasing difficulty levels: for example, the Mafia helps you block a plot by the Amazon Cartel to open a bigger market for their drugs in the US early on in exchange for a piece of information which gives you a hint about their agenda when you finally go up against them later in the campaign. That kind of campaign would also make your double-agents more useful, especially if you pull off a coup and get a minor mastermind as your double-agent.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Mike			

			
				March 29, 2017 at 9:17 pm			

			
				
				“We could, for instance, look to the many modern CRPGs which include “sub-quests” that can absorb many hours of the player’s time, to no detriment to the player’s experience as a whole, at least if said players’ own reports are to be believed.”

From this RPG player’s perspective, CRPGs certainly do suffer from the straitjacket of the current formula (endless sub-quests while having no actual time pressure for the main quest, combined with allowing the player to make his “own” moral choices and skill improvement path choices, while preventing no-win situations from occurring down the line).

You often really don’t remember what was the main thing you were trying to accomplish. So you get quest journals, minimaps with symbols denoting “special” places, and so on. It all gets a bit pointless after a while, and makes it more and more difficult to appreciate the game world when you have go through the same kind of mechanical miniquests that you have done a zillion times before in another game – because if you skip the side quests, you will miss out on the needed levels, skills and items to proceed in the main quest.

This is the true legacy of Baldur’s Gate and Monkey Island? Bleh.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Max			

			
				April 18, 2017 at 12:34 pm			

			
				
				The specific problems you’ve pointed out can be fixed pretty easy without ripping out the generative component. Mafia can be marked as not working with ISIS, etc. The problem with generated text is solved by removing the specific texts and leaving the vague descriptions like “The decoded message states that the Mafia wants to acquire the floor plan blueprints for the US embassy.” Procedural generation works best when the text is sketchy enough so that the reader does not have any problematic generated details to fixate upon. IMHO the whole idea of generating prose is as intrinsically flawed as generating animation, music or art – humans are not robots and will discern formulas very easily after a couple of tries.

The solution you propose – “just throw some content creators on it, folks” was a cop out for game designers back then when the budgets were lower and game designers had more freedom to pursue what they wanted. That solution is also much more predictable and calculable and that’s why it dominates the modern gaming with its huge budgets and development teams.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				himitsu			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 10:41 pm			

			
				
				I don’t think that procedural generation is a problem, but that badly crafted games are a problem, and you cannot escape that with handcrafting. I think it is enough if we look at the Mass Effect series and its downfall to understand that.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Tom			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 9:13 pm			

			
				
				Out of curiosity, what do you mean by “the Mass Effect series and its downfall”? I have my own criticisms of the progression of the original trilogy, but “downfall” seems a bit hyperbolic.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				himitsu			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 8:47 pm			

			
				
				I wanted  to share my opinion, but EA acted faster:

https://www.polygon.com/2017/5/10/15616726/bioware-montreal-restructuring-mass-effect-on-hold.

“At least some of the team at BioWare Montreal, the studio behind Mass Effect: Andromeda, is being retasked to other projects. Kotaku reports, citing anonymous sources, that the studio is being “scaled down” and that the Mass Effect franchise is going on “hiatus.” Reached for comment, studio director Yanick Roy spun things somewhat differently.”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Tom			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 3:56 pm			

			
				
				That’s…unfortunate. I was looking forward to seeing where they would go with Mass Effect Andromeda.

What do you think the problems were, just out of curiosity?

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Johannes Paulsen			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 1:53 pm			

			
				
				Jimmy,

An interesting article, but I disagree with you, and instead believe that Sid Meier was correct in his analysis of the Covert Action problem. 

The examples you put forth (CRPG sub-quests and XCom) don’t hold water. First off, I don’t think that many CRPG players really care much about the actual story. IMHO, most modern CRPG players are there PRIMARILY for the combat and exploration, and the storyline is just a rationalization for that activity. The game mechanics drive the story, not vice-versa. Since a typical subquest just lets the players go off and do more exploration and fighting, it’s essentially just one more goal to complete. Heck, take a look at Dragon Age — other than the fact that there’s fewer cutscenes, the subquests largely involve almost identical actions to any other ‘main storyline’ mission. 

Because of that, there really isn’t anything for the player to forget. She’s focused on moving to the next goal and fighting the next enemy, most of which are pretty much the same as everything else, just with bigger weapons and stronger enemies as the game progresses. The arrows point her to the next thing to do. Reminders pop up if she’s on a timed mission. 

Covert Action asked the player to keep track of a bunch of stuff that is no more or less memorable than anything in a modern CRPG story (for the life of me, I can’t actually remember at this moment who/what the big bad enemy in Dragon Age: Inquisition was despite putting 100 hours into a completionist play through when it came out.) The problem was that the subgames involved different skills and different tasks (car chase! Decryption! Breaking and entering! Wiretapping! Review background file for more information!) over an extended period of time (ten minutes is an eternity in video games if I only have an hour to play for a given session.) Worse, it didn’t have any of the little reminders that modern RPGs have. 

(Regarding XCOM, I did not play the original, but did play the relatively recent remake, and found that the strategy aspect complemented the main game and, more importantly, didn’t take up that much time vs. the combat.)

I think a much better point of comparison is ALPHA PROTOCOL…which was a remarkably similar espionage RPG that had minigames. But it differed from COVERT ACTION by having those minigames appear while the player was in the functional equivalent of the breaking and entering mission, as opposed to while at the mission hub. (It was an underappreciated game with a good story that actually could change significantly depending on player choices….and failed for reasons completely different than COVERT ACTION.)

				


			

			

	

			




	
		
	
		
			
				Opening the Gold Box, Part 5: All That Glitters is Not Gold

				March 31, 2017
			

[image: ]

SSI entered 1989 a transformed company. What had been a niche maker of war games for grognards had now become one of the computer-game industry’s major players thanks to the first fruits of the coveted TSR Dungons & Dragons license. Pool of Radiance, the first full-fledged Dungeons & Dragons CRPG and the first in a so-called “Gold Box” line of same, was comfortably outselling the likes of Ultima V and The Bard’s Tale III, and was well on its way to becoming SSI’s best-selling game ever by a factor of four. To accommodate their growing employee rolls, SSI moved in 1989 from their old offices in Mountain View, California, which had gotten so crowded that some people were forced to work in the warehouse using piles of boxed games for desks, to much larger, fancier digs in nearby Sunnyvale. Otherwise it seemed that all they had to do was keep on keeping on, keep on riding Dungeons & Dragons for all it was worth — and, yes, maybe release a war game here and there as well, just for old times’ sake.

One thing that did become more clear than ever over the course of the year, however, was that not all Dungeons & Dragons products were created equal. Dungeon Masters Assistant Volume II: Characters & Treasures sold just 13,516 copies, leading to the quiet ending of the line of computerized aids for the tabletop game that had been one of the three major pillars of SSI’s original plans for Dungeons & Dragons. A deviation from that old master plan called War of the Lance, an attempt to apply SSI’s experience with war games to TSR’s Dragonlance campaign setting, did almost as poorly, selling 15,255 copies. Meanwhile the second of the “Silver Box” line of action-oriented games that made up the second of the pillars continued to perform well: Dragons of Flame sold 55,711 copies. Despite that success, though, 1989 would also mark the end of the line for the Silver Box, thanks to a breakdown in relations with the British developers behind those games. Going into the 1990s, then, Dungeons & Dragons on the computer would be all about the Gold Box line of turn-based traditional CRPGs, the only one of SSI’s three pillars still standing.

Thankfully, what Pool of Radiance had demonstrated in 1988 the events of 1989 would only confirm. What players seemed to hunger for most of all in the context of Dungeons & Dragons on the computer was literally Dungeons & Dragons on the computer: big CRPGs that implemented as many of the gnarly details of the rules as possible. Even Hillsfar, a superfluous and rather pointless sort of training ground for characters created in Pool of Radiance, sold 78,418 copies when SSI released it in March as a stopgap to give the hardcore something to do while they waited for the real Pool sequel.

[image: ]Every female warrior knows that cleavage is more important than protection, right?


They didn’t have too long to wait. The big sequel dropped in June in the form of Curse of the Azure Bonds, and it mostly maintained the high design standard set by Pool of Radiance. Contrarians could and did complain that the free-roaming wilderness map of its predecessor had been replaced by a simple menu of locations to visit, but for this player anyway Pool‘s overland map always felt more confusing than necessary. A more notable loss in my view is the lack of any equivalent in Curse to the satisfying experience of slowly reclaiming the village of Phlan block by block from the forces of evil in Pool, but that brilliant design stroke was perhaps always doomed to be a one-off. Ditto Pool‘s unique system of quests to fulfill, some of them having little or nothing to do with the main plot.

What players did get in Curse of the Azure Bonds was the chance to explore a much wider area around Phlan with the same characters they had used last time, fighting a selection of more powerful and interesting monsters appropriate to their party’s burgeoning skills. At the beginning of the game, the party wakes up with a set of tattoos on their bodies —  the “azure bonds” of the title — and no memory of how they got there. (I would venture to guess that many of us have experienced something similar at one time or another…) It turns out that the bonds can be used to force the characters to act against their own will. Thus the quest is on to get them removed; each of the bonds has a different source, corresponding to a different area you will need to visit and hack and slash your way through in order to have it removed. By the end of Curse, your old Pool characters — or the new ones you created just for this game, who start at level 5 — will likely be in the neighborhood of levels 10 to 12, just about the point in Dungeons & Dragons where leveling up begins to lose much of its interest.

TSR was once again heavily involved in the making of Curse of the Azure Bonds, if not quite to the same extent as Pool of Radiance. As they had for Pool, they provided for Curse an official tie-in novel and tabletop adventure module. I can’t claim to have understood all of the nuances of the plot, such as they are, when I played the game; a paragraph book is once again used, but much of what I was told to read consisted of people that I couldn’t remember or never knew who they were babbling on about stuff I couldn’t remember or never knew what it was. But then, I know nothing about the Forgotten Realms setting other than what I learned in Pool of Radiance and never read the novel, so I’m obviously not the ideal audience. (Believe me, readers, I’ve done some painful things for this blog, but reading a Dungeons & Dragons novel was just a bridge too far…) Still, my cluelessness never interfered with my pleasure in mapping out each area and bashing things with my steadily improving characters; the standard of design in Curse remains as high as the writing remains breathlessly, entertainingly overwrought. Curse of the Azure Bonds did almost as well as its predecessor for SSI, selling 179,795 copies and mostly garnering the good reviews it deserved.

It was only with the third game of the Pool of Radiance series, 1990’s Secret of the Silver Blades, that some of the luster began to rub off of the Gold Box in terms of design, if not quite yet in that ultimate metric of sales. The reasons that Secret is regarded as such a disappointment by so many players — it remains to this day perhaps the least liked of the entire Gold Box line — are worth dwelling on for a moment.

One of the third game’s problems is bound up inextricably with the Dungeons & Dragons rules themselves. Secret of the Silver Blades allows you to take your old party from Pool of Radiance and/or Curse of the Azure Bonds up to level 15, but by this stage gaining a level is vastly less interesting than it was back in the day. Mostly you just get a couple of hit points, some behind-the-scenes improvements in to-hit scores, and perhaps another spell slot or two somewhere. Suffice to say that there’s no equivalent to, say, that glorious moment when you first gain access to the Fireball spell in Pool of Radiance.

The tabletop rules suggest that characters who reach such high levels should cease to concern themselves with dungeon delving in lieu of building castles and becoming generals or political leaders. Scorpia, Computer Gaming World‘s adventure and CRPG columnist, was already echoing these sentiments in the context of the Pool of Radiance series at the conclusion of her article on Curse of the Azure Bonds: “Characters have reached (by game’s end) fairly high levels, where huge amounts of experience are necessary to advance. If character transfer is to remain a part of the series (which I certainly hope it does), then emphasis needs to be placed on role-playing, rather than a lot of fighting. The true heart of AD&D is not rolling the dice, but the relationship between the characters and their world.” But this sort of thing, of course, the Gold Box engine was utterly unequipped to handle. In light of this, SSI probably should have left well enough alone, making Curse the end of the line for the Pool characters, but players were strongly attached to the parties they’d built up and SSI for obvious reasons wanted to keep them happy. In fact, they would keep them happy to the tune of releasing not just one but two more games which allowed players to use their original Pool of Radiance parties. By the time these characters finally did reach the end of the line, SSI would have to set them against the gods themselves in order to provide any semblance of challenge.

But by no means can all of the problems with Secret of the Silver Blades be blamed on high-level characters. The game’s other issues provide an interesting example of the unanticipated effects which technical affordances can have on game design, as well as a snapshot of changing cultures within both SSI and TSR.

A Gold Box map is built on a grid of exactly 16 by 16 squares, some of which can be “special” squares. When the player’s party enters one of the latter, a script runs to make something unusual happen — from something as simple as some flavor text appearing on the screen to something as complicated as an encounter with a major non-player character. The amount of special content allowed on any given map is restricted, however, by a limitation, stemming from the tiny memories of 8-bit machines like the Commodore 64 and Apple II, on the total size of all of the scripts associated with any given map.

[image: ]One of the neat 16 by 16 maps found in Pool of Radiance and Curse of the Azure Bonds.


The need for each map to be no larger than 16 by 16 squares couldn’t help but have a major effect on the designs that were implemented with the Gold Box engine. In Pool of Radiance, for example, the division of the city of Phlan into a set of neat sections, to be cleared out and reclaimed one by one, had its origins as much in these technical restrictions as it did in design methodology. In that case it had worked out fantastically well, but by the time development began on Secret of the Silver Blades all those predictably uniform square maps had begun to grate on Dave Shelley, that game’s lead designer. Shelley and his programmers thus came up with a clever way to escape the system of 16 by 16 dungeons.

One of the things a script could do was to silently teleport the player’s party to another square on the map. Shelley and company realized that by making clever use of this capability they could create dungeon levels that gave the illusion of sprawling out wildly and asymmetrically, like real underground caverns would. Players who came into Secret of the Silver Blades expecting the same old 16 by 16 grids would be surprised and challenged. They would have to assume that the Gold Box engine had gotten a major upgrade. From the point of view of SSI, this was the best kind of technology refresh: one that cost them nothing at all. Shelley sketched out a couple of enormous underground complexes for the player to explore, each larger almost by an order of magnitude than anything that had been seen in a Gold Box game before.
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But as soon as the team began to implement the scheme, the unintended consequences began to ripple outward. Because the huge maps were now represented internally as a labyrinth of teleports, the hugely useful auto-map had to be disabled for these sections. And never had the auto-map been needed more, for the player who dutifully mapped the dungeons on graph paper could no longer count on them being a certain size; they were constantly spilling off the page, forcing her to either start over or go to work on a fresh page stuck onto the old with a piece of tape. Worst of all, placing all of those teleports everywhere used just about all of the scripting space that would normally be devoted to providing other sorts of special squares. So, what players ended up with was an enormous but mind-numbingly boring set of homogeneous caverns filled with the same handful of dull random-monster encounters, coming up over and over and over. This was not, needless to say, an improvement on what had come before. In fact, it was downright excruciating.

At the same time that this clever technical trick was pushing the game toward a terminal dullness, other factors were trending in the same direction. Shelley himself has noted that certain voices within SSI were questioning whether all of those little extras found in Pool of Radiance and Curse of the Azure Bonds, like the paragraph books and the many scripted special encounters, were really necessary at all — or, at the least, perhaps it wasn’t necessary to do them with quite so much loving care. SSI was onto a good thing with these Gold Box games, said these voices — found mainly in the marketing department — and they ought to strike while the iron was hot, cranking them out as quickly as possible. While neither side would entirely have their way on the issue, the pressure to just make the games good enough rather than great in order to get them out there faster can be sensed in every Gold Box game after the first two. More and more graphics were recycled; fewer and fewer of those extra, special touches showed up. SSI never fully matched Pool of Radiance, much less improved on it, over the course of the ten Gold Box games that followed it. That SSI’s founder and president Joel Billings, as hardcore a gamer as any gaming executive ever, allowed this stagnation to take root is unfortunate, but isn’t difficult to explain. His passion was for the war games he’d originally founded SSI to make; all this Dungeons & Dragons stuff, while a cash cow to die for, was largely just product to him.

A similar complaint could be levied — and has been levied, loudly and repeatedly, by legions of hardcore Dungeons & Dragons fans over the course of decades — against Lorraine Williams, the wealthy heiress who had instituted a coup against Gary Gygax in 1985 to take over TSR. The idea that TSR’s long, slow decline and eventual downfall is due solely to Williams is more than a little dubious, given that Gygax and his cronies had already done so much to mismanage the company down that path before she ever showed up. Still, her list of wise strategic choices, at least after her very wise early decision to finally put Dungeons & Dragons on computers, is not a long one.

At the time they were signing the contract with SSI, TSR had just embarked on the most daunting project in the history of the company: a project to reorganize the Advanced Dungeons & Dragons rules, which had sprawled into eight confusing and sometimes contradictory hardcover books by that point, into a trio of books of relatively streamlined and logically organized information, all of it completely rewritten in straightforward modern English (as opposed to the musty diction of Gary Gygax, which read a bit like a cross of Samuel Johnson with H.P. Lovecraft). The fruits of the project appeared in 1989 in the form of a second-edition Player’s Handbook, Dungeon Master’s Guide, and Monstrous Compendium.

And then, right after expending so much effort to clean things up, TSR proceeded to muddy the second-edition waters even more indiscriminately than they had those of the first edition. Every single character class got its own book, and players with a hankering to play Dungeons & Dragons as a Viking or one of Charlemagne’s paladins were catered to. Indeed, TSR went crazy with campaign settings. By 1993, boxed sets were available to let you play in the Forgotten Realms, in the World of Greyhawk, or in Dragonlance‘s world of Krynn, or to play the game as a Jules Verne-esque science-fiction/fantasy hybrid called Spelljammer. You could also play Dungeons & Dragons as Gothic horror if you bought the Ravenloft set, as vaguely post-apocalyptic dark fantasy if you bought Dark Sun, as a set of tales from the Arabian Nights if you bought Al-Qadim, or as an exercise in surreal Expressionism worthy of Alfred Kubin if you bought Planescape.

Whatever the artistic merits behind all these disparate approaches — and some of them did, it should be said, have much to recommend them over the generic cookie-cutter fantasy that was vanilla Dungeons & Dragons — the commercial pressures that led Lorraine Williams to approve this glut of product aren’t hard to discern. The base of tabletop Dungeons & Dragons players hadn’t grown appreciably for many years. Just the opposite, in fact: it’s doubtful whether even half as many people were actively playing Dungeons & Dragons in 1990 as at the height of the brief-lived fad for the game circa 1982. After the existing player base had dutifully rushed out to buy the new second-edition core books, in other words, very few new players were discovering the game and thus continuing to drive their sales. Unless and until they could find a way to change that situation, the only way for TSR to survive was to keep generating gobs of new product to sell to their existing players. Luckily for them, hardcore Dungeons & Dragons players were tremendously loyal and tremendously dedicated to their hobby. Many would buy virtually everything TSR put out, even things that were highly unlikely ever to make it to their gaming tables, just out of curiosity and to keep up with the state of the art, as it were. It would take two or three years for players to start to evince some fatigue with the sheer volume of product pouring out of TSR’s Lake Geneva offices, much of it sorely lacking in play-testing and basic quality control, and to start giving large swathes of it a miss — and that, in turn, would spell major danger for TSR’s bottom line.

Lorraine Williams wasn’t unaware of the trap TSR’s static customer base represented; on the contrary, she recognized as plainly as anyone that TSR needed to expand into new markets if it was to have a bright long-term future. She made various efforts in that direction even as her company sustained itself by flooding the hardcore Dungeons & Dragons market. In fact, the SSI computer games might be described as one of these efforts — but even those, successful as they on their own terms, were still playing at least partially to that same old captive market. In 1989, Williams opened a new TSR office on the West Coast in an attempt to break the company out of its nerdy ghetto. Run by Flint Dille, Williams’s brother, one of TSR West’s primary goals was to get Dungeons & Dragons onto television screens or, better yet, onto movie screens. Williams was ironically pursuing the same chimera that her predecessor Gary Gygax — now her sworn, lifetime arch-enemy — had so zealously chased. She was even less successful at it than he had been. Whereas Gygax had managed to get a Saturday morning cartoon on the air for a few seasons, Flint Dille’s operation managed bupkis in three long years of trying.

Another possible ticket to the mainstream, to be pursued every bit as seriously in Hollywood as a Dungeons & Dragons deal, was Buck Rogers, the source of the shared fortune of Lorraine Williams and Flint Dille. Their grandfather had been John F. Dille, owner of a newspaper syndicator known as the National Newspaper Service. In this capacity, the elder Dille had discovered the character that would become Buck Rogers — at the time, he was known as Anthony Rogers — in Armageddon 2419 A.D., a pulp novella written by Philip Francis Nowlan and published in Amazing Stories in 1928. Dille himself had come up with the nickname of “Buck” for the lead character, and convinced Nowlan to turn his adventures in outer space into a comic strip for his syndicator. It ended up running from 1929 until 1967 — only the first ten of those years under the stewardship of Nowlan — and was also turned into very popular radio and movie serials during the 1930s, the height of the character’s popularity. Having managed to secure all of the rights to Buck from a perhaps rather naive Nowlan, John Dille and his family profited hugely.

In marked contrast to her attitude toward TSR’s other intellectual properties, Lorraine Williams’s determination to return Buck Rogers to the forefront of pop culture was apparently born as much from a genuine passion for her family’s greatest legacy as it was from the dispassionate calculus of business. In addition to asking TSR West to lobby — once again fruitlessly, as it would transpire — for a Buck Rogers revival on television or film, she pushed a new RPG through the pipeline, entitled Buck Rogers XXVc and published in 1990. TSR supported the game fairly lavishly for several years in an attempt to get it to take off, releasing source books, adventure modules, and tie-in novels to little avail. With all due deference to Buck Roger’s role as a formative influence on Star Wars among other beloved contemporary properties, in the minds of the Dungeons & Dragons generation it was pure cheese, associated mainly with the Dille family’s last attempt to revive the character, the hilariously campy 1979 television series Buck Rogers in the 25th Century. The game might have had a chance with some players had Williams been willing to recognize the cheese factor and let her designers play it up, but taken with a straight face? No way.

[image: ]

SSI as well was convinced — or coerced — to adapt the Gold Box engine from fantasy to science fiction for a pair of Buck Rogers computer games, 1990’s Countdown to Doomsday and 1992’s Matrix Cubed. SSI’s designers must have breathed a sigh of relief when they saw that the rules for the Buck Rogers tabletop RPG, much more so than any of TSR’s previous non-Dungeons & Dragons RPGs, had been based heavily on those of the company’s flagship game; thus the process of adaptation wasn’t quite so onerous as it might otherwise have been. That said, most agree that the end results are markedly less interesting than the other Gold Box games when it comes to combat, the very thing at which the engine normally excels; a combat system designed to include magic becomes far less compelling in its absence. Benefiting doubtless from its association with the Dungeons & Dragons Gold Box line, for which enthusiasm remained fairly high, the first Buck Rogers game sold a relatively healthy 51,528 copies; the second managed a somewhat less healthy 38,086 copies.

All of these competing interests do much to explain why TSR, after involving themselves so closely in the development of Pools of Radiance and Curse of the Azure Bonds, withdrew from the process almost entirely after those games and just left SSI to it. And that fact in turn is yet one more important reason why the Gold Box games not only failed to evolve but actually devolved in many ways. TSR’s design staff might not have had a great understanding of computer technology, but they did understand their settings and rules, and had pushed SSI to try to inject at least a little bit of what made for a great tabletop-role-playing experience into the computer games. Absent that pressure, SSI was free to fall back on what they did best — which meant, true to their war-game roots, lots and lots of combat. In both Pool and Curse, random encounters cease on most maps after you’ve had a certain number of them — ideally, just before they get boring. Tellingly, in Secret of the Silver Blades and most of the other later Gold Box games that scheme is absent. The monsters just keep on coming, ad infinitum.

Despite lukewarm reviews that were now starting to voice some real irritation with the Gold Box line’s failure to advance, Secret of the Silver Blades was another huge hit, selling 167,214 copies. But, in an indication that some of those who purchased it were perhaps disappointed enough by the experience not to continue buying Gold Box games, it would be the last of the line to break the 100,000-copy barrier. The final game in the Pool of Radiance series, Pools of Darkness, sold just 52,793 copies upon its release in 1991.

In addition to the four-game Pool series, SSI also released an alternate trilogy of Dungeons & Dragons Gold Box games set in Krynn, the world of the Dragonlance setting. Champions of Krynn was actually released before Secret of the Silver Blades, in January of 1990, and sold 116,693 copies; Death Knights of Krynn was released in 1991 and sold 61,958 copies; and The Dark Queen of Krynn, the very last Gold Box game, was released in 1992 and sold 40,640 copies. Another modest series of two games was developed out-of-house by Beyond Software (later to be renamed Stormfront Studios): Gateway to the Savage Frontier (1991, 62,581 copies sold) and Treasures of the Savage Frontier (1992, 31,995 copies sold). In all, then, counting the two Buck Rogers games but not counting the oddball Hillsfar, SSI released eleven Gold Box games over a period of four years.

[image: ]

While Secret of the Silver Blades still stands as arguably the line’s absolute nadir in design terms, the sheer pace at which SSI pumped out Gold Box games during the latter two years of this period in particular couldn’t help but give all of them a certain generic, interchangeable quality. It all began to feel a bit rote — a bit cheap, in stark contrast to the rarefied atmosphere of a Big Event that had surrounded Pool of Radiance, a game which had been designed and marketed to be a landmark premium product and had in turn been widely perceived as exactly that. Not helping the line’s image was the ludicrous knockoff-Boris Vallejo cover art sported by so many of the boxes, complete with lots of tawny female skin and heaving bosoms. Susan Manley has described the odd and somewhat uncomfortable experience of being a female artist asked to draw this sort of stuff.

They pretty much wanted everybody [female] to be the chainmail-bikini babes, as we called them. I said, “Look, not everybody wants to be a chainmail-bikini babe.” They said, “All the guys want that, and we don’t have very many female players.” I said, “You’re never going to have female players if you continue like this. Functional armor that would actually protect people would play a little bit better.”

Tom [Wahl, SSI’s lead artist] and I actually argued over whether my chest size was average or not, which was an embarrassing conversation to have. He absolutely thought that everybody needed to look like they were stepping out of a Victoria’s Secret catalog if they were female. I said, “Gee, how come all the guys don’t have to be super-attractive?” They don’t look like they’re off of romance-novel covers, let’s put it that way. They get to be rugged, they get to be individual, they get to all have different costumes. They get to all have different hairstyles, but the women all had to have long, flowing locks and lots of cleavage.


By 1991, the Gold Box engine was beginning to seem rather like a relic from technology’s distant past. In a sense, the impression was literally correct. When SSI had begun to build the Gold Box engine back in 1987, the Commodore 64 had still ruled the roost of computer gaming, prompting SSI to make the fateful decision not only to make sure the Gold Box games could run on that sharply limited platform, but also to build most of their development tools on it. Pool of Radiance then appeared about five minutes before the Commodore 64’s popularity imploded in the face of Nintendo. The Gold Box engine did of course run on other platforms, but it remained throughout its life subject to limitations born of its 8-bit origins — things like the aforementioned maps of exactly 16 by 16 squares and the strict bounds on the amount of custom scripting that could be included on a single one of those maps. Even as the rest of the industry left the 8-bit machines behind in 1989 and 1990, SSI was reluctant to do so in that the Commodore 64 still made up a major chunk of Gold Box sales: Curse of the Azure Bonds sold 68,622 copies on the Commodore 64, representing more than a third of its total sales, while Secret of the Silver Blades still managed a relatively healthy 40,425 Commodore 64 versions sold. Such numbers were likely thanks to diehard Commodore 64 owners who had very few other games to buy thanks to an industry that was moving more and more to MS-DOS as its standard platform. SSI was thus trapped for some time in something of a Catch-22, wanting to continue to reap the rewards of being just about the last major American publisher to support the Commodore 64 but having to compromise the experience of users with more powerful machines in order to do so.

[image: ]SSI had managed to improve the Gold Box graphics considerably by the time of The Dark Queen of Krynn, the last game in the line.


When SSI finally decided to abandon the Commodore 64 in 1991, they did what they could to enhance the Gold Box engine to take advantage of the capabilities of the newer machines, introducing more decorative displays and pictures drawn in 256-color VGA along with some mouse support. Yet the most fundamental limitations changed not all; the engine was now aged enough that SSI wasn’t enthused about investing in a more comprehensive overhaul. And thus the Gold Box games seemed more anachronistic than ever. As SSI’s competitors worked on a new generation of CRPGs that took advantage of 32-bit processors and multi-megabyte memories, the Gold Box games remained the last surviving relics of the old days of 8 bits and 64 K. Looking at The Dark Queen of Krynn and the technical tour de force that was Origin’s Ultima VII side by side, it’s difficult to believe that the two games were released in the same year, much less that they were, theoretically at least, direct competitors.

It’s of course easy for us to look back today and say what SSI should have done. Instead of flooding the market with so many generic Gold Box games, they should have released just one game every year or eighteen months, each release reflecting a much more serious investment in writing and design as well as real, immediately noticeable technical improvements. They should, in other words, have strained to make every new Gold Box game an event like Pool of Radiance had been in its day. But this had never been SSI’s business model; they had always released lots of games, very few of which sold terribly well by the standard of the industry at large, but whose sales in the aggregate were enough to sustain them. When, beginning with Pool of Radiance, they suddenly were making hits by anybody’s standards, they had trouble adjusting their thinking to their post-Pool situation, had trouble recognizing that they could sell more units and make more money by making fewer but better games. Such is human nature; making such a paradigm shift would doubtless challenge any of us.

Luckily, just as the Gold Box sales began to tail off SSI found an alternative approach to Dungeons & Dragons on the computer from an unlikely source. Westwood Associates was a small Las Vegas-based development company, active since 1985, who had initially made their name doing ports of 8-bit titles to more advanced machines like the Commodore Amiga and Atari ST (among these projects had been ports of Epyx’s Winter Games, World Games, and California Games). What made Westwood unique and highly sought after among porters was their talent for improving their 8-bit source material enough, in terms of both audiovisuals and game play, that the end results would be accepted almost as native sons by the notoriously snobbish owners of machines like the Amiga. Their ambition was such that many publishers came to see the biggest liability of employing them as a tendency to go too far, to such an extent that their ports could verge on becoming new games entirely; for example, their conversion of Epyx’s Temple of Apshai on the Macintosh from turn-based to real-time play was rejected as being far too much of a departure.

Westwood first came to the attention of Gold Box fans when they were given the job of implementing Hillsfar, the stopgap “character training grounds” which SSI released between Pool of Radiance and Curse of the Azure Bonds. Far more auspicious were Westwood’s stellar ports of the mainline Gold Box games to the Amiga, which added mouse support and improved the graphics well before SSI’s own MS-DOS versions made the leap to VGA. But Brett Sperry and Louis Castle, Westwood’s founders, had always seen ports merely as a way of getting their foot in the door of the industry. Already by the time they began working with SSI, they were starting to do completely original games of their own for Electronic Arts and Mediagenic/Activision. (Their two games for the latter, both based on a board-game line called BattleTech, were released under the Infocom imprint, although the “real” Cambridge-based Infocom had nothing to do with them.) Westwood soon convinced SSI as well to let them make an original title alongside the implementation assignments: what must be the strangest of all the SSI Dungeons & Dragons computer games, a dragon flight simulator (!) called Dragon Strike. Released in 1990, it wasn’t quite an abject flop but neither was it a hit, selling 34,296 copies. With their next original game for SSI, however, Westwood would hit pay dirt.

Eye of the Beholder was conceived as Dungeons & Dragons meets Dungeon Master, bringing the real-time first-person game play of FTL’s seminal 1987 dungeon crawl to SSI’s product line. In a measure of just how ahead-of-its-time Dungeon Master had been in terms not only of technology but also of fundamental design, nothing had yet really managed to equal it over the three years since its release. Eye of the Beholder arguably didn’t fully manage that feat either, but it did at the very least come closer than most other efforts — and of course it had the huge advantage of the Dungeons & Dragons license. When a somewhat skeptical SSI sent an initial shipment of 20,000 copies into the distribution pipeline in February of 1991, “they all disappeared” in the words of Joel Billings: “We put them out and boom!, they were gone.” Eye of the Beholder went on to sell 129,234 copies, nicely removing some of the sting from the slow commercial decline of the Gold Box line and, indeed, finally giving SSI a major Dungeons & Dragons hit that wasn’t a Gold Box game. The inevitable sequel, released already in December of 1991, sold a more modest but still substantial 73,109 copies, and a third Eye of the Beholder, developed in-house this time at SSI, sold 50,664 copies in 1993. The end of the line for this branch of the computerized Dungeons & Dragons family came with the pointless Dungeon Hack, a game that, as its name implies, presented its player with an infinite number of generic randomly generated dungeons to hack her way through; it sold 27,110 copies following its release at the end of 1993.

[image: ]This chart from the April 1991 Software Publishers Association newsletter shows just how quickly Eye of the Beholder took off. Unfortunately, this would mark the last time an SSI Dungeons & Dragons game would be in this position.


Despite their popularity in their heyday, the Eye of the Beholder games in my view have aged less gracefully than their great progenitor Dungeon Master, or for that matter even the early Gold Box games. If what you wished for more than anything when playing Dungeon Master was lots more — okay, any — story and lore to go along with the mapping, the combat, and the puzzles, these may be just the games for you. For the rest of us, though, the Dungeons & Dragons rules make for an awkward fit to real-time play, especially in contrast to Dungeon Master‘s designed-from-scratch-for-real-time systems of combat, magic, and character development. The dungeon designs and even the graphics similarly underwhelm; Eye of the Beholder looks a bit garish today in contrast to the clean minimalism of Dungeon Master. The world would have to wait more than another year, until the release of Ultima Underworld, to see a game that truly and comprehensively improved on the model of Dungeon Master. In the meantime, though, the Eye of the Beholder games would do as runners-up for folks who had played Dungeon Master and its sequel and still wanted more, or for those heavily invested in the Dungeons & Dragons rules and/or the Forgotten Realms setting.

For SSI, the sales of the Eye of the Beholder games in comparison to those of the latest Gold Box titles provided all too clear a picture of where the industry was trending. Players were growing tired of the Gold Box games; they hungered after faster-paced CRPGs that were prettier to look at and easier to control. While Eye of the Beholder was still high on the charts, TSR and SSI agreed to extend their original five-year contract, which was due to expire on January 1, 1993, by eighteen months to mid-1994. The short length of the extension may be indicative of growing doubts on the part of TSR about SSI’s ability to keep up with the competition in the CRPG market; one might see it as a way of putting them on notice that the TSR/SSI partnership was by no means set in stone for all time. At any rate, a key provision of the extension was that SSI must move beyond the fading Gold Box engine, must develop new technology to suit the changing times and to try to recapture those halcyon early days when Pool of Radiance ruled the charts and the world of gaming was abuzz with talk of Dungeons & Dragons on the computer. Accordingly, SSI put a bow on the Gold Box era in March of 1993 with the release of Unlimited Adventures, a re-packaging of their in-house development tools that would let diehard Gold Box fans make their own games to replace the ones SSI would no longer be releasing. It sold just 32,362 copies, but would go on to spawn a loyal community of adventure-makers that to some extent still persists to this day. As for what would come next for computerized Dungeons & Dragons… well, that’s a story for another day.

By way of wrapping up today’s story, I should note that my take on the Gold Box games, while I believe it dovetails relatively well with the consensus of the marketplace at the time, is by no means the only one in existence. A small but committed group of fans still loves these games — yes, all of them — for their approach to tactical combat, which must surely mark the most faithful implementation of the tabletop game’s rules for same ever to make it to the computer. “It’s hard to imagine a truly bad game being made with it,” says blogger Chester Bolingbroke — better known as the CRPG Addict — of the Gold Box engine. (Personally, I’d happily nominate Secret of the Silver Blades for that designation.)

Still, even the Gold Box line’s biggest fans will generally acknowledge that the catalog is very front-loaded in terms of innovation and design ambition. For those of you like me who aren’t CRPG addicts, I highly recommend Pool of Radiance and Curse of the Azure Bonds, which together let you advance the same party of characters just about as far as remains fun under the Dungeons & Dragons rules, showing off the engine at its best in the process. If the Gold Box games that came afterward wind up a bit of an anticlimactic muddle, we can at least still treasure those two genuine classics. And if you really do want more Gold Box after playing those two, Lord knows there’s plenty of it out there, enough to last most sane people a lifetime. Just don’t expect any of it to quite rise to the heights of the first games and you’ll be fine.

(Sources: This article is largely drawn from the collection of documents that Joel Billings donated to the Strong Museum of Play, which includes lots of internal SSI documents and some press clippings. Also, the book Designers & Dragons Volume 1 by Shannon Appelcline; Computer Gaming World of September 1989; Retro Gamer 52 and 89; Matt Barton’s video interviews with Joel Billings, Susan Manley, and Dave Shelley and Laura Bowen.

Many of the Gold Box games and the Eye of the Beholder trilogy are available for purchase from GOG.com.)
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				S. John Ross			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 4:00 pm			

			
				
				“As they had for Pool, they provided for Curse an official tie-in novel …”

As I understand it, the Azure Bonds novel (and its two sequels) was a thing developed independently by wife-and-husband team Novak & Grubb, which was then adapted to the module and (kind of) sequelized/tangentized by the computer game (which takes place after the novel but which isn’t an adaptation of the novel’s actual sequel, either).

Given their close release dates, it seems likely the SSI project was off the ground very early in the sequence, but I don’t think Azure Bonds was literally written as a tie-in to Curse of the Azure Bonds. I would also note that it’s MAYBE a less-painful read than you’d expect; Grubb, beyond just being one of the groovier game designers in pen-and-paper history, actually slings some decent prose (he’s also easy to find if you want to tag him in for comment: http://grubbstreet.blogspot.com/)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:18 am			

			
				
				I appreciate the additional detail, but I’m still fairly comfortable calling it a “tie-in novel.” The projects were obviously coordinated to a considerable degree, given, as you say, their release dates if nothing else.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				xxx			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 11:19 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, Azure Bonds was actually one of the better D&D novels from TSR. Granted, that’s not a high bar — it suffered, as most of them did, from the occasional passages that could really have used a better copy-editor, and the requirement to shoehorn the characters and plot into the framework of the Dungeons and Dragons system made things awkward. That said, it was heavy on good character development and didn’t rely on the lazy archetypes that so many of its fellow TSR novels did. Surprisingly feminist for its time, too — the protagonist was a tough, independent female character who kicked a wide variety of ass, and nobody in the world finds that fact unusual or even mentions gender as an issue.

All of this is tangential to the game, of course. Three of the characters from the novel (Alias, Dragonbait, Akabar) show up in the game, but they’re mostly just cardboard cut-outs who spout overdone dialogue and flail around at the direction of the Gold Box’s indescribably bad AI programming. It’s difficult to describe just how bad the friendly AI in these games was. They’d waste turns for no perceptible reason, run suicidally into huge groups of enemies, or drop fireballs at their feet and kill themselves and you in the process. It wasn’t a big deal in Pool of Radiance, where the companions were just random schmucks you could hire off the street, but in Curse you’d have to drag these useless gits around for hours, protecting them from themselves as best you could.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 2, 2017 at 2:38 pm			

			
				
				Ok, so totally off topic, but I remember being at my local RPG store (Mind Games in Sydney, Australia, if anyone remembers that) back in the day at the tender age of 10 or 11, and hearing someone say “A novel by Gary Gygax!  He must be a good author if he can write such good games!”.  Even at that age the…fallacies of that particular statement were obvious.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				S. John Ross			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 8:05 pm			

			
				
				I confess I’ve never read it, myself, but I have trouble with fantasy unless it’s done for chuckles (I can read Discworld novels, but I can’t choke Tolkien down) … but I’ve read a fair bit of Grubb otherwise, and I’ve always found him a sound writer.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 4:52 pm			

			
				
				Another you didn’t mention was Heroes of the Lance.  This was a side-scrolling action game and I actually quite enjoyed it (played both the DOS version at home and the Amiga version at a friend’s place).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:19 am			

			
				
				Actually mentioned that one in an earlier article: http://www.filfre.net/2016/03/opening-the-gold-box-part-3-from-tabletop-to-desktop/.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jayle Enn			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 5:15 pm			

			
				
				Secret of the Silver Blades was definitely a low point in the Gold Box experience for me. I mostly watched a friend play it, because even the starting region was too much of a slog. He gave up on traditional mapping by the time he reached the glacier tunnels, instead drawing abstract branching lines because they were mostly straight passages with a few branches here and there. Watching him play Pools of Darkness was simply absurd: it wasn’t uncommon to have a character or two killed outright or even disintegrated in the course of a fight, but the characters were of such a high level that bringing them back was simply a matter of finding a safe-flagged square and hitting the ‘Fix’ button.

I did like the Savage Frontier games, and the Buck Rogers ones, because it felt like SSI was still trying to do something new with them. One of the Savage Frontier games had an internal three-colour encryption scheme for the bad guys’ plans that you could interact with (and had to make some small degree of tactical planning to capture the ciphers for– three different groups had the glass deciphering devices, and you needed to focus fire on one member of one group to capture one before they could smash it). The second had a romance script that would fire for your party leader, which was interesting and had some randomized branching, but was unfortunately mostly non-interactive.

Buck Rogers mostly ditched the magic systems, reskinning fireballs as a few flavours of rocket launcher and things like that. It experimented with tactical nuance some as well, by including a handful of grenades that left lingering effects on the tactical map that would interfere with one variety of ranged weapon or another. Nothing shut down a rocket launcher though.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:25 am			

			
				
				I wanted to write something in the article about the problems of Pools of Darkness as well, but it was just getting too unwieldy to shoehorn in. 

Everyone on both sides is so powerful in that game that most of the fights turn into a quick-draw contest; whoever wins initiative and fires off spells/special attacks first is going to devastate the other side and win. This means that if you played honest all the way from Pool of Radiance — i.e., didn’t edit your players’ statistics — you’re almost guaranteed to find yourself with an unworkable party when you get to Pools of Darkness. The only way to have a realistic chance in that game is if everyone in your party has a dexterity of 18 (or better) — or if you’re willing to reload every single fight endlessly waiting for the initiative dice to roll your way. It’s a horrible thing to do to SSI’s most loyal players.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Rowan Lipkovits			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 7:00 pm			

			
				
				I believe that Westwood did most of the heavy lifting on most platforms’ versions of Hillsfar, so the relationship between the two companies goes a little earlier than the WW original D&D titles.

FRUA is one way to cap off the story of the Gold Box games, but the story isn’t truly complete until you acknowledge the original Neverwinter Nights on AOL.  (And if you are done with the Eye of the Beholders also — I can’t imagine you have much more to say about them — that particular thread is best concluded with a tip of the hat to Dungeon Hack, for unlimited randomly-generated EOB-style dungeons.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:44 am			

			
				
				Good catch on Hillsfar and Dungeon Hack. Made some edits. Thanks!

I do plan to talk about Neverwinter Nights a little later, in the context of the commercial online services that were very popular in the immediate pre-Internet era of the very early 1990s and the online games that were available on them.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Mark Erikson			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 7:43 pm			

			
				
				I actually never played any of the D&D Gold Box games, but I somehow came across the Buck Rogers games back when I was a kid.  (Might have actually been on some kind of game trading bulletin board, if I remember correctly).

I’ve played both “Countdown to Doomsday” and “Matrix Cubed” numerous times over the years.  Definitely classics to me :)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Sam			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 7:44 pm			

			
				
				s/afterword/afterward/ in the penultimate paragraph.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:45 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ignacio			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 8:23 pm			

			
				
				Nice article!

Small typo: remove the OF from “and The Dark OF Queen of Krynn,”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:46 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				March 31, 2017 at 10:42 pm			

			
				
				While it is a little off topic, I’ve always felt that Lorraine Williams’s pushing of the Buck Rogers license was motivated much more by the fact that a large chunk of any royalties paid went into her pocket than any other ambition.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:50 am			

			
				
				It’s possible — I certainly can’t get inside her head — but, especially given that Lorraine Williams is normally extended the benefit of no doubt whatsoever, I’m willing to bend a little in the other direction and assume there may have been some real affection for the property there as well.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Carl Muckenhoupt			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 12:31 am			

			
				
				I guess I’m one of the few who dug what Secret of the Silver Blades was doing with the map to discourage exhaustive exploration. In the previous two games, the paragraph book occasionally contained map fragments showing where important things were located, but they were never particularly useful, because you were going to search every square regardless. SotSB breaks that habit. You don’t want to map out every single square of labyrinth yourself. Consequently, maps that you find are genuinely useful, showing the way to things you wouldn’t be able to find without them.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 7:57 am			

			
				
				I do think it was trying to do something interesting along those lines, but it did so a little half-heartedly and ineptly. The process of methodical square-by-square mapping had become so ingrained in players that the game needed to clearly signal to them that they *weren’t* expected to touch every square in case something vital was there. Maybe something as blunt as a boldface disclaimer in the manual saying “this game uses a different approach” would have worked if the designers couldn’t find a more elegant way of conveying the message. As it is, there’s a disconnect between the game Silver Blades thinks it is and the game players, conditioned by years and years of experience, try to play.

This was another of those things that just wouldn’t fit elegantly into an already lengthy article. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Lonnie			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 10:47 am			

			
				
				A couple of things stuck out for me in the text.

“the engine was now aged enough that SSI wasn’t enthused about investing in a more comprehensive overhaul”

I suppose a completely new engine can’t be considered a ‘comprehensive overhaul’ of an existing one but it’s definitely a bit of an investment to say the least. The new engine meant to replace the gold box one was already in development well before the last gold box games came out and a lot of resources were being poured into it too. At least I get the impression from the article that SSI was blissfully unaware of the problems with their aging technology which I just don’t think was the case. It didn’t quite work out of course but that’s different. :)

“a third Eye of the Beholder, developed in-house this time at SSI using Westwood’s engine”

The engine used for EOB3 was AESOP/16 which has nothing to do with Westwood. Westwood went on to use their engine in the first Lands of Lore around the same time to compete directly with SSI’s new offering.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 12:16 pm			

			
				
				On your first point: I’m going to leave this alone right now, as I’d rather reserve what came next for another article and not muck this one up further with those details. 

Your second point, however, is very well taken. Edits made.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lonnie			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 12:30 pm			

			
				
				I thought that might be the case for the first point, but still… well, I suppose I belong in the group who just loves these games. That said, I enjoyed the article and I do agree with the main points. Looking forward to reading more on the subject.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jake Wildstrom			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 2:48 pm			

			
				
				I appreciate the Buck Rogers SSI entries for trying to take the engine to a distinct new place: the addition of skillsets and the space-battle aspects were certainly reasonable attempts to break out of the mold to an extent none of the other games did (the Dragonlance stories added a number of character-build and strategy aspects which were ultimately pointless and/or troublesome: the new Knight class was basically a slight tweak on paladins, the robe-color system for magic simply made every mage weaker, and the bonus spells associated with moon phase simply encouraged waiting around for the right phase to study. Pretty much the only change which was remotely interesting from a strategic standpoint was the choice of clerical patron).

I’m not sure I’d describe the Buck Rogers games as necessarily a success but they were definitely at least an attempt to do something interesting.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Tharavin			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 3:27 pm			

			
				
				Minor typo “it sold 27,1110 copies”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 1, 2017 at 3:41 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Brain Breaker			

			
				April 3, 2017 at 2:06 pm			

			
				
				As both a CRPG and tabletop RPG player at the time, I definitely agree with your overall take on this series. Pool and Curse were good games, and the Forgotten Realms setting was still fairly fresh. They also were seen (at least in my gaming circle) as some of the last truly “must-buy” titles for the C64, which was largly being replaced by the Amiga for us by that time. But after Curse, I pretty much lost interest, as the whole Second Edition thing seemed kind of lame, and AD&D itself was getting passe. We had moved on to games like Warhammer and Call of Cthulhu by then (as teenage metalheads, that stuff was irresistible!). So yeah, I pretty much just ignored the latter Gold Box releases, and skipped to Beholder, which I also found a bit unsatisfactory. I never realized the diehard following this series had until decades later (CRPG Addict, etc.). When we would reminisce about the legendary CRPG series of our youth, it was always Ultima, Wizardry, Might & Magic, Bard’s Tale, even Phantasie. The Gold Box stuff would rarely come up. They were popular, but never seemed as “epochal” to me…

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Loveblanket			

			
				April 3, 2017 at 4:57 pm			

			
				
				Wow. Looking at those sales numbers made me feel sad that so few people got to experience those fun games at the time they were released. I would be very curious to see how they have sold on GOG.com. I would bet some have sold more than the original release.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				LoneCleric			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 3:57 am			

			
				
				Well, keep in mind that the number of sales isn’t directly representative of the number of people of ended up _playing_ it (cough cough).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				pelle			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 10:03 am			

			
				
				And another thing: When I first started playing it was the first CRPG me or my friends had seen, but we all had played plenty of tabletop RPGs at that point. So it was natural to us to sit down together in front of a single computer and create one character each and play together. I think we did that for several months. I remember playing alone or with one friend and just having a party of one or two characters. Eventually we realised that it worked better to have a party made up of more characters than players. But perhaps most people were clever enough to not be that many, but being two playing together must have been common, for the mapping.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 12:08 am			

			
				
				This is why people who are not fans of a genre/subgenre simply should NOT EVER be reviewing them.  This is simply the most abysmal article I have ever read,  On top of that there is just an unreality to this article that is hard to conceive of where almost everything in it is the opposite of reality.  Ultimately it reads like it came from someone who never played those games but simply looked at some old reviews and strung some BS together using other people’s minor bitching and then presenting it as if it were serious, carefully considered review of the actual games.

First off, by ANY measure the gold box series was highly successful and produced more quality games than virtually any other series ever produced.  Not even Ultima and wizardry series put out as many QUALITY games as SSI did. This is the appropriate benchmark to for their success, the series of RPGs that actually overlap them – in fact they both lasted longer than the gold box series in at least some form, though much degraded by then.

Putting out actual GAMES and not shoveling the pathetic content of some hack writers backed up by a hugely expensive art and VO staff into our faces is also something that is missing today. What’s the real RPG? The garbage today that you forget ten minutes later or the RPGs from the golden age like this? As I said, this is what happens when you have someone evaluating a subgenre that obviously simply does not like it or understand it.

That said I will go point for point.

1. Silver blades as a nadir. What nonsense. There is absolutely nothing ‘excruciating’ about the game. Sounds like this is taken directly out of a Scorpia review, a reviewer who loved to complain about combat in games and also did not really belong as a reviewer for a game like this. She also complained massively about Darklands as well, Might & Magic and basically every RPG of the time. Basically it was like my mom writing reviews of the game, and honestly this article seems like it is just a cut and paste of the silly complaints she had – except accentuated much more than they originally were. 

Silver Blades was not lacking in content WHATSOEVER. Contentwise it is actually one of my favorites of the series, surpassed only by the krynn modules and the amazing Pools of Darkness. The real dog of the series is the boring boring slog of the savage frontier series. It’s just boring and there really is just not enough content. It also railroads you a great deal.

2. Boring sexism trope. Another Scorpia annoyance/hilarity. I am sure these great covers sold a LOT of copies. When christians complain about nudity etc. it’s evil puritanism, but if we call it sexism then it is virtual eye rape. People want to be better than their reality, in awesome situations. So you see great covers like the M&M 7 cover with buff guys and beautiful women fighting a dragon. This is not eye candy for the men so much as it is supposed to present an alter ego for both men and women, and to show exotic locations and monsters to face. Amazing cover. Again, if you don’t appreciate this BASIC IDEA behind the appeal of RPGs, then really RPGs are simply not for you.

3. Complaints about less detailed encounters and special squares and games falling flat in comparison to the original. First off, the main nice thing of an outside map allowing you to actually EXPLORE is something that this article complains about. Again, obviously the wrong guy to be doing a review of an RPG like this.

Secondly, there is not really any meat in the plot to POR in spite of lots of little details. Did you really play these games even? The strength is the exploration and not some overarching story that forces you on and on from point to point. This is nice, because it allows you to concentrate on exploring and looting areas instead of feeling like someone watching a tv show like in today’s games, but it’s simply untrue to claim the game is more epic than anything that followed or that is has more story related content. Sure there are more handcrafted encounters…with endless orcs on and on and on. Really the best part is the beginning bit clearing the city and then they really should have streamlined things a bit from there, if anything. 

At the same time though there is just not all that much main story content, so I can’t imagine what game the author was playing to come up with this. In most of the other games there is a very clear start to a plot, ie something happens, and it actually involves the characters.

4. TSR criticism. What’s the point of this? It is made out like some huge mistakes were made, but fails to deliver. I don’t think that is in any way supportable. Lots of great products were made, and products like Dark Sun and Spelljammer were AMAZING. You can’t force hollywood to make lots of movies on your IP, you will probably have to raise the millions yourself to do that. If it were so easy then we would see thousands of movies from people who kept their own IP instead of giving it away to some studio.

5. Gygax writing criticism. Yes, writing styles like HP Lovecraft and Robert E Howard is terrible compared to second edition writing or generic awful fantasy writer of today. Again, wrong guy basically. If you can’t appreciate Gygax’s writing then obviously you don’t understand the basic flavor and experience that DnD was trying to impart. THIS is what made it initially so popular. TSR struggled to maintain this once Gygax was gone, but they still came up with lots of good new material. Unlike today where it is all pure garbage both in content and in mechanics.

6. Praising westwood. First off they made the terrible hillsfar already complained about earlier in the article. Perhaps if someone else made it it would have been decent. More importantly EOB series was a gimmick, and it never spawned much followup, and the sequels suffer much more from the complaints about sameyness and lack of content than the followups to POR. EOB 1 was good. The followups were bland and pointless and easily forgotten, and ultimately there’s just not enough meat to the gameplay to warrant playing a dozen games in the same vein no matter how good the writing and puzzles are.

7. High level DnD play meme. This annoying meme is very out of place here, especially using it to talk about 10+ level characters. This is really a 3rd edition issue, and in 1st and 2nd edition issues it does not really have the same impact. In 3rd ed your spellcasters become so ridiculously OP that it is just an exercise in sillyness. It is not a comment on getting less relative power advancement per level which obviously is the case when you reach 40th level as compared to 2nd level. Only in POD do you max out at super high levels, but there is more than enough challenge the whole game through in 2nd edition, because mages are always vulnerable to things like silence, breaking concentration and so on while these mechanics don’t really matter in 3rd edition.

8. Buck rogers criticism. So ‘most people agree’ combat is much less interesting? As I said, this sounds like it’s compiled from other sources or something. Buck Rogers games were GREAT. Combat is actually quite interesting, especially after you have played half a dozen Gold Box games already and are getting tired of the same combat system. There’s lots of interesting skills and attributes in Buck Rogers series, and quite a bit of tactics needed to make it through the harder battles. Chaff, zero G manuevering skill, jetpacks, rocket launchers and heat guns – who could ask for anything more out of a sci-fi rpg? Indeed no other one has managed to EVER deliver such tactical combat. TSR ‘coercing’ SSI to make these games was one of the best things to ever happen in computer gaming!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 6:19 am			

			
				
				As noted, “a small but committed group of fans still loves these games.” ;)

But seriously, thanks for providing some perspective on what hardcore fans see in these games, even if your points would have come off better with a less overheated tone and without the obsession with inclusion and exclusion. “People want to be better than their reality, in awesome situations” — a very insightful read on the appeal of these games.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 2:52 pm			

			
				
				On the subject of covers portraying people being better than themselves, in awesome situations, and on representation of women toward that end, I found this piece by an art director for a SF/F publisher very illuminating. As you can see she’s not categorically opposed to cleavage and even nudity (oh yeah–some NSFW stuff well down the page), but there’s a difference between the sexy person people of that gender want to be and the sexy person people who like that gender want to, well, do. As she says, “My problem wasn’t with a character being sexy. I had a problem when the things that made them sexy were in direct contradiction to how strong or smart they were. It made them feel less real, and harder for me to fit myself into.”

I’m not a woman or an art director, but my guess is that the Azure Bonds cover would have that problem–the woman is supposed to be a strong warrior but she’s wearing armor that exposes her heart. And of course there’s the quote from Susan Manley–on the question of whether these pictures present an alter ego for women, are you really going to set yourself up as more of an expert than the woman who was drawing the pictures?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 4:26 pm			

			
				
				It’s a made up controversy that goes back to the dawn of time. Hot women in general love to show off their bodies, and ugly women love to complain about it and either blame it on men or call them sluts. The fact is there is absolutely no consistency to feminism when viewed as a philosophy and as such it can be ignored as contradictory and hypocritical – everything normal is bad, and every aspect of culture would have to be horribly marred to please them. All for a group that’s simply not going to play your niche genre game anyway.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 4:32 pm			

			
				
				Also I have to laugh that this is your example of sexism. A fully clothed woman with very businesslike look on her face. 

Now if you want to talk about 100% realism – fine. Remove the woman completely or change her to a mage. But like I said the whole idea is being in an escapist fantasy. If you can’t understand the appeal of BEING Conan or Red Sonja, you simply will not understand the basic appeal of playing RPGs in the first place and are better off playing dragon age or something like that.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 5:21 pm			

			
				
				Look, I didn’t expect you to listen to my point or to click through the link I supplied–if you start by dismissing the views of an actual woman who actually drew the pictures we’re talking about and actually said that these pictures would be off-putting to women and specifically said that not all women wanted to project themselves into that kind of picture, then you’re probably not going to listen to anyone else. My comment was more for the benefit of anyone else who might have been willing to explore the issue.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Pete			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 8:47 pm			

			
				
				Enraged, pedantic escapist-fantasy buff also turns out to be anti-feminist. What a twist.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Brain Breaker			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 10:08 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, I didn’t pay much attention to his crazy rant, but I think he said Scorpia was his mom. If it turns out that Shay Adams is his dad, it probably means he’s the CRPG Antichrist and the End Times are here…

“…and he shall burst forth from his parent’s basement in a fiery rage, pure virgin’s blood coming out of his wherever…”

Gygax 3:16

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				bryce777@gmail.com			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 6:18 am			

			
				
				Not all games have to be for women. Even porn is a valid and legal form of expression, like it or not. But one woman does not speak for all women. Every fashion mag in existence is full of more scantily clad women, and it’s women who pay for them.

And more importantly, you prove my point by the fact you respond only to this one point out of a large list. That RPG stuff does not matter to you, just promoting a political agenda.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 8:02 am			

			
				
				It’s cute the way you imagine that you aren’t promoting a political agenda of your own.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 10:25 pm			

			
				
				I have 8 points and a larger thesis of why this article is ridiculous. One of them points out a stupid political agenda. That is the ONLY point anyone here wants to discuss. Most of you obviously never even played these games and have no idea what you are talking about.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 9:21 pm			

			
				
				Wow Jimmy !   Looks like , after many years , we at long last have our very own, bona-fide TROLL in this blog.

I guess a very ironic congratulation is in order :  Jimmy , this means that you’re a finally reaching a “wider audience” with your blog.

Gosh, I’m going to miss the old days when only we “not-genre-fans” dared read your articles and post comments.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 3:50 am			

			
				
				Troll implies insincerity which is not the case just because someone has a different opinion. 

RPGs are a vast genre. Most people who think Skyrim is a great game have no business talking about Gold Box series, it’s just not something they are likely to understand.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 5:43 am			

			
				
				This is truly amazing to me, and not in a good way.  Posts here don’t generally attract this sort of toxic, gamergate-y rage.  How the hell did this guy even find his way here?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777@gmail.com			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 6:15 am			

			
				
				Oh no, an actual gamer who played the games mentioned stumbled here.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 8:00 am			

			
				
				A lot of us have played the games.  Only one of us is behaving like a scary rage-monster about them.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				bryce777@gmail.com			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 6:24 am			

			
				
				“At this point, the guy kind of lost me, I mean at this point it becomes clear he’s an enormous fanboy of TSR that even tries to defend it against a fair observation about Gygax’s quixotically ambitious, ill-advised forays that ended in obvious failure. By the way, the author was absolutely right about the reason D&D at that point wasn’t suitable for movies – there aren’t even any established characters, what the hell is there to make a movie about? It would only be remotely possible later with the advent of settings like Dragonlance, Ravenloft, Faerun etc.”

I was talking about TSR AFTER gygax, which is when 2nd edition came, and buck rogers and so on.

Just like the gold box fizzled out in time, you can’t expect DnD to have become constantly huger each year ad nauseum. In both cases tons of good material came out, so complaining about it is like complaining that Star Trek: TNG “only” ran for 8 seasons.

And Gygax was snorting coke from a playboy model shortly before his death so can’t fault him too much for being a loser.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 8:19 am			

			
				
				Are you replying to an RPG Codex comment… here?

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Scott Gage			

			
				April 4, 2017 at 4:19 am			

			
				
				Man, I was in love with the Gold Box series as a kid but for various reasons never played much beyond Curse of the Azure Bonds and Champions of Krynn (Pool of Radiance was the first game I ever beat). Between this and the CRPGAddict’s reviews it looks like I got out at the right time.

Hell, the final dungeon in Curse having those bloody spiders that could poison and kill you in one hit was probably the best time to walk away, the final boss fight wasn’t that thrilling anyway!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				David Scotton			

			
				April 5, 2017 at 12:39 am			

			
				
				You have a valid point on the dungeon design aspect of Eye of the Beholder, but man did my cousins and I love those games (1 & 2, not 3).  As a 12 year old fan of D&D who had counted the Bard’s Tale among his favorite games, EOB (particularly EOB2, which was the first one I saw) seemed really really cool.

Of course, when it comes to D&D games, nothing matches the Infinity Engine games, but I imagine it’ll be quite a while before you write about those.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				pelle			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 10:33 pm			

			
				
				Great read! I got the Goldbox AD&D CD in the mid 90’s, but have only completed the first three games. Pools of Darkness was so confusing I have tried to start playing it two or three times but just got lost and seemed to run into weird encounters in the wrong order like the designers did have some very specific route in mind for completing the game that I did not get. Tried to start over playing Pool of Radiance when I got the GoG version (instead of my old Goldbox AD&D cd collection), but I got fed up trying to win that troll fight and stopped playing. I did not remember it was that difficult. :)

Actually it sounds very good to me if Secret is the worst game, because I kind of enjoyed most of it that I remember. I only got through the ice mazes after reading a recommendation in some FAQ that you record the coordinates of all intersections and just draw lines between them, so the actual distance does not matter. After I started doing that, as I remember it from 20 years ago, it was not so difficult to navigate through the maze and finally get to the end of the game.

After reading this I’m actually thinking of starting with one of the other series, Gateway or Krynn. Can always get back to complete Pools of Darkness once I have completed all the other games, and at least it will feel a lot better to only have one of nine games remaining.

A friend had one of the Buck Rodger games on his Amiga. I actually thought it was pretty amazing as far as we got, with the environments and building up of atmosphere. But he disliked it for some reason so we stopped playing. Definitely on my list of RPGs to try sometime again.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 9:13 am			

			
				
				The only thing to be done with the trolls, for what it’s worth, is to bypass them and come back later when your characters have hit level 4 or so. That bit is very much an aberration in an otherwise excellent design, so don’t let it put you off too much.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				pelle			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 9:59 am			

			
				
				I just did not remember that they were that difficult, but I thin the first two attempts I made at that game (ca 1990) I was not very focused and ran around everywhere trying to  clear places, so it might be that the trolls were encountered later. Now that I play I somehow still remember most of what happens in the Slums so I could fun around and pick off the important encounters at a good pace and ran into the trolls with a very fresh party.

One trick that I remember was that we eventually figured out that there are never (or almost never?) any random encounters in locations were something specific is programmed to happen. So if there is any text displayed or pre-programmed encounter with some enemies then that location is forever safe to rest for as long as you want to. I do not remember if that was the case in any of the other games after Pool of Radiance, or even in all areas of that game, but it definitely helps when it works. A bit cheesy perhaps.

Another thing I remembered was how annoying the password check when starting the game was. I ended up looking at the binary in a hex-editor and finding the answers in plain text and changing them all to DRAGON. My first and only crack. But the GoG version is of course already cracked for us, so that bit of information is rather useless now. I think the sequels had the answers encoded somehow, so that simple trick did not help in the other games.

Installed Gateway to the Savage Frontier last night anyway and look forward to play that instead. Reading the introduction in the Journal and it is good for understanding what the world is like, as the background embedded in the game tends to be limited. Perhaps something easy to overlook for many players today that are not used to there being anything of value in documentation outside of the game itself. I never played any (A)D&D either so I have no idea what Savage Frontier is or anything.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Doug Orleans			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 5:13 pm			

			
				
				“The only thing to be done with the trolls…” Reading the chronological RSS comments feed, I really thought this was a hilarious reply to a different comment!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 7:22 am			

			
				
				Come to think of it, I find it is pretty good advice for life generally as well. ;)

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 12, 2017 at 1:54 am			

			
				
				“For the rest of us, though, the Dungeons & Dragons rules make for an awkward fit to real-time play, especially in contrast to Dungeon Master‘s designed-from-scratch-for-real-time systems of combat, magic, and character development.”

My thoughts exactly. I remember thinking it was so strange that there were RPGs saddled with rules that were designed with a table-top game in mind and that this was what gamers wanted. It fails to play to the strengths of the computer.

“And then, right after expending so much effort to clean things up, TSR proceeded to muddy the second-edition waters even more indiscriminately than they had those of the first edition. Every single character class got its own book, and players with a hankering to play Dungeons & Dragons as a Viking or one of Charlemagne’s paladins were catered to.”

To be fair, some of those books, such as the one for the Ninja class, did a VERY good job of fleshing it out. Come to think of it, playing as a viking in DND sounds pretty awesome too.

“Believe me, readers, I’ve done some painful things for this blog, but reading a Dungeons & Dragons novel was just a bridge too far…”

I’ve always thought it strange that there are DND novels when DND itself is supposed to be a way to live the adventures of characters like Conan the Barbarian, the Grey Mouser, and Bilbo Baggins. Reading those instead would seem a better way to experience DND in book form.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:53 am			

			
				
				Quite the contrary, the benefit of computers is that they are able to handle complex tactical rules. Before multimedia gameplay was the only credible draw for a game.

The name of the company was Strategic Simulations, inc. not Digital Tales or something of that nature. In the article itself it states they were serving “a niche within a niche”. Which is what D&D of the time was, and what boardgames and wargames still are.

The entire article and most of the comments are just projecting today’s gaming and cultural fads backwards onto something that was designed for a much different experience and much different audience than the average mainstream console gamer of today.
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After Richard Garriott and his colleagues at Origin Systems finished each Ultima game — after the manic final crunch of polishing and testing, after the release party, after the triumphant show appearances and interviews in full Lord British regalia — there must always arise the daunting question of what to do next. Garriott had set a higher standard for the series than that of any of its competitors almost from the very beginning, when he’d publicly declared that no Ultima would ever reuse the engine of its predecessor, that each new entry in the series would represent a significant technological leap over what had come before. And just to add to that pressure, starting with Ultima IV he’d begun challenging himself to make each new Ultima a major thematic statement that also built on what had come before. Both of these bars became harder and harder to meet as the series advanced.

As if that didn’t present enough of a burden, each individual entry in the series came with its own unique psychological hurdles for Garriott to overcome. For example, by the time he started thinking about what Ultima V should be he’d reached the limits of what a single talented young man like himself could design, program, write, and draw all by himself on his trusty Apple II. It had taken him almost a year — a rather uncomfortable year for his brother Robert and the rest of Origin’s management — to accept that reality and to begin to work in earnest on Ultima V with a team of others.

The challenge Garriott faced after finishing and releasing that game in March of 1988 was in its way even more emotionally fraught: the challenge of accepting that, just as he’d reached the limits of what he could do alone on the Apple II a couple of years ago, he’d now reached the limits of what any number of people could do on Steve Wozniak’s humble little 8-bit creation. Ultima V still stands today as one of the most ambitious things anyone has ever done on an Apple II; it was hard at the time and remains hard today to imagine how Origin could possibly push the machine much further. Yet that wasn’t even the biggest problem associated with sticking with the platform; the biggest problem could be seen on each monthly sales report, which showed the Apple II’s numbers falling off even faster than those of the Commodore 64, the only other viable 8-bit computer remaining in the American market.

[image: ]After serving as the main programmer on Ultima V, John Miles’s only major contribution to Ultima VI was the opening sequence. The creepy poster of a pole-dancing centaur hanging on the Avatar’s wall back on Earth has provoked much comment over the years…


Garriott was hardly alone at Origin in feeling hugely loyal to the Apple II, the only microcomputer he’d ever programmed. While most game developers in those days ported their titles to many platforms, almost all had one which they favored. Just as Epyx knew the Commodore 64 better than anyone else, Sierra had placed their bets on MS-DOS, and Cinemaware was all about the Commodore Amiga, Origin was an Apple II shop through and through. Of the eleven games they’d released from their founding in 1983 through to the end of 1988, all but one had been born and raised on an Apple II.

Reports vary on how long and hard Origin tried to make Ultima VI work on the Apple II. Richard Garriott, who does enjoy a dramatic story even more than most of us, has claimed that Origin wound up scrapping nine or even twelve full months of work; John Miles, who had done the bulk of the programming for Ultima V and was originally slated to fill the same role for the sequel, estimated to me that “we probably spent a few months on editors and other utilities before we came to our senses.” At any rate, by March of 1989, the one-year anniversary of Ultima V‘s release, the painful decision had been made to switch not only Ultima VI but all of Origin’s ongoing and future projects to MS-DOS, the platform that was shaping up as the irresistible force in American computer gaming. A slightly petulant but nevertheless resigned Richard Garriott slapped an Apple sticker over the logo of the anonymous PC clone now sitting on his desk and got with the program.

[image: ]Richard Garriott with an orrery, one of the many toys he kept at the recently purchased Austin house he called Britannia Manor.


Origin was in a very awkward spot. Having frittered away a full year recovering from the strain of making the previous Ultima, trying to decide what the next Ultima should be, and traveling down the technological cul de sac that was now the Apple II, they simply had to have Ultima VI finished — meaning designed and coded from nothing on an entirely new platform — within one more year if the company was to survive. Origin had never had more than a modestly successful game that wasn’t an Ultima; the only way their business model worked was if Richard Garriott every couple of years delivered a groundbreaking new entry in their one and only popular franchise and it sold 200,000 copies or more.

John Miles, lacking a strong background in MS-DOS programming and the C language in which all future Ultimas would be coded, was transferred off the team to get himself up to speed and, soon enough, to work on middleware libraries and tools for the company’s other programmers. Replacing him on the project in Origin’s new offices in Austin, Texas, were Herman Miller and Cheryl Chen, a pair of refugees from the old offices in New Hampshire, which had finally been shuttered completely in January of 1989. It was a big step for both of them to go from coding what until quite recently had been afterthought MS-DOS versions of Origin’s games to taking a place at the center of the most critical project in the company. Fortunately, both would prove more than up to the task.

Just as Garriott had quickly learned to like the efficiency of not being personally responsible for implementing every single aspect of Ultima V, he soon found plenty to like about the switch to MS-DOS. The new platform had four times the memory of the Apple II machines Origin had been targeting before, along with (comparatively) blazing-fast processors, hard drives, 256-color VGA graphics, sound cards, and mice. A series that had been threatening to burst the seams of the Apple II now had room to roam again. For the first time with Ultima VI, time rather than technology was the primary restraint on Garriott’s ambitions.

But arguably the real savior of Ultima VI was not a new computing platform but a new Origin employee: one Warren Spector, who would go on to join Garriott and Chris Roberts — much more on him in a future article — as one of the three world-famous game designers to come out of the little collective known as Origin Systems. Born in 1955 in New York City, Spector had originally imagined for himself a life in academia as a film scholar. After earning his Master’s from the University of Texas in 1980, he’d spent the next few years working toward his PhD and teaching undergraduate classes. But he had also discovered tabletop gaming at university, from Avalon Hill war games to Dungeons & Dragons. When a job as a research archivist which he’d thought would be his ticket to the academic big leagues unexpectedly ended after just a few months, he wound up as an editor and eventually a full-fledged game designer at Steve Jackson Games, maker of card games, board games, and RPGs, and a mainstay of Austin gaming circles. It was through Steve Jackson, like Richard Garriott a dedicated member of Austin’s local branch of the Society for Creative Anachronism, that Spector first became friendly with the gang at Origin; he also discovered Ultima IV, a game that had a profound effect on him. He left Austin in March of 1987 for a sojourn in Wisconsin with TSR, the makers of Dungeons & Dragons, but, jonesing for the warm weather and good barbecue of the city that had become his adopted hometown, he applied for a job with Origin two years later. Whatever role his acquaintance with Richard Garriott and some of the other folks there played in getting him an interview, it certainly didn’t get him a job all by itself; Spector claims that Dallas Snell, Robert Garriott’s right-hand man running the business side of the operation, grilled him for an incredible nine hours before judging him worthy of employment. (“May you never have to live through something like this just to get a job,” he wishes for all and sundry.) Starting work at Origin on April 12, 1989, he was given the role of producer on Ultima VI, the high man on the project totem pole excepting only Richard Garriott himself.

Age 33 and married, Spector was one of the oldest people employed by this very young company; he realized to his shock shortly after his arrival that he had magazine subscriptions older than Origin’s up-and-coming star Chris Roberts. A certain wisdom born of his age, along with a certain cultural literacy born of all those years spent in university circles, would serve Origin well in the seven years he would remain there. Coming into a company full of young men who had grand dreams of, as their company’s tagline would have it, “creating worlds,” but whose cultural reference points didn’t usually reach much beyond Lord of the Rings and Star Wars, Spector was able to articulate Origin’s ambitions for interactive storytelling in a way that most of the others could not, and in time would use his growing influence to convince management of the need for a real, professional writing team to realize those ambitions. In the shorter term — i.e., in the term of the Ultima VI project — he served as some badly needed adult supervision, systematizing the process of development by providing everyone on his team with clear responsibilities and by providing the project as a whole with the when and what of clear milestone goals. The project was so far behind that everyone involved could look forward to almost a year of solid crunch time as it was; Spector figured there was no point in making things even harder by letting chaos reign.

On the Ultima V project, it had been Dallas Snell who had filled the role of producer, but Snell, while an adept organizer and administrator, wasn’t a game designer or a creative force by disposition. Spector, though, proved himself capable of tackling the Ultima VI project from both sides, hammering out concrete design documents from the sometimes abstracted musings of Richard Garriott, then coming up with clear plans to bring them to fruition. In the end, the role he would play in the creation of Ultima VI was as important as that of Garriott himself. Having learned to share the technical burden with Ultima V — or by now to pass it off entirely; he never learned C and would never write a single line of code for any commercial game ever again — Garriott was now learning to share the creative burden as well, another necessary trade-off if his ever greater ambitions for his games were to be realized.

[image: ]If you choose not to import an Ultima V character into Ultima VI, you go through the old Ultima IV personality text, complete with gypsy soothsayer, to come up with your personal version of the Avatar. By this time, however, with the series getting increasingly plot-heavy and the Avatar’s personality ever more fleshed-out within the games, the personality test was starting to feel a little pointless. Blogger Chet Bolingbroke, the “CRPG Addict,” cogently captured the problems inherent in insisting that all of these disparate Ultima games had the same hero:
  
 Then there’s the Avatar. Not only is it unnecessary to make him the hero of the first three games, as if the Sosarians and Britannians are so inept they always need outside help to solve their problems, but I honestly think the series should have abandoned the concept after Ultima IV. In that game, it worked perfectly. The creators were making a meta-commentary on the very nature of playing role-playing games. The Avatar was clearly meant to be the player himself or herself, warped into the land through the “moongate” of his or her computer screen, represented as a literal avatar in the game window. Ultima IV was a game that invited the player to act in a way that was more courageous, more virtuous, more adventurous than in the real world. At the end of the game, when you’re manifestly returned to your real life, you’re invited to “live as an example to thine own people”–to apply the lesson of the seven virtues to the real world. It was brilliant. They should have left it alone.
  
 Already in Ultima V, though, they were weakening the concept. In that game, the Avatar is clearly not you, but some guy who lives alone in his single-family house of a precise layout. But fine, you rationalize, all that is just a metaphor for where you actually do live. By Ultima VI, you have some weird picture of a pole-dancing centaur girl on your wall, you’re inescapably a white male with long brown hair.


Following what had always been Richard Garriott’s standard approach to making an Ultima, the Ultima VI team concentrated on building their technology and then building a world around it before adding a plot or otherwise trying to turn it all into a real game with a distinct goal. Garriott and others at Origin would always name Times of Lore, a Commodore 64 action/CRPG hybrid written by Chris Roberts and published by Origin in 1988, as the main influence on the new Ultima VI interface, the most radically overhauled version of same ever to appear in an Ultima title. That said, it should be noted that Times of Lore itself lifted many or most of its own innovations from The Faery Tale Adventure, David Joiner’s deeply flawed but beautiful and oddly compelling Commodore Amiga action/CRPG of 1987. By way of completing the chain, much of Times of Lore‘s interface was imported wholesale into Ultima VI; even many of the onscreen icons looked exactly the same. The entire game could now be controlled, if the player liked, with a mouse, with all of the keyed commands duplicated as onscreen buttons; this forced Origin to reduce the “alphabet soup” that had been previous Ultima interfaces, which by Ultima V had used every letter in the alphabet plus some additional key combinations, to ten buttons, with the generic “use” as the workhorse taking the place of a multitude of specifics.

Another influence, one which Origin was for obvious reasons less eager to publicly acknowledge than that of Times of Lore, was FTL’s landmark 1987 CRPG Dungeon Master, a game whose influence on its industry can hardly be overstated. John Miles remembers lots of people at Origin scrambling for time on the company’s single Atari ST in order to play it soon after its release. Garriott himself has acknowledged being “ecstatic” for his first few hours playing it at all the “neat new things I could do.” Origin co-opted  Dungeon Master‘s graphical approach to inventory management, including the soon-to-be ubiquitous “paper doll” method of showing what characters were wearing and carrying.

[image: ]

Taking a cue from theories about good interface design dating back to Xerox PARC and Apple’s Macintosh design team, The Faery Tale Adventure, Times of Lore, and Dungeon Master had all abandoned “modes”: different interfaces — in a sense entirely different programs — which take over as the player navigates through the game. The Ultima series, like most 1980s CRPGs, had heretofore been full of these modes. There was one mode for wilderness travel; another for exploring cities, towns, and castles; another, switching from a third-person overhead view to a first-person view like Wizardry (or, for that matter, Dungeon Master), for dungeon delving. And when a fight began in any of these modes, the game switched to yet another mode for resolving the combat.

Ultima VI collapsed all of these modes down into a single unified experience. Wilderness, cities, and dungeons now all appeared on a single contiguous map on which combat also occurred, alongside everything else possible in the game; Ultima‘s traditionally first-person dungeons were now displayed using an overhead view like the rest of the game. From the standpoint of realism, this was a huge step back; speaking in strictly realistic terms, either the previously immense continent of Britannia must now be about the size of a small suburb or the Avatar and everyone else there must now be giants, building houses that sprawled over dozens of square miles. But, as we’ve had plenty of occasion to discuss in previous articles, the most realistic game design doesn’t always make the best game design. From the standpoint of creating an immersive, consistent experience for the player, the new interface was a huge step forward.

As the world of Britannia had grown more complex, the need to give the player a unified window into it had grown to match, in ways that were perhaps more obvious to the designers than they might have been to the players. The differences between the first-person view used for dungeon delving and the third-person view used for everything else had become a particular pain. Richard Garriott had this to say about the problems that were already dogging him when creating Ultima V, and the changes he thus chose to make in Ultima VI:

Everything that you can pick up and use [in Ultima V] has to be able to function in 3D [i.e., first person] and also in 2D [third person]. That meant I had to either restrict the set of things players can use to ones that I know I can make work in 3D or 2D, or make them sometimes work in 2D but not always work in 3D or vice versa, or they will do different things in one versus the other. None of those are consistent, and since I’m trying to create an holistic world, I got rid of the 3D dungeons.


Ultima V had introduced the concept of a “living world” full of interactive everyday objects, along with characters who went about their business during the course of the day, living lives of their own. Ultima VI would build on that template. The world was still constructed, jigsaw-like, from piles of tile graphics, an approach dating all the way back to Ultima I. Whereas that game had offered 16 tiles, however, Ultima VI offered 2048, all or almost all of them drawn by Origin’s most stalwart artist, Denis Loubet, whose association with Richard Garriott stretched all the way back to drawing the box art for the California Pacific release of Akalabeth. Included among these building blocks were animated tiles of several frames — so that, for instance, a water wheel could actually spin inside a mill and flames in a fireplace could flicker. Dynamic, directional lighting of the whole scene was made possible by the 256 colors of VGA. While Ultima V had already had a day-to-night cycle, in Ultima VI the sun actually rose in the east and set in the west, and torches and other light sources cast a realistic glow onto their surroundings.

[image: ]256 of the 2048 tiles from which the world of Ultima VI was built.


In a clear signal of where the series’s priorities now lay, other traditional aspects of CRPGs were scaled back, moving the series further from its roots in tabletop Dungeons & Dragons. Combat, having gotten as complicated and tactical as it ever would with Ultima V, was simplified, with a new “auto-combat” mode included for those who didn’t want to muck with it at all; the last vestiges of distinct character races and classes were removed; ability scores were boiled down to just three numbers for Strength, Dexterity, and Intelligence. The need to mix reagents in order to cast spells, one of the most mind-numbingly boring aspects of a series that had always made you do far too many boring things, was finally dispensed with; I can’t help but imagine legions of veteran Ultima players breathing a sigh of relief when they read in the manual that “the preparation of a spell’s reagents is performed at the moment of spellcasting.” The dodgy parser-based conversation system of the last couple of games, which had required you to try typing in every noun mentioned by your interlocutor on the off chance that it would elicit vital further information, was made vastly less painful by the simple expedient of highlighting in the text those subjects into which you could inquire further.

Inevitably, these changes didn’t always sit well with purists, then or now. Given the decreasing interest in statistics and combat evinced by the Ultima series as time went on, as well as the increasing emphasis on what we might call solving the puzzles of its ever more intricate worlds, some have accused later installments of the series of being gussied-up adventure games in CRPG clothing; “the last real Ultima was Ultima V” isn’t a hard sentiment to find from a vocal minority on the modern Internet. What gives the lie to that assertion is the depth of the world modeling, which makes these later Ultimas flexible in ways that adventure games aren’t. Everything found in the world has, at a minimum, a size, a weight, and a strength. Say, then, that you’re stymied by a locked door. There might be a set-piece solution for the problem in the form of a key you can find, steal, or trade for, but it’s probably also possible to beat the door down with a sufficiently big stick and a sufficiently strong character, or if all else fails to blast it open with a barrel of dynamite. Thus your problems can almost never become insurmountable, even if you screw up somewhere else. Very few other games from Ultima VI‘s day made any serious attempt to venture down this path. Infocom’s Beyond Zork tried, somewhat halfheartedly, and largely failed at it; Sierra’s Hero’s Quest was much more successful at it, but on nothing like the scale of an Ultima. Tellingly, almost all of the “alternate solutions” to Ultima VI‘s puzzles emerge organically from the simulation, with no designer input whatsoever. Richard Garriott:

I start by building a world which you can interact with as naturally as possible. As long as I have the world acting naturally, if I build a world that is prolific enough, that has as many different kinds of natural ways to act and react as possible, like the real world does, then I can design a scenario for which I know the end goal of the story. But exactly whether I have to use a key to unlock the door, or whether it’s an axe I pick up to chop down the door, is largely irrelevant.


The complexity of the world model was such that Ultima VI became the first installment that would let the player get a job to earn money in lieu of the standard CRPG approach of killing monsters and taking their loot. You can buy a sack of grain from a local farmer, take the grain to a mill and grind it into flour, then sell the flour to a baker — or sneak into his bakery at night to bake your own bread using his oven. Even by the standards of today, the living world inside Ultima VI is a remarkable achievement — not to mention a godsend to those of us bored with killing monsters; you can be very successful in Ultima VI whilst doing very little killing at all.

[image: ]A rare glimpse of Origin’s in-house Ultima VI world editor, which looks surprisingly similar to the game itself.


Plot spoilers begin!

It wasn’t until October of 1989, just five months before the game absolutely, positively had to ship, that Richard Garriott turned his attention to the Avatar’s reason for being in Britannia this time around. The core idea behind the plot came to him during a night out on Austin’s Sixth Street: he decided he wanted to pitch the Avatar into a holy war against enemies who, in classically subversive Ultima fashion, turn out not to be evil at all. In two or three weeks spent locked together alone in a room, subsisting on takeout Chinese food, Richard Garriott and Warren Spector created the “game” part of Ultima VI from this seed, with Spector writing it all down in a soy-sauce-bespattered notebook. Here Spector proved himself more invaluable than ever. He could corral Garriott’s sometimes unruly thoughts into a coherent plan on the page, whilst offering plenty of contributions of his own. And he, almost uniquely among his peers at Origin, commanded enough of Garriott’s respect — was enough of a creative force in his own right — that he could rein in the bad and/or overambitious ideas that in previous Ultimas would have had to be attempted and proved impractical to their originator. Given the compressed development cycle, this contribution too was vital. Spector:

An insanely complicated process, plotting an Ultima. I’ve written a novel, I’ve written [tabletop] role-playing games, I’ve written board games, and I’ve never seen a process this complicated. The interactions among all the characters — there are hundreds of people in Britannia now, hundreds of them. Not only that, but there are hundreds of places and people that players expect to see because they appeared in five earlier Ultimas.

Everybody in the realm ended up being a crucial link in a chain that adds up to this immense, huge, wonderful, colossal world. It was a remarkably complicated process, and that notebook was the key to keeping it all under control.


The chain of information you follow in Ultima VI is, it must be said, far clearer than in any of the previous games. Solving this one must still be a matter of methodically talking to everyone and assembling a notebook full of clues — i.e., of essentially recreating Garriott and Spector’s design notebook — but there are no outrageous intuitive leaps required this time out, nor any vital clues hidden in outrageously out-of-the-way locations. For the first time since Ultima I, a reasonable person can reasonably be expected to solve this Ultima without turning it into a major life commitment. The difference is apparent literally from your first moments in the game: whereas Ultima V dumps you into a hut in the middle of the wilderness — you don’t even know where in the wilderness — with no direction whatsoever, Ultima VI starts you in Lord British’s castle, and your first conversation with him immediately provides you with your first leads to run down. From that point forward, you’ll never be at a total loss for what to do next as long as you do your due diligence in the form of careful note-taking. Again, I have to attribute much of this welcome new spirit of accessibility and solubility to the influence of Warren Spector.

[image: ]Ultima VI pushes the “Gargoyles are evil!” angle hard early on, going so far as to have the seemingly demonic beasts nearly sacrifice you to whatever dark gods they worship. This of course only makes the big plot twist, when it arrives, all the more shocking.


At the beginning of Ultima VI, the Avatar — i.e., you — is called back to Britannia from his homeworld of Earth yet again by the remarkably inept monarch Lord British to deal with yet another crisis which threatens his land. Hordes of terrifyingly demonic-looking Gargoyles are pouring out of fissures which have opened up in the ground everywhere and making savage war upon the land. They’ve seized and desecrated the eight Shrines of Virtue, and are trying to get their hands on the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom, the greatest symbol of your achievements in Ultima IV.

But, in keeping with the shades of gray the series had begun to layer over the Virtues with Ultima V, nothing is quite as it seems. In the course of the game, you discover that the Gargoyles have good reason to hate and fear humans in general and you the Avatar in particular, even if those reasons are more reflective of carelessness and ignorance on the part of you and Lord British’s peoples than they are of malice. To make matters worse, the Gargoyles are acting upon a religious prophecy — conventional religion tends to take a beating in Ultima games — and have come to see the Avatar as nothing less than the Antichrist in their own version of the Book of Revelation. As your understanding of their plight grows, your goal shifts from that of ridding the land of the Gargoyle scourge by violent means to that of walking them back from attributing everything to a foreordained prophecy and coming to a peaceful accommodation with them.

Ultima VI‘s subtitle, chosen very late in the development process, is as subtly subversive as the rest of the plot. Not until very near the end of the game do you realize that The False Prophet is in fact you, the Avatar. As the old cliché says, there are two sides to every story. Sadly, the big plot twist was already spoiled by Richard Garriott in interviews before Ultima VI was even released, so vanishingly few players have ever gotten to experience its impact cold.

When discussing the story of Ultima VI, we shouldn’t ignore the real-world events that were showing up on the nightly news while Garriott and Spector were writing it. Mikhail Gorbachev had just made the impossibly brave decision to voluntarily dissolve the Soviet empire and let its vassal states go their own way, and just like that the Cold War had ended, not in the nuclear apocalypse so many had anticipated as its only possible end game but rather in the most blessed of all anticlimaxes in human history. For the first time in a generation, East was truly meeting West again, and each side was discovering that the other wasn’t nearly as demonic as they had been raised to believe. On November 10, 1989, just as Garriott and Spector were finishing their design notebook, an irresistible tide of mostly young people burst through Berlin’s forbidding Checkpoint Charlie to greet their counterparts on the other side, as befuddled guards, the last remnants of the old order, looked on and wondered what to do. It was a time of extraordinary change and hope, and the message of Ultima VI resonated with the strains of history.

Plot spoilers end.

When Garriott and Spector emerged from their self-imposed quarantine, the first person to whom they gave their notebook was an eccentric character with strong furry tendencies who had been born as David Shapiro, but who was known to one and all at Origin as Dr. Cat. Dr. Cat had been friends with Richard Garriott for almost as long as Denis Loubet, having first worked at Origin for a while when it was still being run out of Richard’s parents’ garage in suburban Houston. A programmer by trade — he had done the Commodore 64 port of Ultima V — Dr. Cat was given the de facto role of head writer for Ultima VI, apparently because he wasn’t terribly busy with anything else at the time. Over the next several months, he wrote most of the dialog for most of the many characters the Avatar would need to speak with in order to finish the game, parceling the remainder of the work out among a grab bag of other programmers and artists, whoever had a few hours or days to spare.

[image: ]Origin Systems was still populating the games with jokey cameos drawn from Richard Garriott’s friends, colleagues, and family as late as Ultima VI. Thankfully, this along with other aspects of the “programmer text” syndrome would finally end with the next installment in the series, for which a real professional writing team would come aboard. More positively, do note the keyword highlighting in the screenshot above, which spared players untold hours of aggravating noun-guessing.


Everyone at Origin felt the pressure by now, but no one carried a greater weight on his slim shoulders than Richard Garriott. If Ultima VI flopped, or even just wasn’t a major hit, that was that for Origin Systems. For all that he loved to play His Unflappable Majesty Lord British in public, Garriott was hardly immune to the pressure of having dozens of livelihoods dependent on what was at the end of the day, no matter how much help he got from Warren Spector or anyone else, his game. His stress tended to go straight to his stomach. He remembers being in “constant pain”; sometimes he’d just “curl up in the corner.” Having stopped shaving or bathing regularly, strung out on caffeine and junk food, he looked more like a homeless man than a star game designer — much less a regal monarch — by the time Ultima VI hit the homestretch. On the evening of February 9, 1990, with the project now in the final frenzy of testing, bug-swatting, and final-touch-adding, he left Origin’s offices to talk to some colleagues having a smoke just outside. When he opened the security door to return, a piece of the door’s apparatus — in fact, an eight-pound chunk of steel — fell off and smacked him in the head, opening up an ugly gash and knocking him out cold. His panicked colleagues, who at first thought he might be dead, rushed him to the emergency room. Once he had had his head stitched up, he set back to work. What else was there to do?

Ultima VI shipped on time in March of 1990, two years almost to the day after Ultima V, and Richard Garriott’s fears (and stomach cramps) were soon put to rest; it became yet another 200,000-plus-selling hit. Reviews were uniformly favorable if not always ecstatic; it would take Ultima fans, traditionalists that so many of them were, a while to come to terms with the radically overhauled interface that made this Ultima look so different from the Ultimas of yore. Not helping things were the welter of bugs, some of them of the potentially showstopping variety, that the game shipped with (in years to come Origin would become almost as famous for their bugs as for their ambitious virtual world-building). In time, most if not all old-school Ultima fans were comforted as they settled in and realized that at bottom you tackled this one pretty much like all the others, trekking around Britannia talking to people and writing down the clues they revealed until you put together all the pieces of the puzzle. Meanwhile Origin gradually fixed the worst of the bugs through a series of patch disks which they shipped to retailers to pass on to their customers, or to said customers directly if they asked for them. Still, both processes did take some time, and the reaction to this latest Ultima was undeniably a bit muted — a bit conflicted, one might even say — in comparison to the last few games. It perhaps wasn’t quite clear yet where or if the Ultima series fit on these newer computers in this new decade.

Both the muted critical reaction and that sense of uncertainty surrounding the game have to some extent persisted to this day. Firmly ensconced though it apparently is in the middle of the classic run of Ultimas, from Ultima IV through Ultima VII, that form the bedrock of the series’s legacy, Ultima VI is the least cherished of that cherished group today, the least likely to be named as the favorite of any random fan. It lacks the pithy justification for its existence that all of the others can boast. Ultima IV was the great leap forward, the game that dared to posit that a CRPG could be about more than leveling up and collecting loot. Ultima V was the necessary response to its predecessor’s unfettered idealism; the two games together can be seen to form a dialog on ethics in the public and private spheres. And, later, Ultima VII would be the pinnacle of the series in terms not only of technology but also, and even more importantly, in terms of narrative and thematic sophistication. But where does Ultima VI stand in this group? Its plea for understanding rather than extermination is as important and well-taken today as it’s ever been, yet its theme doesn’t follow as naturally from Ultima V as that game’s had from Ultima IV, nor is it executed with the same sophistication we would see in Ultima VII. Where Ultima VI stands, then, would seem to be on a somewhat uncertain no man’s land.

Indeed, it’s hard not to see Ultima VI first and foremost as a transitional work. On the surface, that’s a distinction without a difference; every Ultima, being part of a series that was perhaps more than any other in the history of gaming always in the process of becoming, is a bridge between what had come before and what would come next. Yet in the case of Ultima VI the tautology feels somehow uniquely true. The graphical interface, huge leap though it is over the old alphabet soup, isn’t quite there yet in terms of usability. It still lacks a drag-and-drop capability, for instance, to make inventory management and many other tasks truly intuitive, while the cluttered onscreen display combines vestiges of the old, such as a scrolling textual “command console,” with this still imperfect implementation of the new. The prettier, more detailed window on the world is welcome, but winds up giving such a zoomed-in view in the half of a screen allocated to it that it’s hard to orient yourself. The highlighted keywords in the conversation engine are also welcome, but are constantly scrolling off the screen, forcing you to either lawnmower through the same conversations again and again to be sure not to miss any of them or to jot them down on paper as they appear. There’s vastly more text in Ultima VI than in any of its predecessors, but perhaps the kindest thing to be said about Dr. Cat as a writer is that he’s a pretty good programmer. All of these things would be fixed in Ultima VII, a game — or rather games; there were actually two of them, for reasons we’ll get to when the time comes — that succeeded in becoming everything Ultima VI had wanted to be. To use the old playground insult, everything Ultima VI can do Ultima VII can do better. One thing I can say, however, is that the place the series was going would prove so extraordinary that it feels more than acceptable to me to have used Ultima VI as a way station en route.

But in the even more immediate future for Origin Systems was another rather extraordinary development. This company that the rest of the industry jokingly referred to as Ultima Systems would release the same year as Ultima VI a game that would blow up even bigger than this latest entry in the series that had always been their raison d’être. I’ll tell that improbable story soon, after a little detour into some nuts and bolts of computer technology that were becoming very important — and nowhere more so than at Origin — as the 1990s began.

(Sources: the books Dungeons and Dreamers: The Rise of Computer Game Culture from Geek to Chic by Brad King and John Borland, The Official Book of Ultima, Second Edition by Shay Addams, and Ultima: The Avatar Adventures by Rusel DeMaria and Caroline Spector; ACE of April 1990; Questbusters of November 1989, January 1990, March 1990, and April 1990; Dragon of July 1987; Computer Gaming World of March 1990 and June 1990; Origin’s in-house newsletter Point of Origin of August 7 1991. Online sources include Matt Barton’s interviews with Dr. Cat and Warren Spector’s farewell letter from the Wing Commander Combat Information Center‘s document archive. Last but far from least, my thanks to John Miles for corresponding with me via email about his time at Origin, and my thanks to Casey Muratori for putting me in touch with him.

Ultima VI is available for purchase from GOG.com in a package that also includes Ultima IV and Ultima V.)
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				April 7, 2017 at 4:40 pm			

			
				
				Jimmy , I can’t thank you enough. More than an article, this is a gift from you to us.

When you answered my comment to to your last piece, I wasn’t expecting this one to come right after. What a pleasant surprise.
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				April 8, 2017 at 9:43 pm			

			
				
				Sorry , about the “last piece” thing.  I meant the “covert action” piece (the one before last really), where I used U6 to comment on the ludologists’ arguments.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 5:13 pm			

			
				
				I actually really enjoyed Ultima VI, though it seems like it’s remembered as weaker than either V or VII.  (Of course VIII is widely regarded as a disaster, I never even bothered finishing it).  I’d be interested in if the way they were able to re-use the engine in both Savage Empire and Martian Dreams helped their bottom line.  As to Origin’s habit of biting of more than they could chew, that was part of what made them a bit charming at the time.  I do hope you’ll cover Strike Commander at some point!  (The Assault Begins Christmas 1991, as the posters said).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 7:09 pm			

			
				
				Neither of the Ultimas VI spinoffs did terribly well…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jonathan Badger			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 9:07 pm			

			
				
				Which was too bad, because they covered topics (pulp and steampunk) that rarely have been covered by other CRPGs

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Chris Floyd			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 1:50 pm			

			
				
				They’re also different games: Adventure games built on an RPG engine (that’s how I would classify them, anyway).  They split the difference between the coherent, single-minded story of an adventure game and the simulated world and sandboxy interactions of the Ultima RPGs.  With half-hearted combat.  I love those games, especially Martian Dreams.  No one else will agree with me, but I think it’s Warren Spector’s masterpiece.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 2:07 pm			

			
				
				I think I’m going to have to take another look at them. I haven’t played them myself, and, based I confess partially on the CRPG Addict’s less-than-effusive reaction to them, I had planned to give them only somewhat cursory coverage. But the more I hear reactions like yours, the more intrigued I become.

Warren Spector, by the way, did make the uncharacteristically immodest claim that Martian Dreams was “the best damn Ultima game ever” while he was working on Serpent Isle. Not sure if he’d *still* agree that Martian Dreams is his masterpiece, but there’s that…

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Chris Floyd			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 2:13 am			

			
				
				I’m so glad to hear Warren Spector loves Martian Dreams too.  If you’re only going to play one, absolutely play that one.  Savage Empire is good, but Martian Dreams easily outclasses it.  If/when you play them, you have to keep in mind that they are clearly games with a very carefully controlled scope.  They’re not ginormous living worlds; they’re worlds built to tell a particular story.  Give them a try!

(Can I make a confession?  I’m replaying Martian Dreams right now and I’m about 15m from completing it.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 9:48 am			

			
				
				I’m a very narrative-focused — or goal-oriented — player, so this isn’t a problem for me. I give due credit to the “living world” aspects of the later Ultimas, but can’t say I spend a lot of time just messing around in them like some people do. If I’m baking bread or running a meat-distribution business or something, it’s only because I’m trying to earn money to accomplish something plot-related. Put it down to a lack of imagination. ;)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				stepped pyramids			

			
				April 12, 2017 at 1:11 am			

			
				
				I love reading the Addict, but he’s definitely a man with particular tastes, and Martian Dreams is almost designed for him not to like it. He likes his RPGs on the crunchy/dungeon-crawly side and Martian Dreams is very close to being an adventure game. He also really dislikes that the Avatar changed from being a literal player representative to a particular character. And he seems to like his games on the more serious, grounded side and Martian Dreams is very pulpy and fantastical.

It’s still a good game with some enjoyable writing. Its main flaw is the clunky Ultima 6 engine and the vestiges of RPG combat it kept. The opening cinematic has a section that looks a lot like a LucasArts point-and-click adventure, and I think it would have made an incredible adventure game in that style.

I think the two Worlds of Ultima games together would be an interesting subject to cover, just because they’re games that attempted to expand the CRPG to fictional genres beyond fantasy, space opera, and the occasional cyberpunk. Martian Dreams in particular is a mixture of early SF, steampunk, and alt-history that is pretty much unlike anything else I’ve played.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Steven Marsh			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 5:37 pm			

			
				
				SPOILERS FOLLOW.

One of the challenges of reflecting on Ultima VI is that the core story is so . . . flat? . . . compared to other RPGs (even other aspects of the Ultima series). The twist is a cool one, but if you know it going in (which, as you note, was near-impossible not to do, back in the day), it just doesn’t feel that compelling.

Compared to the hooks of Ultima IV (“You need to become a paragon of the world!”), Ultima V (“Lord British is missing, and the world is oppressed!”), and even Ultima VII (“There’s an evil force who taunts you to stop him, whose power and reach is near-unknowable!”), it’s hard to get my juices flowing about the central hook of Ultima VI (“A species you’ve never seen before thinks you’re evil, but you’re not, but they’re not either, and . . . you need to fix it.”).

Similar stories sometimes get around this by having there be another compelling story that runs in parallel. For example, Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country has a fairly similar subplot, but the central story is discovering the truth behind the assassination of a Klingon and preventing the assassination of the Federation president . . . much more exciting stuff than is on display with Ultima VI.

(Typo alert: “almost year” — “almost a year”)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 7:17 pm			

			
				
				The complete lack of subquests in Ultima VI is perhaps part of the problem. This is another thing that Origin would do better in Ultima VII. There’s almost always something interesting to do locally as you follow the main plot across Britannia.

Thanks for the correction!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jayle Enn			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 1:55 am			

			
				
				I was one of those people who managed to go in cold. I was young, couldn’t really afford industry mags, and that kind of thing. I still managed to suss out the core of the plot very quickly, and short-circuited the game to an absurd degree. I still enjoyed it, and it sold me a sound card, but the scope of (say) U5 just wasn’t there.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Odkin			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 1:49 am			

			
				
				Having played every Ultima since the first version of the first one, on the Apple II, Ultima VI was the end for me. Partly, I was being petulant about the interface changes and the loss of the Apple version. But VI also had changes, some of which you point out, that lessened the game experience for me. Despite being a young white male, the actual depiction on the Avatar as someone else really struck me at the time. And within the game, I REALLY missed the multiple points of view. I thought a great deal of intimacy was lost my maintaining one scale. Previously, you had a wide-view on the outside, a medium view in towns and in combat, and a close-up first person view in dungeons. The zooming in was proportional to your closeness of interaction. Dungeons SHOULD feel claustrophobic, not third-person and detached. You should feel like you’re IN them, not hovering above one with a glass ceiling.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Daev			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 5:48 pm			

			
				
				Thanks for another great article on gaming history, Jimmy. I’ve really been really been enjoying these lately.

Two spelling corrections: “systemitizing” should be “systematizing”, and “reign in” should be “rein in”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 7:18 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!
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				Kai			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 6:30 pm			

			
				
				Having been introduced to the series with Ultima VII, I never managed to play any of the predecessors for more than a few hours, before either gameplay or controls made the experience sour for me. As such, I am quite happy to revisit them in the form of your blog (and it were your articles about some of the earliest Ultimas that brought me here in the first place!). After all, I think it is the lore and history accumulated over the course of the series that had its part in making the world of U7 so rich and believable, even if said history is shrewd and not always coherent. 

And yeah, ever since I first came here, I’ve been looking forward to 1992 :-).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 7:25 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, for all its historical importance the Ultima series hasn’t aged terribly well in contrast to, say, the Infocom catalog. Most of the games come with lots and lots tedium attached. It really was a you-had-to-be-there sort of thing — although I do think Ultima I is surprisingly fun and playable today, if for no other reason than its sheer simplicity. I’d recommend that anyone but the seriously dedicated student of gaming history play Ultima I and Ultima VII and just read about the rest — unless, of course, you find one or both of those so entrancing that you just have to have more. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				MB			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 6:30 pm			

			
				
				Thanks for the reminder: I need to finish my playthrough of this classic series!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Dan Fabulich			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 7:49 pm			

			
				
				I don’t interpret the Compendium cover as gargoyles zapping the Ankh; it looks to me like the Ankh zapping the gargoyles. I can kinda see why you might think that the gargoyle on the left is shooting lighting, but note that the lighting forks away from the Ankh, not towards it. The gargoyle at the bottom center seems to be getting zapped in the back, and the gargoyle on the right has raised its left arm to shield its head. I think the gargoyle on the left is raising its hands to block, not to shoot.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Carl Muckenhoupt			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 12:56 am			

			
				
				I seem to recall that the game itself contains a more direct mirroring of the cover art: some sort of Gargoyle holy book bearing an illustration of a Gargoyle hero trampling the False Prophet (which is to say, the Avatar). The game doesn’t contain a graphical depiction of this, though; it’s only described in text.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 7:10 am			

			
				
				I could have sworn I read that the two illustrations were intended as the two sides of a coin, as it were, but now I can’t find it any of the sources I used. In light of that, I agree that it’s pretty indeterminate at best. Excised that bit.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Michael Davis			

			
				May 27, 2017 at 1:55 pm			

			
				
				I think the two-sides-of-the-coin device was what Carl said. When you are rescued by your companions in the animated introduction, Iolo loots the “Book of Prophecies” from the gargoyle priest he shot in the head, and on its cover is the mirror opposite of the front of the U6 game box: a triumphant gargoyle hero standing with one foot planted on a dead human.

http://ultima.wikia.com/wiki/The_Book_of_Prophecies

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 8:41 pm			

			
				
				Ultima VI is definitely my favorite Ultima, and one of my favorite RPGs of all time.

Ultima I through III were OK but pretty primitive, not really worth playing if you did not play them when they came out. I don’t agree they required a giant slog and endless hours, but the fun factor/payoff is just not that great compared to a lot of later games. IV is highly overrated it is not really much different than I-III as far as I am concerned. V was a great game and a true leap forward, but it just doesn’t get to the same heights as VI as far as the gameplay and useability goes. 

VII exceeded VI in most ways and the VO of the Guardian is fantastic but it also killed off the gameplay of VI by going to realtime. Once you play through it once there is not much point to do it again, as now it’s mainly just a game about exploration of the world more than a challenge unto itself. And VIII…I didn’t even bother due to jumping puzzles and other nonsense. I did try IX and it was quite a turkey. Every time you walk through an area you fight the same combat in the same spot over and over. Your weapons don’t penetrate many opponents easily, too. Now that was truly a slog. I did not bother too go very far with that one, it was probably the worst disappointment in gaming for me. Yet ironically I still think it’s better than a lot of similar first person “RPGs” to come out post 2000.

As far as writing goes, Ultima V is obviously the best by far. VI is not far behind though. Ultima VII does not have that good of writing, there is tons of nonsense especially with Batlin and other lame minor villains. I can see why people would mistake it as having good writing though, the situation is similar to with Irenicus in Baldur’s Gate 2. The villain is actually nonsensical and bizarre in BG II but the fantastic voice acting and cool look push it over the top into the realm of a classic (aside from the bizarre tree fight at the end that made no real sense). Guardian himself is written fine for the most part, but there is so much ancillary writing and design choices/railroading that is just kinda blah and strange departure from the previous installments.

Unfortunately the Ultima series is the Ultimate (hehe) reason why following the opposite philosophy of the SSI series is a huge mistake. Throwing your code away makes sense to me in that it will ensure you always have a fresh design, but this is highly unrealistic once you have larger game designs requiring man years of coding. Ultima series could have gone on indefinitely if they just scaled back slightly in budget and made incremental perfection of their game system after VI like Wizardry and Gold Box series. Ultima style of RPG in VI and VII had unlimited potential but in the end they threw it all away all too quickly once PC gaming became the norm.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 8:49 pm			

			
				
				Also, as I recall there is no end game plot twist. Or anyway it is dependent on how you play I guess. I found out pretty quickly the gargoyles were not really evil.

Also it’s worth pointing out that magic candle is probably the real influence on Ultima VI, not Dungeon Master. It copied MC in many other areas as well, like jobs and time schedules for people which I am pretty certain were not in Ultima V. Of course MC itself is obviously inspired by the Ultima series in the first place.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Blargh			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 2:11 pm			

			
				
				Wrong – Ultima V introduced day/night, weather (wind mechanics for ships), full NPC schedules.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 1:08 am			

			
				
				Thanks for correction, I have not played V since it came out.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 1:09 am			

			
				
				As far as story goes, I really liked the whole snake venom storyline as well. Writing can mean many things but what is so great in VII? I liked skara brae area in particular but most of the areas are kind of blah.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Captain Rufus			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 11:03 pm			

			
				
				I’m no fan of U6 but I still don’t understand the worship of 7.  It’s just a terrible game in spite of being a technical masterpiece.  Playing it however is like nearly all my issues with 6 brought forwards and mostly made worse thanks to real time and even more awful inventory management.  5 was the best Ultima got.  Origin was more interested in what they could do as opposed to if it was fun.  Which a lot of games have issue with.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 7:19 am			

			
				
				I think many of us who respond to Ultima VII do so on the basis of the writing. There’s an extraordinary amount of wit, warmth, and even wisdom in that game, largely thanks I think to head writer Raymond Benson, the unsung hero of the project. I’m a writer and a lover of good writing myself, so it’s no surprise I would respond to this so strongly; it’s not often I get to use words like “wit, warmth, and wisdom” in the context of CRPGs. If you don’t respond to the writing, I can see why you’d call Ultima VII, if not quite “terrible,” at least disappointing. As with most Ultimas, the mechanics are a little wonky, and the interface, while vastly improved over that of Ultima VI in my opinion, still leaves plenty to be desired by modern standards. As with so many games, your perception of Ultima VII is probably largely determined by what you go into it looking for.

But much, much more on all that when we get there.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				stepped pyramids			

			
				April 12, 2017 at 1:15 am			

			
				
				I love Ultima VII’s writing. Wish I liked its plot more. Introducing an actual major villain to the Ultima series was an unfortunate idea.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 13, 2017 at 8:34 am			

			
				
				While I agree that the Guardian perhaps strays a bit too far into typical cackling-CRPG-villain territory, I think the Fellowship is handled with tons of subtlety and even compassion. The way they prey on people who are bereaved or feel alone in the world, enticing them with the promise of community and respect, rings very true. Also the way that the vast majority of the people in this “evil” cult really believe they’re a force for good in the world. My wife and I have been watching The Path lately, and there are some interesting parallels.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 13, 2017 at 4:04 pm			

			
				
				I’ve read the Fellowship was actually modeled after Scientology. For what it’s worth, Charles Manson preyed on people the same way.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Brain Breaker			

			
				April 7, 2017 at 11:27 pm			

			
				
				Hi Jimmy,

This is unrelated to this article, but I wanted to mention something you might find useful. 

Checking out the sources you credit in your pieces, I noticed that the Computer Entertainer newsletter has never been listed. This small but amazing publication ran from 1982 (as the Video Game Update) to 1990. They were really on top of what was going on in the industry, and it’s probably the most detailed chronology of the entire US gaming scene from that crucial time. It’s also full of forgotten history that’s begging for further research. For instance, have you ever heard of Sierra’s failed mid 80s plans to release an ambitious multi-party RPG called Towers of Seven, or how they almost licensed The Black Onyx for US release? Neither had I, until I combed through Computer Entertainer, started cross-referencing minor mentions in other publications and put some of the pieces together.

I know you’re just now leaving this time period behind and entering the 90s here at Digital Antiquarian, but if you ever do go back and want to do further research (for a book, perhaps), I think you’d find it to be an invaluable resource. Unfortunately it’s still rather obscure and has only slowly gotten around online in a scatter-shot fashion, but scans of the (almost) complete run are out there, thanks to the efforts of game historian/preservationist Frank Cifaldi. I don’t know if links are permitted here, so just google it when you have the time. Sorry to go off topic here, but I thought it was worth mentioning.

So yeah, Ultima VI… Well… I preferred V and VII. And… That’s all  I’ve got. :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 7:26 am			

			
				
				Indeed, I’d never heard of this resource. I’ll definitely make a point of checking it out. Thanks so much!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jayle Enn			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 1:59 am			

			
				
				The most… interesting bug I remember running into in U6 is one where the doors vanished. Doors and doorways, every room had a simple rectangular hole in the wall where the doors should be. I think it affected secret doors, as well.

…unfortunately, it also removed stairs and ladders and holes in the ground, which made all kinds of places completely inaccessible.

There were a few neat developer toys left in, too. There was an ASCII alt-sequence that would give you a larger-scale map, as if you’d used a magic gem, and talking to Iolo and saying ‘spam’ three times, then ‘humbug’ would give access to some sort of debugging interface that my friends and I never really figured out.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Marcus Johnson			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 4:01 am			

			
				
				The Cutting Room Floor has a pretty thorough run down of all the developer tools left in Ultima VII:

https://tcrf.net/Ultima_VI:_The_False_Prophet_(DOS)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 2:46 am			

			
				
				I hope you do cover Martian Dreams at some point – it’s the only Ultima game I’ve ever actually played properly…

As I recall, I rather enjoyed it at the time (c. 2001?) and the early steampunk setting was interesting in an era before it had been played to death.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 3:54 am			

			
				
				At the beginning of Ultima VI, the Avatar — i.e., you — is called backed to Britannia 

Called back.

 he drew equally triumphant Gargoyles zapping the Ankh, symbol of the Avatar and thus of all their suffering.

Hmm. I think given the body postures of the Gargoyles themselves that I agree with the other commenter who said the Ankh seems to be zapping the Gargoyles. The one at the left is perhaps ambiguous, but the two at the right and on the bottom seem to be in pain and/or attempting to defend themselves.

an eccentric character with strong furry tendencies

*gets on soapbox*

Yanno, being a furry really ain’t all that weird. By and large it’s a fandom not dissimilar from others. Some get pretty deep into it and play a specific animal character or animal representation of themselves, but that’s often not much different from being deep into a comic book fandom (e.g.). And even for those who take it quite seriously spiritually or as an identity, while certainly unusual, eh, I think this kind of distancing “oo er, minister” tone is not really necessary.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 8, 2017 at 7:32 am			

			
				
				I think “eccentric character with strong furry tendencies” is quite nonjudgmental. It provides a cogent explanation of just why this fellow might have ended up with the name “Dr. Cat” without launching into a digression or leaving the name hanging out there as a non sequitur. And, like it or not, I think most people would indeed consider furry fandom to be an eccentric — note that I didn’t choose the more pejorative “weird” — hobby. Nothing wrong with eccentric hobbies; most people would consider foregoing all those modern videogames that look better than real life in favor of creaky decades-old relics with pixels as big as your thumb to be pretty eccentric as well, and yet here I am, turning that into not just a hobby but a job description.

Thanks for the correction!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Watts			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 4:48 am			

			
				
				For what it’s worth, I didn’t take it as pejorative, and I’m the president of the Furry Writers’ Guild and have been a guest of honor at a couple furry cons. (And while I’ve only met him a couple times over the years, I’m not sure Dr. Cat would disagree with being described as an eccentric character.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 6:40 pm			

			
				
				I dunno.  I would say “furry” still has a social stigma that’s simply a different magnitude than, say, perusing electronic games as an adult.  AFAIK, digital games are considered part of the mainstream these days.  I’d even say comic books are fair play.

“Furry” seems to have other connotations.  I don’t mean to offend anyone but that’s just what I’ve seen.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 2:22 am			

			
				
				You might be overstating things with this statement: “But, and while it’s understandable why Origin would want to keep things in the family, as it were, that’s more than a bit of a stretch. The real inspiration behind most of Ultima VI‘s interface innovations was FTL’s landmark 1987 CRPG Dungeon Master, a game whose influence on its industry can hardly be overstated.” 

Compare a screenshot of Times of Lore to Ultima VI and look at the icons. Most of them are exactly the same, so I think it’s fair to say the icon control interface came from ToL. 

The real stretch for me is where the article claims the non-zoomable unified world view is inspired by Dungeon Master. This is exactly how it is done in ToL, a game that was inspired by The Fairy Tale Adventure. I’ve played ToL start to finish and it’s exactly like Ultima VI. It even has the running commentary of your adventure, something TFTA also has. Even the artistic style is almost the same as ToL. I don’t see enough evidence to dismiss ToL as the influence while giving credit to Dungeon Master.

I think it would be more accurate to say the paper-doll interface was lifted from Dungeon Master, the rest was inspired by Times of Lore.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 3:57 am			

			
				
				Dungeon Master came before TOL but it’s not like they invented any real GUI concepts. those existed in software for some time, even back to the 70s. I highly doubt that games directly copied each other all that much, these were made by real programmers who were working in an industry that would almost certainly have exposed them to GUI design that was much more advanced than what the average PC and Apple user of the time had yet to encounter. When it became practical to apply it to games, they did so.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 8:30 am			

			
				
				Thanks for pushing back on this. I had another look at Times of Lore, and you’re right that I was being far too dismissive. Reworked those paragraphs to give a proper share of the credit to Times of Lore — and to that game’s progenitor The Faery Tale Adventure.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 3:50 pm			

			
				
				By the way, excellent coverage as usual. The real tragedy here is that your articles cause me to realize I need to go back and play certain games that I overlooked back then. I was entering university at the time and felt done with old toys so to speak, Ultima being one of them. Through your article I realized Ultima VI is basically Times of Lore (one of my all time favorites) but with much needed depth. I wish time wasn’t at such a premium these days.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				AguyinaRPG			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 5:32 am			

			
				
				Personally I think that the way Ultima V opened up was appropriate, as it was meant to be a fish out of water story. It also pretty much expected you played IV, which is my favorite kind of sequel (see: Majora’s Mask).

U6 loses a bit of the magic, but I think it does well in providing an open-ended experience in ways that few prior games could facilitate. I remember in getting my first Rune I felt like I had missed out on so much, barely did any combat and found the person I was looking for fairly quickly. VII obviously takes this to the next level, but I think it’s fully formed enough to be worthwhile. The inventory issues also don’t bother me much, though that wasn’t something brought up in your criticism of the interface.

Do be kind to Dr. Cat. He’s quite proud of his work on the game, and I personally like that the script has a bit more enthusiasm to it than VII. Sure, I don’t think the meta nods need to be there, but a little levity is always welcome.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				April 9, 2017 at 12:13 pm			

			
				
				I have to wonder how many people who are critical of Ultima VI played the (awful) C64 version. That computer just couldn’t handle it, but the port was, as far as I can tell, released.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian Bagnall			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 4:06 pm			

			
				
				A lot of people wonder how it got a 98% rating by Zzap!64:

https://archive.org/stream/zzap64-magazine-073/ZZap_64_Issue_073_1991_May#page/n53/mode/2up 

It seems like the reviewer just covers the changes to the engine that would apply to all versions of Ultima VI but he didn’t talk about the C64 in particular. From what I’ve heard, the C64 version was slow and buggy. The Amiga version was also apparently pretty slow unless you ran it with a 68030 processor and installed it to a hard drive, but I haven’t confirmed that myself.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MagerValp			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 3:28 pm			

			
				
				It played well on a 14 MHz A1200 with Fast RAM and a hard drive, but it was an horrible on a 7 MHz A500 with floppies. Speaking from experience :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				TBD			

			
				April 18, 2017 at 5:58 am			

			
				
				I played on an Amiga 2000 with a hard drive and don’t remember any speed issues.

What I remember most about the game was what had stopped me playing – I went to the pub in Jhelom? where there was a sign telling me to leave all weapons at the entrance before entering. 

I piled up all my weapons on the available benches, assuming the game would care, then proceeded to do some questing in the bar. When I finally left, I went to pick up my weapons but only the top weapons were still there. I had saved and reloaded my saved game and so lost a lot of my best weapons and stopped playing the game, intending to at some point get back into the game but start again. 

I didn’t end up playing again until many years later on a PC after already completing both Ultima VII games and having the Ultima VI plot twist spoiled for me.
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				Carlton Little			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 6:34 pm			

			
				
				Ultima 6 was my first Ultima.  I discovered it quite by accident at a relatively young age.  Even at that time, the graphics seemed quite primitive.  But.. the things you could do in this game!  I started out by just messing around, seeing what terrible things I could get away with..  stealing plates and cups at the dinner table, butchering the “butcher,” attacking Lord British.  And getting lost in the dungeon underneath the castle.  So many fond memories of getting lost in this immersive world!

The actual plot and progressing in the game.. seemed to be over my head for a long time.  Every couple years I would go back to it and see if I could get any further.  I guess I just wasn’t interested in taking notes and thusly ended up using walkthroughs to reach the endgame.

I still haven’t beaten the game without at least referencing a walkthrough a few times.  So one of my goals remains to beat this game without any outside help.  Now that Ultima 6 Nuvie is out–which removes much of the tedium of the interface–I think I’ll give it another go.  Does anyone want to join me on this quest?  ;)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Carl Muckenhoupt			

			
				April 10, 2017 at 6:51 pm			

			
				
				Having grown up with a PC rather than an Apple, U6 was the first Ultima I played. I remember being quite impressed with the sense of immensity it conveyed, although I did catch on that the terrain was made of a limited number of 8×8 chunks. (It was most obvious in the underground tunnels. Every dead end facing )

I was fairly isolated from the hype and didn’t have the twist spoiled, but found it fairly obvious all the same. Also, you talk about how the game leads you through the story, but it’s pretty easy for a new player, experimentally playing with the Orb of Moons, to skip straight from the beginning of the game straight to the Gargoyle lands with no idea of what they’re doing (and no way of communicating with the Gargoyles). Possibly seeing the endgame areas prematurely made the ending easier to anticipate? I don’t know.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 9:45 am			

			
				
				The open worlds of the later Ultimas do sometimes clash with the plots, even if you aren’t intentionally trying to “break” them. I remember visiting Moonglow on the trail of Elizabeth and Abraham in Ultima VII, finding Penumbra’s house there, and getting myself inside and awakening her because it was there and because everyone told me the Avatar was prophesied to do this. Suddenly she started asking me who had sent me, Nicodemus or the Time Lord. Nobody sent me, I wanted to say, and I have no idea what you’re talking about. But it wasn’t an option. Later I wound up finding the piece of the plot to which this all related.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 11, 2017 at 5:15 am			

			
				
				Another great article! One your finest (that I’ve read at least)!
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There was a demon in memory. They said whoever challenged him would lose. Their programs would lock up, their machines would crash, and all their data would disintegrate.

The demon lived at the hexadecimal memory address A0000, 655,360 in decimal, beyond which no more memory could be allocated. He lived behind a barrier beyond which they said no program could ever pass. They called it the 640 K barrier.

— with my apologies to The Right Stuff…1



The idea that the original IBM PC, the machine that made personal computing safe for corporate America, was a hastily slapped-together stopgap has been vastly overstated by popular technology pundits over the decades since its debut back in August of 1981. Whatever the realities of budgets and scheduling with which its makers had to contend, there was a coherent philosophy behind most of the choices they made that went well beyond “throw this thing together as quickly as possible and get it out there before all these smaller companies corner the market for themselves.” As a design, the IBM PC favored robustness, longevity, and expandability, all qualities IBM had learned the value of through their many years of experience providing businesses and governments with big-iron solutions to their most important data–processing needs. To appreciate the wisdom of IBM’s approach, we need only consider that today, long after the likes of the Commodore Amiga and the original Apple Macintosh architecture, whose owners so loved to mock IBM’s unimaginative beige boxes, have passed into history, most of our laptop and desktop computers — including modern Macs — can trace the origins of their hardware back to what that little team of unlikely business-suited visionaries accomplished in an IBM branch office in Boca Raton, Florida.

But of course no visionary has 20-20 vision. For all the strengths of the IBM PC, there was one area where all the jeering by owners of sexier machines felt particularly well-earned. Here lay a crippling weakness, born not so much of the hardware found in that first IBM PC as the operating system the marketplace chose to run on it, that would continue to vex programmers and ordinary users for two decades, not finally fading away until Microsoft’s release of Windows XP in 2001 put to bed the last legacies of MS-DOS in mainstream computing. MS-DOS, dubbed the “quick and dirty” operating system during the early days of its development, is likely the piece of software in computing history with the most lopsided contrast between the total number of hours put it into its development and the total number of hours it spent in use, on millions and millions of computers all over the world. The 640 K barrier, the demon all those users spent so much time and energy battling for so many years, was just one of the more prominent consequences of corporate America’s adoption of such a blunt instrument as MS-DOS as its standard. Today we’ll unpack the problem that was memory management under MS-DOS, and we’ll also examine the problem’s multifarious solutions, all of them to one degree or another ugly and imperfect.



 

The original IBM PC was built around an Intel 8088 microprocessor, a cost-reduced and somewhat crippled version of an earlier chip called the 8086. (IBM’s decision to use the 8088 instead of the 8086 would have huge importance for the expansion buses of this and future machines, but the differences between the two chips aren’t important for our purposes today.) Despite functioning as a 16-bit chip in most ways, the 8088 had a 20-bit address space, meaning it could address a maximum of 1 MB of memory. Let’s consider why this limitation should exist.

Memory, whether in your brain or in your computer, is of no use to you if you can’t keep track of where you’ve put things so that you can retrieve them again later. A computer’s memory is therefore indexed by bytes, with every single byte having its own unique address. These addresses, numbered from 0 to the upper limit of the processor’s address space, allow the computer to keep track of what is stored where. The biggest number that can be represented in 20 bits is 1,048,575, or 1 MB. Thus this is the maximum amount of memory which the 8088, with its 20-bit address bus, can handle. Such a limitation hardly felt like a deal breaker to the engineers who created the IBM PC. Indeed, it’s difficult to overemphasize what a huge figure 1 MB really was when they released the machine in 1981, in which year the top-of-the-line Apple II had just 48 K of memory and plenty of other competing machines shipped with no more than 16 K.

A processor needs to address other sorts of memory besides the pool of general-purpose RAM which is available for running applications. There’s also ROM memory — read-only memory, burned inviolably into chips — that contains essential low-level code needed for the computer to boot itself up, along with, in the case of the original IBM PC, an always-available implementation of the BASIC programming language. (The rarely used BASIC in ROM would be phased out of subsequent models.) And some areas of RAM as well are set aside from the general pool for special purposes, like the fully 128 K of addresses given to video cards to keep track of the onscreen display in the original IBM PC. All of these special types of memory must be accessed by the CPU, must be given their own unique addresses to facilitate that, and must thus be subtracted from the address space available to the general pool.

IBM’s engineers were quite generous in drawing the boundary between their general memory pool and the area of addresses allocated to special purposes. Focused on expandability and longevity as they were, they reserved big chunks of “special” memory for purposes that hadn’t even been imagined yet. In all, they reserved the upper three-eighths of the available addresses for specialized purposes actual or potential, leaving the lower five-eighths — 640 K — to the general pool. In time, this first 640 K of memory would become known as “conventional memory,” the remaining 384 K — some of which would be ROM rather than RAM — as “high memory.” The official memory map which IBM published upon the debut of the IBM PC looked like this:
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It’s important to understand when looking at a memory map like this one that the existence of a logical address therein doesn’t necessarily mean that any physical memory is connected to that address in any given real machine. The first IBM PC, for instance, could be purchased with as little as 16 K of conventional memory installed, and even a top-of-the-line machine had just 256 K, leaving most of the conventional-memory space vacant. Similarly, early video cards used just 32 K or 64 K of the 128 K of address space offered to them in high memory. The 640 K barrier was thus only a theoretical limitation early on, one few early users or programmers ever even noticed.

That blissful state of affairs, however, wouldn’t last very long. As IBM’s creations — joined, soon enough, by lots of clones — became the standard for American business, more and more advanced applications appeared, craving more and more memory alongside more and more processing power. Already by 1984 the 640 K barrier had gone from a theoretical to a very real limitation, and customers were beginning to demand that IBM do something about it. In response, IBM that year released the PC/AT, built around Intel’s new 80286 microprocessor, which boasted a 24-bit address space good for 16 MB of memory. To unlock all that potential extra memory, IBM made the commonsense decision to extend the memory map above the specialized high-memory area that ended at 1 MB, making all addresses beyond 1 MB a single pool of “extended memory” available for general use.

Problem solved, right? Well, no, not really — else this would be a much shorter article. Due more to software than hardware, all of this potential extended memory proved not to be of much use for the vast majority of people who bought PC/ATs. To understand why this should be, we need to examine the deadly embrace between the new processor and the old operating system people were still running on it.

The 80286 was designed to be much more than just a faster version of the old 8086/8088. Developing the chip before IBM PCs running MS-DOS had come to dominate business computing, Intel hadn’t allowed the need to stay compatible with that configuration to keep them from designing a next-generation chip that would help to take computing to where they saw it as wanting to go. Intel believed that microcomputers were at the stage at which the big institutional machines had been a couple of decades earlier, just about ready to break free of what computer scientist Brian L. Stuart calls the “Triangle of Ones”: one user running one program at a time on one machine. At the very least, Intel believed, the second leg of the Triangle must soon fall; everyone recognized that multitasking — running several programs at a time and switching freely between them — was a much more efficient way to do complex work than laboriously shutting down and starting up application after application. But unfortunately for MS-DOS, the addition of multitasking complicates the life of an operating system to an absolutely staggering degree.

Operating systems are of course complex subjects worthy of years or a lifetime of study. We might, however, collapse their complexities down to a few fundamental functions: to provide an interface for the user to work with the computer and manage her programs and files; to manage the various tasks running on the computer and allocate resources among them; and to act as a buffer or interface between applications and the underlying hardware of the computer. That, anyway, is what we expect at a minimum of our operating systems today. But for a computer ensconced within the Triangle of Ones, the second and third functions were largely moot: with only one program allowed to run at a time, resource-management concerns were nonexistent, and, without the need for a program to be concerned about clashing with other programs running at the same time, bare-metal programming — manipulating the hardware directly, without passing requests through any intervening layer of operating-system calls — was often considered not only acceptable but the expected approach. In this spirit, MS-DOS provided just 27 function calls to programmers, the vast majority of them dealing only with disk and file management. (Compare that, my fellow programmers, with the modern Windows or OS X APIs!) For everything else, banging on the bare metal was fine.

We can’t even begin here to address all of the complications that are introduced when we add multitasking into the equation, asking the operating system in the process to fully embrace all three of the core functions listed above. Memory management alone, the one aspect we will look deeper into today, becomes complicated enough. A program which is sharing a machine with other programs can no longer have free run of the memory map, placing whatever it wants to wherever it wants to; to do so risks overwriting the code or data of another program running on the system. Instead the operating system must demand that individual programs formally request the memory they’d like to use, and then must come up with a way to keep a program, whether due to bugs or malice, from running roughshod over areas of memory that it hasn’t been granted.

Or perhaps not. The Commodore Amiga, the platform which pioneered multitasking on personal computers in 1985, didn’t so much solve the latter part of this problem as punted it away. An application program is expected to request from the Amiga’s operating system any memory that it requires. The operating system then returns a pointer to a block of memory of the requested size, and trusts the application not to write to  memory outside of these bounds. Yet nothing besides the programmer’s skill and good nature absolutely prevents such unauthorized memory access from happening. Every application on the Amiga, in other words, can write to any address in the machine’s memory, whether that address be properly allocated to it or not. Screen memory, free memory, another program’s data, another program’s code — all are fair game to the errant program. Such unauthorized memory access will almost always eventually result in a total system crash. A non-malicious programmer who wants her program to a good citizen would of course never intentionally write to memory she hasn’t properly requested, but bugs of this nature are notoriously easy to create and notoriously hard to track down, and on the Amiga a single instance of one can bring down not only the offending program but the entire operating system. With all due respect to the Amiga’s importance as the first multitasking personal computer, this is obviously not the ideal way to implement it.

A far more sustainable approach is to take the extra step of tracking and protecting the memory that has been allocated to each program. Memory protection is usually accomplished using  what’s known as virtual memory: when a program requests memory, it’s returned not a true address within the system’s memory pool but rather a virtual address that’s translated back into the real address to which it corresponds every time the program accesses its data. Each program is thus effectively sandboxed from everything else, allowed to read from and write to only its own data. Only the lowest levels of the operating system have global access to the memory pool as a whole.

Implementing such memory protection in software alone, however, must be an untenable drain on the resources available to systems engineers in the 1980s — a fact which does everything to explain its absence from the Amiga. Intel therefore decided to give software a leg up via hardware. They built into the 80286 a memory-management unit that could automatically translate from virtual to real memory addresses and vice versa, making this constantly ongoing process fairly transparent even to the operating system.

Nevertheless, the operating system must know about this capability, must in fact be written very differently if it’s to run on a CPU with memory protection built into its circuitry. Intel recognized that it would take time for such operating systems to be created for the new chip, and recognized that compatibility with the earlier 8086/8088 chips would be a very good thing to have in the meantime. They therefore built two possible operating modes into the 80286. In “protected mode” — the mode they hoped would eventually come to be used almost universally — the chip’s full potential would be realized, including memory protection and the ability to address up to 16 MB of memory. In “real mode,” the 80286 would function essentially like a turbocharged 8086/8088, with no memory-protection capabilities and with the old limitation on addressable memory of 1 MB still in place. Assuming that in the early days at least the new chip would need to run on operating systems with no knowledge of its full capabilities, Intel made the 80286 default to real mode on startup. An operating system which did know about the 80286 and wanted to bring out its full potential could switch it to protected mode at boot-up and be off to the races.

It’s at the intersection between the 80286 and the operating system that Intel’s grand plans for the future of their new chip went awry. An overwhelming percentage of the early 80286s were used in IBM PC/ATs and clones, and an overwhelming percentage of those machines were running MS-DOS. Microsoft’s erstwhile “quick and dirty” operating system knew nothing of the 80286’s full capabilities. Worse, trying to give it knowledge of those capabilities would have to entail a complete rewrite which would break compatibility with all existing MS-DOS software. Yet the whole reason MS-DOS was popular in the first place — it certainly wasn’t because of a generous feature set, a friendly interface, or any aesthetic appeal — was that very same huge base of business software. Getting users to make the leap to some hypothetical new operating system in the absence of software to run on it would be as difficult as getting developers to write programs for an operating system with no users. It was a chicken-or-the-egg situation, and neither chicken nor egg was about to stick its neck out anytime soon.

IBM was soon shipping thousands upon thousands of PC/ATs every month, and the clone makers were soon shipping even more 80286-based machines of their own. Yet at least 95 percent of those machines were idling along at only a fraction of their potential, thanks to the already creakily archaic MS-DOS. For all these users, the old 640 K barrier remained as high as ever. They could stuff their machines full of extended memory if they liked, but they still couldn’t access it. And of course the multitasking that the 80286 was supposed to have enabled remained as foreign a concept to MS-DOS as a GPS unit to a Model T. The only solution IBM offered those who complained about the situation was to run another operating system. And indeed, there were a number of alternatives to MS-DOS available for the PC/AT and other 80286-based machines, including several variants of the old institutional-computing favorite Unix — one of them even from Microsoft — and new creations like Digital Research’s Concurrent DOS, which struggled with mixed results to wedge in some degree of MS-DOS compatibility. Still, the only surefire way to take full advantage of MS-DOS’s huge software base was to run the real — in more ways than one now! — MS-DOS, and this is what the vast majority of people with 80286-equipped machines wound up doing.

Meanwhile the very people making the software which kept MS-DOS the only viable choice for most users were feeling the pinch of being confined to 640 K more painfully almost by the month. Finally Lotus Corporation —  makers of the Lotus 1-2-3 spreadsheet package that ruled corporate America, the greatest single business-software success story of their era — decided to use their clout to do something about it. They convinced Intel to join them in devising a scheme for breaking the 640 K barrier without abandoning MS-DOS. What they came up with was one mother of an ugly kludge — a description the scheme has in common with virtually all efforts to break through the 640 K barrier.

Looking through the sparsely populated high-memory area which the designers of the original IBM PC had so generously carved out, Lotus and Intel realized it should be possible on almost any extant machine to identify a contiguous 64 K chunk of those addresses which wasn’t being used for anything. This chunk, they decided, would be the gateway to potentially many more megabytes installed elsewhere in the machine. Using a combination of software and hardware, they implemented what’s known as a bank-switching scheme. The 64 K chunk of high-memory addresses was divided into four segments of 16 K, each of which could serve as a lens focused on a 16 K segment of additional memory above and beyond 1 MB. When the processor accessed the addresses in high memory, the data it would actually access would be the data at whatever sections of the additional memory their lenses were currently pointing to. The four lenses could be moved around at will, giving access, albeit in a roundabout way, to however much extra memory the user had installed. The additional memory unlocked by the scheme was dubbed “expanded memory.”  The name’s unfortunate similarity to “extended memory” would cause much confusion over the years to come; from here on, we’ll call it by its common acronym of “EMS.”

All those gobs of extra memory wouldn’t quite come for free: applications would have to be altered to check for the existence of EMS memory and make use of it, and there would remain a distinct difference between conventional memory and EMS memory with which programmers would always have to reckon. Likewise, the overhead of constantly moving those little lenses around made EMS memory considerably slower to access than conventional memory. On the brighter side, though, EMS worked under MS-DOS with only the addition of a single device driver during startup. And, since the hardware mechanism for moving the lenses around was completely external to the CPU, it would even work on machines that weren’t equipped with the new 80286.
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Shortly before the scheme made its official debut at a COMDEX trade show in May of 1985, Lotus and Intel convinced a crucial third partner to come aboard: Microsoft. “It’s garbage! It’s a kludge!” said Bill Gates. “But we’re going to do it.” With the combined weight of Lotus, Intel, and Microsoft behind it, EMS took hold as the most practical way of breaking the 640 K barrier. Imperfect and kludgy though it was, software developers hurried to add support for EMS memory to whatever programs of theirs could practically make use of it, while hardware manufacturers rushed EMS memory boards onto the market. EMS may have been ugly, but it was here today and it worked.

At the same time that EMS was taking off, however, extended memory wasn’t going away. Some hardware makers — most notably IBM themselves — didn’t want any part of EMS’s ugliness. Software makers therefore continued to probe at the limits of machines equipped with extended memory, still looking for a way to get at it from within the confines of MS-DOS. What if they momentarily switched the 80286 into protected mode, just for as long as they needed to manipulate data in extended memory, then went back into real mode? It seemed like a reasonable idea — except that Intel, never anticipating that anyone would want to switch modes on the fly like this, had neglected to provide a way to switch an 80286 in protected mode back into real mode. So, proponents of extended memory had to come up with a kludge even uglier than the one that allowed EMS memory to function. They could force the 80286 back into real mode, they realized, by resetting it entirely, just as if the user had rebooted her computer. The 80286 would go through its self-check again — a process that admittedly absorbed precious milliseconds — and then pick back up where it left off. It was, as Microsoft’s Gordon Letwin memorably put it, like “turning off the car to change gears.” It was staggeringly kludgy, it was horribly inefficient, but it worked in its fashion. Given the inefficiencies involved, the scheme was mostly used to implement virtual disks stored in the extended memory, which wouldn’t be subject to the constant access of an application’s data space.

In 1986, the 32-bit 80386, Intel’s latest and greatest chip, made its public bow at the heart of the Compaq Deskpro 386 rather than an IBM machine, a landmark moment signaling the slow but steady shift of business computing’s power center from IBM to Microsoft and the clone makers using their operating system. While working on the new chip, Intel had had time to see how the 80286 was actually being used in the wild, and had faced the reality that MS-DOS was likely destined to be cobbled onto for years to come rather than replaced in its entirety with something better. They therefore made a simple but vitally important change to the 80386 amidst its more obvious improvements. In addition to being able to address an inconceivable total of 4 GB of memory in protected mode thanks to its 32-bit address space, the 80386 could be switched between protected mode and real mode on the fly if one desired, without needing to be constantly reset.

In freeing programmers from that massive inefficiency, the 80386 cracked open the door that much further to making practical use of extended memory in MS-DOS. In 1988, the old EMS consortium of Lotus, Intel, and Microsoft came together once again, this time with the addition to their ranks of the clone manufacturer AST; the absence of IBM is, once again, telling. Together they codified a standard approach to extended memory on 80386 and later processors, which corresponded essentially to the scheme I’ve already described in the context of the 80286, but with a simple command to the 80386 to switch back to real mode replacing the resets. They called it the eXtended Memory Specification; memory accessed in this way soon became known universally as “XMS” memory. Under XMS as under EMS, a new device driver would be loaded into MS-DOS. Ordinary real-mode programs could then call this driver to access extended memory; the driver would do the needful switching to protected mode, copy blocks of data from extended memory into conventional memory or vice versa, then switch the processor back to real mode when it was time to return control to the program. It was still inelegant, still a little inefficient, and still didn’t use the capabilities of Intel’s latest processors in anything like the way Intel’s engineers had intended them to be used; true multitasking still remained a pipe dream somewhere off in a shadowy future. Owners of sexier machines like the Macintosh and Amiga, in other words, still had plenty of reason to mock and scoff. In most circumstances, working with XMS memory was actually slower than working with EMS memory. The primary advantage of XMS was that it let programs work with much bigger chunks of non-conventional memory at one time than the four 16 K chunks that EMS allowed. Whether any given program chose EMS or XMS came to depend on which set of advantages and disadvantages best suited its purpose.

The arrival of XMS along with the ongoing use of EMS memory meant that MS-DOS now had two competing memory-management solutions. Buyers now had to figure out not only whether they had enough extra memory to run a program but whether they had the right kind of extra memory. Ever accommodating, hardware manufacturers began shipping memory boards that could be configured as either EMS or XMS memory — whatever the application you were running at the moment happened to require.

The next stage in the slow crawl toward parity with other computing platforms in the realm of memory management would be the development of so-called “DOS extenders,” software to allow applications themselves to run in protected mode, thus giving them direct access to extended memory without having to pass their requests through an inefficient device driver. An application built using a DOS extender would only need to switch the processor to real mode when it needed to communicate with the operating system. The development of DOS extenders was driven by Microsoft’s efforts to turn Windows, which like seemingly everything else in business computing ran on top of MS-DOS, into a viable alternative to the command line and a viable challenger to the Macintosh. That story is thus best reserved for a future article, when we look more closely at Windows itself. As it is, the story that I’ve told so far today moves us nicely into the era of computer-gaming history we’ve reached on the blog in general.

In said era, the MS-DOS machines that had heretofore been reserved for business applications were coming into homes, where they were often used to play a new generation of games taking advantage of the VGA graphics, sound cards, and mice sported by the latest systems. Less positively, all of the people wanting to play these new games had to deal with the ramifications of a 640 K barrier that could still be skirted only imperfectly. As we’ve seen, both EMS and XMS imposed to one degree or another a performance penalty when accessing non-conventional memory. What with games being the most performance-sensitive applications of all, that made that first 640 K of lightning-fast conventional memory most precious of all for them.

In the first couple of years of MS-DOS’s gaming dominance, developers dealt with all of the issues that came attached to using memory beyond 640 K by the simple expedient of not using any memory beyond 640 K. But that solution was compatible neither with developers’ growing ambitions for their games nor with the gaming public’s growing expectations of them.

The first harbinger of what was to come was Origin Systems’s September 1990 release Wing Commander, which in its day was renowned — and more than a little feared — for pushing the contemporary state of the art in hardware to its limits. Even Wing Commander didn’t go so far as to absolutely require memory beyond 640 K, but it did use it to make the player’s audiovisual experience snazzier if it was present. Setting a precedent future games would largely follow, it was quite inflexible in its approach, demanding EMS — as opposed to XMS — memory. In the future, gamers would have to become all too familiar with the differences between the two standards, and how to configure their machines to use one or the other. Setting another precedent, Wing Commander‘s “installation guide” included a section on “memory usage” that was required reading in order to get things working properly. In the future, such sections would only grow in length and complexity, and would need to be pored over by long-suffering gamers with far more concentrated attention than anything in the manual having anything to do with how to actually play the games they purchased.
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Thus began the period of almost a decade, remembered with chagrin but also often with an odd sort of nostalgia by old-timers today, in which gamers spent hours monkeying about with MS-DOS’s “config.sys” and “autoexec.bat” files and swapping in and out various third-party utilities in the hope of squeezing out that last few kilobytes of conventional memory that Game X needed to run. The techniques they came to employ were legion.

In the process of developing Windows, Microsoft had discovered that the kernel of MS-DOS itself, a fairly tiny program thanks to its sheer age, could be stashed into the first 64 K of memory beyond 1 MB and still accessed like conventional memory on an 80286 or later processor in real mode thanks to what was essentially an undocumented technical glitch in the design of those processors. Gamers thus learned to include the line “DOS=HIGH” in their configuration files, freeing up a precious block of conventional memory. Likewise, there was enough unused space scattered around in the 384 K of high memory on most machines to stash many or all of MS-DOS’s device drivers there instead of in conventional memory. Thus “DOS=HIGH” soon became “DOS=HIGH,UMB,” the second parameter telling the computer to make use of these so-called “upper-memory blocks” and thereby save that many kilobytes more.

These were the most basic techniques, the starting points. Suffice to say that things got a lot more complicated from there, turning into a baffling tangle of tweaks, some saving mere bytes rather than kilobytes of conventional memory, but all of them important if one was to hope to run games that by 1993 would be demanding 604 K of 640 K for their own use. That owners of machines which by that point typically contained memories in the multi-megabytes should have to squabble with the operating system over mere handfuls of bytes was made no less vexing by being so comically absurd. And every new game seemed to up the ante, seemed to demand that much more conventional memory. Those with a sunnier disposition or a more technical bent of mind took the struggle to get each successive purchase running as the game before the game got started, as it were. Everyone else gnashed their teeth and wondered for the umpteenth time if they might not have been better off buying a console where games Just Worked. The only thing that made it all worthwhile was the mixture of relief, pride, and satisfaction that ensued when you finally got it all put together just right and the title screen came up and the intro music sprang to life — if, that is, you’d managed to configure your sound card properly in the midst of all your other travails. Such was the life of the MS-DOS gamer.

Before leaving the issue of the 640 K barrier behind in exactly the way that all those afflicted by it for so many years were so conspicuously unable to do, we have to address Bill Gates’s famous claim, allegedly made at a trade show in 1981, that “640 K ought to be enough for anybody.” The quote has been bandied about for years as computer-industry legend, seeming to confirm as it does the stereotype of Bill Gates as the unimaginative dirty trickster of his industry, as opposed to Steve Jobs the guileless visionary (the truth is, needless to say, far more complicated). Sadly for the stereotypers, however, the story of the quote is similar to all too many legends in the sense that it almost certainly never happened. Gates himself, for one, vehemently denies ever having said any such thing. Fred Shapiro, for another, editor of The Yale Book of Quotations, conducted an exhaustive search for a reputable source for the quote in 2008, going so far as to issue a public plea in The New York Times for anyone possessing knowledge of such a source to contact him. More than a hundred people did so, but none of them could offer up the smoking gun Shapiro sought, and he was left more certain than ever that the comment was “apocryphal.” So, there you have it. Blame Bill Gates all you want for the creaky operating system that was the real root cause of all of the difficulties I’ve spent this article detailing, but don’t ever imagine he was stupid enough to say that. “No one involved in computers would ever say that a certain amount of memory is enough for all time,” said Gates in 2008. Anyone doubting the wisdom of that assertion need only glance at the history of the IBM PC.

(Sources: the books Upgrading and Repairing PCs, 3rd edition by Scott Mueller and Principles of Operating Systems by Brian L. Stuart; Computer Gaming World of June 1993; Byte of January 1982, November 1984, and March 1992; Byte‘s IBM PC special issues of Fall 1985 and Fall 1986; PC Magazine of May 14 1985, January 14 1986, May 30 1989, June 13 1989, and June 27 1989; the episode of the Computer Chronicles television show entitled “High Memory Management”; the online article “The ‘640K’ quote won’t go away — but did Gates really say it?” on Computerworld.)


	Yes, that is quite possibly the nerdiest thing I’ve ever written. ↩
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				“No one involved in computers would ever say that a certain amount of memory is enough for all time,” said Gates in 2008

The “640k” quote may well be apocryphal, but this quotation from the Windows 95 Resource Kit offers a similar 32-bit hostage to fortune: 


With this addressing model, Windows 95 allows full use of the 4 GB of addressable memory space for all 32-bit operating system components and applications. Each 32-bit application can access up to 2 GB of addressable memory space, which is large enough to support even the largest desktop application.
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				Today, 20+ years later, 2GB is still enough for a browser or the largest of desktop applications. Very little requires more, unless it’s for data as opposed to program code.
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				Guess they have to start hiring lawyers to write their documentation since it looks like people aren’t able to think.

That line means “currently” and not “until the heat death of the universe”.
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				And there was a time when 640k was “currently” enough for everyone. The parallel amused me, no more.
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				Ah the bootdisk era.  I think it’s impossible to fully convey the frustration of being a PC gamer in the early-to-mid 1990s to someone who did not actually suffer through it.  I have never dabbled in programming or more than the simplest of game modding, but I became an expert at navigating autoexec.bat and config.sys (and even occasionally command.com) out of sheer necessity to play Wing Commander and Doom and TIE Fighter and a host of other 1990s classics.

One interesting side effect of this era I feel is that us teenagers and young adults that experienced this era are far more equipped to handle technology problems than those who have grown up in the post Windows 95 era (and I say this as a librarian that personally observes the general public grappling with computers on a daily basis).  Today, non-technical people are used to their technology working more or less correctly right out of the box, leaving them no incentive to learn how it functions.  Therefore, when something goes wrong that can actually be easily corrected without a great deal of technical know-how, they are often completely lost.  Because we had to explore every nook and cranny of our computers to make our software run, even those, like me, who had no interest in becoming programmers or engineers are not afraid to poke around a bit to solve simpler problems.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Ido Yehieli			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 5:02 pm			

			
				
				What would the early 8 bit generation say, that had their computers boot straight to BASIC and often had to program to get anything interesting out of it? :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 5:10 pm			

			
				
				Oh absolutely.  Computer use has only gotten easier as time goes on no question.  I am only drawing a narrow comparison between nontechnical youth of the 1990s like me that were nonetheless committed to still using a computer regularly and nontechnical youth of today, who really don’t need to know anything about their computer at all for basic operation.  When I became a public librarian, I expected the older set to not have a handle on this stuff, but was surprised that the younger set also seemed unable to perform basic, non-technical troubleshooting.  This is not a “back-in-my-day/get-of-my-lawn” style rant about the good old days, just an observation of how grappling with DOS memory problems equipped a certain segment of the non-technical population with skills they would likely otherwise not possess.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Joe			

			
				April 17, 2017 at 12:52 am			

			
				
				Well said, and agreed.

I never considered myself a technical person, but I, too, wrestled with those arcane files and fiddly systems, and today I frequently find myself in the position of Computer Oracle. I am always surprised by it.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Ido Yehieli			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 5:03 pm			

			
				
				I remember Apogee’s late dos release, Realms of Chaos, being particularly gnarly to get working on a mid 90s PC, who may have drivers loaded for such modern extravaganzas as CD-ROM, Sound Blaster, a mouse & a dos extender!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Chuck again			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 5:30 pm			

			
				
				This is a fantastic summary of the technical challenges of that entire era. Bravo!

For me, this brings back many happy memories (and only a few frustrating ones, mostly centered around eking out a maximum of conventional memory). I seem to recall my AUTOEXEC.BAT had four system startup configurations, selectable by a CHOICE menu, which would rejigger the memory allocation as needed.

You couldn’t pay me to go back to those days though… unless you’re running a computer museum.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jayle Enn			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 5:54 pm			

			
				
				About the time that consumer CD-ROMs became popular, I found a function that let me partition my boot files and make a menu to select which I wanted. Ended up with ones that would prevent peripherals from loading (CD drivers took RAM, after all…), or once or twice configurations for specific games. I was a hardcore fan of Origin games back then, and Wing Commander was only nudging the envelope compared to some of its later cousins.

Saved on boot disks at least.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Sam			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 6:06 pm			

			
				
				s/cracked opened/cracked open/

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:10 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Kai			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 6:19 pm			

			
				
				I played Wing Commander on the Amiga, and though this was more a slide show at times than a fast-paced space action game, at least it just worked.

Not that I was spared the fun entirely, as the first PC we had initially still ran DOS. While the hardware was great, the OS was such a huge step backwards. Like so many others, I ended up crafting a boot disk with a selection menu to prepare the system for each individual game.

Might be the reason why I never grew a fan of any of Microsoft’s offerings. Installed Linux in ’96 and went with a dual-boot system from then on, starting Windows only for playing games. For quite a while, I even kept using amiwm to recreate at least the look and feel of the Amiga workbench under Linux.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 6:58 pm			

			
				
				That’s rather funny, because this early history of mucking around with DOS after upgrading from a C64 to an IBM 486 box is a big part of why I refuse to use Linux. The few times i’ve tried to do so, I’ve gotten so frustrated at my old DOS knowledge crashing into the new Linux commands I’m trying to learn (yes, I am aware that Linux has several rather nice GUIs, but if I’m running an OS with a viable command line THAT is what I am going to use) and turning into a mess. Sort of a muscle memory thing.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Steven Marsh			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 6:33 pm			

			
				
				This article gave me panicky flashbacks.

I think what was so amazing about this era is that it wasn’t like you could just come up with the perfect AUTOEXEC.BAT and CONFIG.SYS, dust your hands off, and say, “There! THAT problem is solved!” Every dang high-end program seemed to need its own massaging. Some software needed a mouse driver, which ate precious bytes. Some could use a variant mouse driver that was smaller . . . but most software didn’t like it. Some had their own internal mouse drivers. Some needed unique sound settings. Some needed a sound driver. Others had their own sound drivers, and loading an unneeded one would decrease that precious memory to the point of inoperability. Some needed certain versions of DOS to eke out those last few precious bytes. Sometimes the act of quitting the program wouldn’t free up all memory for some reason, and you needed to reboot cold to get a system that would give you all your memory. Sometimes the order that you had entries in your CONFIG.SYS and AUTOEXEC.BAT would matter.

I remember spending hours trying to get software to work just right, finally getting it to do so, and then realizing, “I’m not even sure if I want to play any more right now…”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				April 26, 2017 at 7:09 pm			

			
				
				For some reason I was dismissive of boot disks. I could eventually get all my games to run with an appropriate .bat file, but I didn’t know nearly enough to remove all the memory artifacts they created, so if I wanted to play a different game, I usually had to reboot the thing anyway. Dumb.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Allen Brunson			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 6:39 pm			

			
				
				holy cow.  i had almost forgotten what being a dos user in the 1990s was like. the typical computer of that era might have 4mb of ram, but most of it would be wasted, most of the time. all anybody cared about was the precious address space in the first megabyte.

i remember favoring compaq machines of that era, more than ibm machines and others, because ibms (for example) usually had a lot of precious below-1mb-space taken up by useless roms and god knows what else.

qemm to the rescue: this utility package, which worked on 386 pcs, would allow you to remap high ram into unused address slots in low ram. sometimes you could even map ram over the top of those useless roms that ibm liked to saddle us with. qemm came with a utility that would scan your computer and try to find all the adress ranges that might be reclaimed for use.

a lot of times, you could re-order the drivers in your config.sys, or reorder the tsrs in your autoexec.bat, so that you would end up with more free memory afterwards. a black art on top of a black art.

these days, it’s hard for me to believe that i didn’t just switch to some other operating system that wasn’t so ridiculous.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:10 pm			

			
				
				Ah yes, I’d kind of expunged those memories.  But, which other OS?  The Amiga was dying off, the Apple ][ and Atari ST was already basically dead, the Archimedes a British eccentricity, the Mac expensive and starting to show creaking problems of it’s own (and not much of a gaming platform), Linux was only just coming into existance, high end Unix workstations cost a fortune.  There was a promise…OS/2.  Ironically I never used OS/2, but the proponents matched the Amiga-heads in evangelicalism, and I guess if it let them get away from this in hindsight I understand.  However, we know how that turned out.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Yura			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:07 pm			

			
				
				I think it was XMS for eXtended memory on 80286 with HIMEM.SYS driver, and EMS for Expanded Memory on 80386 with EMM386.EXE driver.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extended_memory

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expanded_memory

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jason			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:09 pm			

			
				
				The worst game for me was the CD version of “Master of Magic”

It needed on the order of 612K, with the CD-ROM driver loaded.  I ended up using the Novell DOS 7 nwcdex on MS-DOS 5.  It was later discovered that much of the memory was for the opening movie, so you could run a different executable that was for resuming from your last autosave, (if you didn’t want to resume you could just quit to the menu).  This saved around 10K of ram IIRC.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Adele			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:31 pm			

			
				
				Thank you for another excellent article. I remember fiddling around with “autoexec.bat” and “config.sys” as a kid to play games, and I never understood why; I just did what I needed to do in order to play my game. You have somehow managed to fill in the missing pieces and make managing memory in DOS interesting. And thank you for the nostalgic satisfaction of booting up a game in DOS after all that hard work!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Keith Palmer			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:35 pm			

			
				
				I managed to miss out on the challenges you described (if also on most of the rewards) of the “early-1990s MS-DOS era,” although in missing out I’m now struck by your description of EMS resembling the bank-switching schemes that let computers with 8-bit processors be advertised as “128K” or even “512K” models. I also have to note your bringing up Steve Jobs in connection with the “640K” quote attributed to Bill Gates reminds me of how quickly the Macintosh literature seemed to move to “you will be able to upgrade to 512K,” and how that paled pretty fast too to wind up being linked to “it took Jobs’s ritual sacrifice to start moving the Mac forward again…”

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Sniffnoy			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 7:51 pm			

			
				
				Typo correction: “three-eights” and “five-eights” should be “eighths” rather than “eights”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:14 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Andrew Hoffman			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 8:19 pm			

			
				
				Gates may not have actually said anything about 640k, but if you read his interview from the first issue of PC Magazine he’s definitely excited about all the possibilities of being able to address ten times more memory than an Apple II and claims it will eliminate the need to optimize software. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=w_OhaFDePS4C&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				googoobaby			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 9:36 pm			

			
				
				The full 8086 has the same memory addressing capabilities as the 8088.  The text seems to imply that 20-bit addressing is an 8088 limitation instead of being implicit to that whole family (8086 even 80186).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:15 am			

			
				
				???

“IBM’s decision to use the 8088 instead of the 8086 would have huge importance for the expansion buses of this and future machines, but the differences between the two chips aren’t important for our purposes today.”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:19 pm			

			
				
				The read problem was not the 20 bit addressing but the fact that the “user memory” was put in the middle of the memory map instead of the end. Is there any technical reason why they couldn’t have put the user memory in the higher 5/8ths in the original design so to allow user memory continuation into higher addresses when later chips allowed it? I know that requires some sort of fore-sight but surely not that much unless you do believe the 640K is more than anyone could ever use.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 8:39 pm			

			
				
				Making conventional memory the upper 640 K of the 1 MB address space rather than the lower would have made things a little cleaner, but wouldn’t have solved any of the memory problems described in this article. I’m afraid the “real” problem really was the 20-bit addressing.

The reason IBM’s engineers chose the arrangement they did is likely because the 8086/8088 required its reset vector (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reset_vector) to be at the very upper end of its address space. So, the alternative would still have required a little area at the end of conventional memory reserved for a special purpose. This would have turned into yet one *more* piece of ugliness for future engineers to work around. On the whole, the arrangement chosen was the best that was practical at the time.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				April 17, 2017 at 12:03 pm			

			
				
				You’ll notice from that link that the reset vectors of newer processors (excluding the x86 line) are down in the lowest memory page so I assume at least some manufacturers learned their lesson on this. I wonder where the ARM reset vectors are?

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 17, 2017 at 1:23 pm			

			
				
				(Replying to Martin but we reached max indentation).  ARM is indeed at 0, however the other thing more modern CPUS have going for them is virtual memory and support for page tables, which makes this almost a non issue.  ARM went 64 without anyone much noticing.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				arthurdawg			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 10:02 pm			

			
				
				Ultima VII was one that took some tweaking…  Voodoo you might say…

I still remember playing with an early task switching program on my old Tandy 1000 that would let you load up multiple programs and jump back and forth (albeit with no background processing).  The memory limitations of the machine prevented any great utility and I didn’t use it for long.

Ahhh… the memories of the old days.  Now my MBP just does what I tell it to do for the most part.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MagerValp			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 1:03 pm			

			
				
				The fun part about U7 was that it shipped with its own unique memory manager, which was incompatible with the usual tools that helped you free up RAM. It also didn’t fail immediately, but after watching part of the intro and it cut off when the Guardian started talking, making it especially painful to try to come up with a working config. Good times.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 2:00 pm			

			
				
				And for those who don’t know, arthurdawg was making a joke when he referred to tweaking it as Voodoo (that was in fact the name of the memory manager).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian			

			
				April 16, 2017 at 1:06 am			

			
				
				Yep…  the good ole Voodoo memory manager… wreaked havoc on the scale of Gojira eating Tokyo.  

Those were the days…  coming from an 8 bit background I think we were all better prepared than we realized.  My dad and I tweaked that old Tandy to the max before moving on to a 386SX… also a Tandy because my dad loved Radio Shack back in the day.

As always, a great column!  

If allowed – a sidebar on Voodoo from the Ultima Codex… if not I’ll glady erase.

http://wiki.ultimacodex.com/wiki/Voodoo_Memory_Manager

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Christian Moura			

			
				April 18, 2017 at 5:16 am			

			
				
				Ultima VII – oh, yes, damn yes.  I remember at one point having a choice – either loading sound drivers or mouse drivers.  I could play the game with music, or I could play it and use a mouse…in silence.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 10:25 pm			

			
				
				DOS was very easy to program for actually, and even more so in assembly. 

Since you could only run one program at a time anyway, games did not really need to use DOS at all and not all of them did. I am surprised origin systems never embraced the idea, it certainly would have to have been easier than dealing with their own memory manager trying to work through DOS.

When windows came suddenly even the old functionality was many times more complex.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 11:06 pm			

			
				
				Sure, Dos wasn’t that hard to program for (bare metal and all that).  And a lot of apps ignored a whole lot of the API (which is why we all owned The Peter Norton Programmer’s Guide to the IBM PC).  But:  Define “Use Dos”?  Certainly, a number of very early PC games booted directly off floppy and ignored it completely (including, amusingly enough, both MS Flight Simulator and Adventure).  However, in practice by this era (early 90s) you had to support hard drives and a large selection of third party TSRs (which gave sort of “fake” multitasking”) and a bunch of other stuff.  Which meant that you had to at least use it for file system support.  Ignoring dos after booting it up meant in practice you were stuck with a bunch of limits even if you pretended you were your own OS and switched straight to protected mode.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 1:08 am			

			
				
				When you make your own bootloader there is no DOS to worry about, and like I said the hardware at the time was a snap to work with, not like today whatsoever. I guess that the fact there were lots of multiple platform games back then was probably a big factor though.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				April 14, 2017 at 11:51 pm			

			
				
				Ah, Jimmy …. this kind of article of yours is very special :  the ones that stir up all those collective memories. And your writing style guarantees that the “stirring” occurs ! , which is wonderful.

As a Commodore 8-bit (C64 breadbin) user who switched to 16-bit in 1990, I have fond memories of the “memory blues”  :

1)  I clearly remember whole nights spent in front of friends’ IBM-compatibles try to get DOS games to work :  autoexec.bat, config.sys, himem, soundblaster drivers,  it was all very frustrating.

2)  Besides being a Commodore guy, this was one of the main things keeping me away from MS-DOS machines.  Amiga software and hardware turned “Memory Configuration” into an afterthought :  you just added SIMMS to your  HD-SCSI-RAM combo card and that was it. Drivers were installed only once from nifty install disks and everything was handled automatically from then on. If you had an older A500 and needed to get past the 512k “Chip ram barrier”, you just popped in a new Agnus chip.  As for boot disks, they were only needed to run older games or european imports that required 50hz screen refresh.

3)  This why “true hardware emulation” has never been a popular option for DOS games, as opposed to DOSbox, which handles all memory issues invisibly and reliably :  you just tell how much ram you need and toggle UMB, EMS and XMS on or off as needed.  I would even go as far as stating that the absence of “memory and driver tweaking” is the reason that we enjoy the current DOSbox-fueled retro-pc-gaming surge.  Gee, just imagine for a moment GOG selling “vanilla” installs for you to run on “real” MS-DOS installed in a virtual machine or PC-em. I have tried it out of curiosity, and it sucks, big time.

4)  It’s no coincidence that both WinUAE and Mini-vMac are used and configured pretty much like a real Amiga or Mac and are very popular emulators for that same reason, whereas DOSbox is purposefully as detached as possible from the nuances of the hardware it emulates, and has become the de-facto DOS emulation standard.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Bernie			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 12:11 am			

			
				
				Sorry, Quick Addendum :  for those purists who despise DOSbox’s simplifications but don’t want to go through the hassle of setting up a full-blown VM, there’s Tand-EM , a tandy 1000 emulator ;  PCE, an accurate IBM PC emulator ;  and http://www.pcjs.org , hosting java emulators with many ready-made installs of DOS, OS/2 , Win 3.1 and 95 in realistically simulated hardware , like the Compaq Deskpro 386 , for example.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:22 am			

			
				
				Never really thought of DOSBox in those terms before, but you’re right. It’s quite a feat of software engineering. I hope GOG.com is paying its creators well. :)

As you noted, the Amiga did have the chip/fast RAM divide, which could be almost as confusing and frustrating at times as the 640 K barrier. So it wasn’t a complete memory paradise either…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Peter Ferrie			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 9:08 pm			

			
				
				GOG doesn’t pay us anything.  DOSBox is free software. :-)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 9:56 pm			

			
				
				I understand they’re under no obligation, but I’d kind of assumed they were throwing some money your way, given that they’ve built so much of their business around DOSBox. A pity.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Ish Ot Jr.			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 3:19 am			

			
				
				Thank you for this fantastic article! I can’t believe the nostalgia it made me feel for HIMEM.SYS and EMM386! It was really fun anticipating the evolution while reading, e.g. flashbacks to Wing Commander and XMS’ rise etc. followed shortly by your detailed recounting. Can’t wait to read your coverage of the joys of IRQ settings!! 

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Rusty			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 3:25 am			

			
				
				My apologies but but this is eating me up inside, I want to read the text on that list of cards so bad.

Do you have it in a higher resolution?

On the other hand it led to a very interesting google image search on “isa memory card”. Some of them are quite horrifying.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:28 am			

			
				
				https://archive.org/details/PC-Mag-1986-01-14

Page 120. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Jubal			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 5:07 am			

			
				
				Pardon my ignorance here, as I pretty much entirely missed out on this era of computing – but why, given all these problems and endless kludgy workarounds, did Microsoft stick with the basic DOS concept for nearly two decades rather than coming up with something new that was back-compatible with older DOS software?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:47 am			

			
				
				Many people tried, including Microsoft with OS/2, but always with mixed results. A big piece of the problem was the sheer primitiveness of MS-DOS. It really was little more than a handful of function for dealing with disk and file management; the name “*Disk* Operating System” is very appropriate. For everything else, you either banged on the hardware or used add-on device drivers.

A more modern operating system with multitasking wouldn’t be able to allow this sort of unfettered access for the reasons described in the article. This raises the question of what you *do* with all those programs trying to peek and poke at the lowest levels of the computer. About the only practical solution might be to emulate all that hardware in software — this is what Apple did when transitioning the Macintosh from a 68000-based architecture to the PowerPC — but this is *very* expensive in terms of processing power. On late 1980s/early 1990s hardware, you’d wind up with DOS programs running much, much slower under the new operating system than they had under vanilla DOS, and requiring vastly more memory to boot. Not, in other words, a good look for Wing Commander. Both applications software and games were exploding so fast in the demands they placed on the hardware during this period that there just wasn’t processing power to spare for this sort of exercise. Nowadays, with software not having increased its demands dramatically in at least a decade, it can be a little hard for us to relate to those crazier times.

That said, there were alternatives out there that managed in one way or another to achieve perhaps as much as 95 percent MS-DOS compatibility. But that last 5 percent was still a dealbreaker for many or most. Imagine if some obscure incompatibility kicked in only when you used some obscure function in Lotus 1-2-3 — or only on the last mission of Wing Commander. 

Microsoft’s habit of playing dirty with anyone who got too close, thus threatening their burgeoning monopoly, didn’t help either. Look up the story of Dr. DOS sometime, the MS-DOS alternative that actually invented many of MS-DOS’s most important latter-day improvements, forcing Microsoft to play catch-up. Digital Research didn’t get rewarded terribly well for their innovations…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:43 pm			

			
				
				Well, it’s actually DR-DOS (or DR DOS, without hyphen up to and including version 6.0), not Dr. DOS (which would be pronounced “Doctor DOS”), as DR stood for Digital Research. Speaking of which, you might find this Tech Tale interesting:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hJNaAG2BXow&list=PLbBZM9aUMsjEVZPCDMl-lXOx50rSBNFQC&index=2

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 7:41 am			

			
				
				They did come up with something new. It was called Windows, and among other things it allowed for running DOS apps in a sort of virtual machine (albeit with a huge performance penalty, back in the day). A capability it retained all the way to Vista 32-bit, if I’m not mistaken.

But for the most part, Microsoft’s main interest was to retain their monopoly on the OS market. Which is why they sabotaged IBM’s efforts to get OS/2 off the ground — that, by the way, could also run DOS apps in a compatibility mode, while also providing multitasking and whatnot to apps written to take advantage of it.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MSDEV			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 12:38 pm			

			
				
				It is incorrect to say that MS sabotaged OS/2 or IBM.  I have first hand knowledge of this. MS was deeply dedicated to OS/2.  Windows only succeeded where OS/2 didnt because the teams was vastly smaller than the OS/2 team, so didn’t have the organizational overhead.  Certain developers went against management orders to add features like Memory protection.

The quicker time to market that met user demand made Windows a success while OS/2 was mired in bugs and backwards compatibility problems.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:44 pm			

			
				
				That’s funny. I remember OS/2’s main selling point being that it was less buggy and had better performance.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Eric			

			
				April 16, 2017 at 4:19 pm			

			
				
				Remember that VHS won over Betamax, despite Beta having the superior picture quality at the time. (And, indeed, lasted longer than VHS in a commercial setting) VHS won because they hit on what the public wanted much faster (tapes long enough to record a whole 2-hour movie, cheaper, etc) than Sony did with Beta. It’s not always the “better” solution that wins, as much as the one that hits the right checkpoints when it needs to.

And then once the number of users hits critical mass, it’s even harder to dislodge.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 18, 2017 at 5:45 am			

			
				
				“Remember that VHS won over Betamax, despite…”

True, but I was replying to MSDEV’s post, which stated that OS/2 was mired in bugs. That’s contrary to what I remember reading about it.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Francesco Rossi			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 6:36 am			

			
				
				I’m grateful to this site and the author of this article! Back in Milano, I was barely a teenager when wing commander 3 came out,  and I was still running on a 486 dx 33. Minimum requirements for it were a dx2 66. Still one could tweak the system enough to have the game loading. It of course took ages, but the real obstacle was still that 640k value.  I solved it by loading a bootdisk with QEMM optimization on it. It gave out a whopping 634k free memory! It’s been nice to live again the feeling of those days. If it wasn’t for that I wouldn’t love tech as much as I do now

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Yeechang Lee			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 8:43 am			

			
				
				A 100% verifiable quote about memory from 1981:

Apple Computer president, A. C. Markkula, Jr. is confident that Apple products will continue to do well. “The IBM is more expensive than the Apple II, and the Apple III offers better performance,” he says.

Markkula points out that publications have been incorrect in saying that the IBM has more memory capacity than the Apple III. In fact, Markkula says, both systems could support up to 256K RAM. Apple however, currently offers 128K only. “We could offer more, but frankly we don’t know what anyone would do with that memory.”


“Old-Timers Claim IBM Entry Doesn’t Scare Them”, InfoWorld, 5 October 1981

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 5:15 pm			

			
				
				Markkula was a marketer, hence this is all spin to justify their then current product line. I doubt anyone at Apple believed that.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 2:17 pm			

			
				
				By the way, are you going to write more about Wing Commander?  I remember it being a Big Deal when it came out, something to show our Amiga-owning friends and say, “Look!  We can game on the IBM too!”  And the music and etc.  Ignoring the, ah, Star Wars physics, I actually think it’s aged very well.  I pulled it out a couple of years ago, dug up the Roland MT32 (which DosBos supports!) and had a bunch of fun.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 4:15 pm			

			
				
				Yes, I have two big articles coming on Wing Commander. It was a hugely, hugely important game.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 4:38 pm			

			
				
				Oooh!  Can’t wait!  Your blog is one of the very few I get really excited about when I see it pop up on my RSS feed.  Also obviously I mistyped dosbox there (Grr, can’t edit comments etc).

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jim Leonard			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 4:05 pm			

			
				
				Your description of XMS is somewhat incomplete.  XMS works by copying blocks of memory between the 0-1MB space and the extended memory space. You wrote “perform whatever data access was requested”, but that’s ambiguous and not how applications used XMS.  With XMS, you only perform a call to copy a block of memory to/from the extended memory space to/from the 0-640k space.  XMS does not allow real-mode applications to access extended memory directly.

This means your passage “It was a little easier and faster to work with than what had come before” is also not entirely accurate — XMS was slower in practice than EMS in all implementations.  EMS may only allow you to access 64K at a time through the page frame, but switching what the frame referred to was much faster than XMS copying memory around.  This is why Wing Commander could only work with EMS, because it needed that speed during the game’s spaceflight scenes.

I have programmed both of these specifications, and can cover the above in more detail over a side channel if you need further clarification.  Other than the above, this is a well-written article, as always.  Keep up the good work.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 4:28 pm			

			
				
				Thanks. I don’t want to get *too* far down in the weeds on some of this stuff, but made a few edits to that paragraph to clarify.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Peter Ferrie			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 9:10 pm			

			
				
				The XMS driver can copy between extended memory regions, too.  It worked by entering “unreal” mode to access all 4Gb directly – another undocumented feature of Intel’s hardware.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 5:17 pm			

			
				
				I believe that’s also called “real big” mode, from my BIOS/ACPI days.

P.S. Hi Peter, long time no chat

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Brad Spencer			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 5:21 pm			

			
				
				It’s several decades too late for this advice to be useful :), but my friends and I simply made many copies of autoexec.bat and config.sys named things like “autoexec.dom” for Doom and “config.wc” for Wing Commander, etc.  Then we had batch files that would present menus of which game you wanted.  Running 1.bat to select the first game on the menu would just rename the appropriate pair of autoexec- and config-prefixed files and reboot. Then you could optimize per game. No CD needed for Doom?  Don’t load the MSCDEX (or whatever it was called) driver, and so on.  Another advantage was that you could, as the last step of autoexec.bat (whichever one had been renamed into place before the reboot), rename your “normal” autoexec.bat and config.sys back into place and then launch the game. 

So, for us, the pain was one time, and encapsulated. But it does highlight how much of a tinkerer’s mindset you needed to play games back in that era. 

FWIW, my friends and I all “knew” that protected mode games were better and then XMS and only as a last resort would we use EMS (which in the early 1990s we considered to be the ancient way to extend memory).  Or at least that’s how we felt about it ;)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 7:43 pm			

			
				
				Hoo boy! This brings back memories for me. I even remember DOS=HIGH,UMB. My family got its first computer in 1989 for my dad’s work, and it was a PC/AT 80286 with 512k of RAM and 10 MB of hard disk space. It had DOS and a Hercules monitor too. I remember thinking the games wer primitive compared to the games in the arcades, but I never thought DOS was primitive as it was really all I knew. I had no idea how behind the times our PC was.

When a friend of mine from junior high recommended Ultima Underworld to me in 1996, that was MY introduction to all this kludginess. By then, we had our second computer, a 486 with Windows 3.1. Getting UU to run on that required using a bootable floppy and tweaking autoexec.bat and config.sys on it. The manual had sample configurations for both, but they didn’t work. Figuring it all out was like a puzzle one might find in a computer game. I felt great satisfaction when I FINALLY figured out how to make it run.

Unfortunately, the sound wouldn’t work unless you first went into Windows and THEN exited to DOS. Since I couldn’t get into Windows from the bootable floppy, I had to play with no sound. However, I did learn a great deal about how batch files work. It probably enhanced my overall understanding of DOS too.

I remember that sort of thing only ever being a problem for Origin’s games, though. Other DOS games ran (mostly) fine with  no tweaking. I later read about Origin’s unorthodox approach to programming DOS games and wondering why they’d do it that way when it clearly caused so many problems for its customers. Now I can see it was trying to push the limits of the PC.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Brian			

			
				April 16, 2017 at 1:12 am			

			
				
				Yep… as I noted with the Voodoo memory post above, Origin did it’s darndest to drive us poor DOS users cray cray!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Ben P. Stein			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 10:32 pm			

			
				
				Thank you so much for explaining the 640 K memory issue in patient, step-by-step, understandable terms. This kind of fundamental information is really important to me as I learn about the history of computer games. Instead of just hearing about the 640 K barrier, I now have some level of understanding about what it really meant for older computer games on IBM and compatible PCs.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Andrew Dalke			

			
				April 15, 2017 at 10:56 pm			

			
				
				I’ve found that one way to understand ‘what a huge figure 1 MB really was when they released the machine in 1981’ is to look at memory prices. http://www.jcmit.com/memoryprice.htm (archived at https://web-beta.archive.org/web/20170108175446/http://www.jcmit.com/memoryprice.htm ) lists a price of $4,479/MB for that time. That’s about $12,000 once adjusted for inflation, and about 3x the price of the base PC price.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Patrick Fleck			

			
				April 16, 2017 at 2:38 pm			

			
				
				Hey David, Very interesting article, but how come all your programmers are female? To me that’s just as sexist as making them all male. Don’t be so pc…

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				GeoX			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 12:28 pm			

			
				
				Somehow, it’s perfect that a lunkheaded comment like this wouldn’t even get the author’s name right.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Nate			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 10:44 pm			

			
				
				I agree. Let’s right this wrong, just as soon as 50.0001% of programmers are female.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Appendix H			

			
				April 16, 2017 at 7:57 pm			

			
				
				Something I only recently learned:  You know about DOS Extenders.  And you may remember Win32s(Win32 apps on Win 3.x).  Well, 386 Enhanced Mode also made possible Windows Extenders, which were on the market from 1991.  http://www.os2museum.com/wp/watcom-win386/

Sierra used it, which probably made their dual-mode DOS extended/Windows interpreter easier to write.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Odilon Alves de Oliveira			

			
				April 17, 2017 at 12:35 am			

			
				
				Hey bro, thanks for all the info shared here. It’s part of our history in computer science.

Thanks!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				KeyJ			

			
				April 18, 2017 at 11:55 am			

			
				
				A very nice overview, well-written in a way that a broader audience can grasp the topic.

However, some parts are a little simplified or not fully correct:

– As Jim Leonard already said, XMS was all about copying data between conventional and extended memory, and as a result, it was almost always slower than EMS.

– To my knowledge, XMS wasn’t a 386-era invention. Even if it has been invented in that timeframe, it works just fine with a 286.

– It’s true that the 286 couldn’t switch back from protected into real mode in a straightforward way, but the very slow (reset via keyboard controller) and slow (reset via triple fault) methods for this that involve a processor reset have been quickly superseded by use of the LOADALL instruction, which is about as fast as a protected-to-real mode switch on a 386.

– No mention of Virtual-8086 mode in the 386, even though *that* was the defining feature that made all kinds of memory management hacks possible. In particular, it allowed things like emulating EMS without any speed penalties, using the combination of Virtual-8086 mode and paging.

– No mention of the A20 gate. (Though that’s not a bad thing … that pesky little circuit caused more headaches for hardware designers than it did for users, so it doesn’t add much to the narrative. But that’s certainly *by far* the ugliest kludge of the whole x86/DOS ecosystem.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Trevor Briscoe			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 7:10 pm			

			
				
				Quarterdeck’ s QEMM memory manager handled just about everything we threw at it very well. We had to roll out a DOS text-based menu and office automation software product to hundreds of user machines. The product had much use of terminate and stay-resident programs and also needed to launch all of the required software without having to reconfigure. QEMM was the only memory manager that did it for every user’s machine and software selection.

Happy days, thanks for the nostalgia trip!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ibrahim Gucukoglu			

			
				April 24, 2017 at 9:38 pm			

			
				
				Was Dos 4GW professional protected mode runtime by Rational Systems a DOS extender?  I played a lot of games in the nineties like Duke Nukem, Doom and Rise of the Triad and these games required in excess of 2MB of memory to run properly, so I rather thought it was.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				PJ			

			
				April 26, 2017 at 11:27 pm			

			
				
				I just wanted to say I really enjoyed reading this. Entertaining and informative at the same time.

Cheers!
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[image: ]Chris Roberts and Richard Garriott, 1988


At the Summer Consumer Electronics Show in June of 1989, Origin Systems and Brøderbund Software announced that they wouldn’t be renewing the distribution contract the former had signed with the latter two years before. It was about as amicable a divorce as has ever been seen in the history of business; in this respect, it could hardly have stood in greater contrast to the dust-up that had ended Origin’s relationship with Electronic Arts, their previous distributor, in 1987. Each company was full of rosy praise and warm wishes for the other at a special “graduation party” Brøderbund threw for Origin at the show. “Brøderbund has been one of the few affiliated-label programs that truly helps a small company grow to a size where it can stand on its own and enter the real world,” said Origin’s Robert Garriott, making oblique reference to the more predatory approach of Electronic Arts. In response, Brøderbund’s Gary Carlston toasted that “it’s been rewarding to have helped Origin pursue its growth, and it’s exciting to see the company take this step,” confirming yet one more time Brøderbund’s well-earned reputation as the nice guys of their industry who somehow kept managing to finish first. And so, with a last slap on the rump and a final chorus of “Kumbaya,” Brøderbund sent Origin off to face the scary “world of full-service software publishing” alone.

It was a bold step for Origin, especially given that they still hadn’t solved a serious problem that had dogged them since their founding in the Garriott brothers’ family garage six years earlier. The first two games released by the young company back in 1983 had been Ultima III, the latest installment in Richard Garriott’s genre-defining CRPG series, and Caverns of Callisto, an action game written by Richard’s high-school buddy Chuck Bueche. Setting the frustrating pattern for what was to come, Ultima III soared up the bestseller charts, while Caverns of Callisto disappeared without a trace. In the years that followed, Origin released some non-Ultima games that were moderately successful, but never came close to managing a full-on hit outside of their signature franchise. This failure left them entirely dependent for their survival on Richard Garriott coming up with a new and groundbreaking Ultima game every couple of years, and on that game then proceeding to sell over 200,000 copies. Robert Garriott, as shrewd a businessman as any in his industry, knew that staking his company’s entire future on a single game every two years was at best a risky way to run things. Yet, try as he might, he couldn’t seem to break the pattern.

Origin had a number of factors working against them in their efforts to diversify, but the first and most ironic among them must be the very outsize success of Ultima itself. The company had become so identified with Ultima that many gamers barely realized that they did anything else. As for other folks working in the industry, they had long jokingly referred to Origin Systems as “Ultima Systems.” Everyone knew that the creator of Ultima was also the co-founder of Origin, and the brother of the man who directed its day-to-day operations. In such a situation, there must be a real question of whether any other game project, even a potentially great one, could avoid being overshadowed by the signature franchise, could find enough oxygen to thrive. Added to these concerns, which would be applicable to any company in such a situation, must be the unique nature of the cast of characters at Origin. Richard Garriott’s habit of marching around trade-show floors in full Lord British regalia, his entourage in tow, didn’t always endear him to the rest of the industry. There were, it sometimes seemed, grounds to question whether Richard himself knew that he wasn’t actually a monarch, just a talented kid from suburban Houston with nary a drop of royal blood coursing through his veins. At times, Origin Systems could feel perilously close to a cult of personality. Throw in the company’s out-of-the-way location in Austin, Texas, and attracting really top-flight projects became quite a challenge for them.

So, when it came to games that weren’t Ultima Origin had had to content themselves with projects one notch down from the top tier — projects which, whether because they weren’t flashy enough or were just too nichey, weren’t of huge interest to the bigger publishers. Those brought in enough revenue to justify their existence but not much more, and thus Robert Garriott continued to bet the company every two years on his brother’s latest Ultima. It was a nerve-wracking way to live.

And then, in 1990, all that changed practically overnight. This article and the one that follows will tell the story of how the house that Ultima built found itself with an even bigger franchise on its hands.
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By the end of the 1980s, the North American and European computer-game industries, which had heretofore existed in almost total isolation from one another, were becoming slowly but steadily more interconnected. The major American publishers were setting up distribution arms in Europe, and the smaller ones were often distributing their wares through the British importer U.S. Gold. Likewise, the British Firebird and Rainbird labels had set up offices in the United States, and American publishers like Cinemaware were doing good business importing British games for American owners of the Commodore Amiga, a platform that was a bit neglected by domestic developers. But despite these changes, the industry as a whole remained a stubbornly bifurcated place. European developers remained European, American developers remained American, and the days of a truly globalized games industry remained far in the future. The exceptions to these rules stand out all the more thanks to their rarity. And one of these notable exceptions was Chris Roberts, the young man who would change Origin Systems forever.

With a British father and an American mother, Chris Roberts had been a trans-Atlantic sort of fellow right from the start. His father, a sociologist at the University of Manchester, went with his wife to Guatemala to do research shortly after marrying, and it was there that Chris was conceived in 1967. The mother-to-be elected to give birth near her family in Silicon Valley. (From the first, it seems, computers were in the baby’s blood.) After returning for a time to Guatemala, where Chris’s father was finishing his research, the little Roberts clan settled back in Manchester, England. A second son arrived to round out the family in 1970.

His first international adventure behind him, Chris Roberts grew up as a native son of Manchester, developing the distinct Mancunian intonation he retains to this day along with his love of Manchester United football. When first exposed to computers thanks to his father’s position at Manchester University, the boy was immediately smitten. In 1982, when Chris was 14, his father signed him up for his first class in BASIC programming and bought a BBC Micro for him to practice on at home. As it happened, the teacher of that first programming class became a founding editor of the new magazine BBC Micro User. Hungry for content, the magazine bought two of young Chris’s first simple BASIC games to publish as type-in listings. Just like that, he was a published game developer.

Britain at the time was going absolutely crazy for computers and computer games, and many of the new industry’s rising stars were as young or younger than Roberts. It thus wasn’t overly difficult for him to make the leap to designing and coding boxed games to be sold in stores. Imagine Software published his first such, a platformer called Wizadore, in 1985; Superior Software published a second, a side-scrolling shooter called Stryker’s Run, in 1986. But the commercial success these titles could hope to enjoy was limited by the fact that they ran on the BBC Micro, a platform which was virtually unknown outside of Britain and even inside of its home country was much less popular than the Sinclair Spectrum as a gaming machine. Being amply possessed of the contempt most BBC Micro owners felt toward the cheap and toy-like “Speccy,” Roberts decided to shift his attention instead to the Commodore 64, the most popular gaming platform in the world at the time. This decision, combined with another major decision made by his parents, set him on his unlikely collision course with Origin Systems in far-off Austin, Texas.

In early 1986, Roberts’s father got an offer he couldn’t refuse in the form of a tenured professorship at the University of Texas. After finishing the spring semester that year, he, his wife, and his younger son thus traded the gray skies of Manchester for the sunnier climes of Austin. Chris was just finishing his A-Levels at the time. Proud Mancunian that he was, he declared that he had no intention of leaving England — and certainly not for a hick town in the middle of Texas. But he had been planning all along to take a year off before starting at the University of Manchester, and his parents convinced him to at least join the rest of the family in Austin for the summer. He agreed, figuring that it would give him a chance to work free of distractions on a new action/adventure game he had planned as his first project for the Commodore 64. Yet what he actually found in Austin was lots of distractions — eye-opening distractions to warm any young man’s heart. Roberts:

The weather was a little nicer in Austin. The American girls seemed to like the English accent, which wasn’t bad, and there was definitely a lot… everything seemed like it was cheaper and there was more of it, especially back then. Now, the world’s become more homogenized so there’s not things you can only get in America that you don’t get in England as well. Back then it was like, the big American movies would come out in America and then they would come out in England a year later and stuff. So I came over and was like, “Ah, you know, this is pretty cool.”


There were also the American computers to consider; these tended to be much more advanced than their British counterparts, sporting disk drives as universal standard equipment at a time when most British games — including both of Roberts’s previous games — were still published on cassette tapes. In light of all these attractions, it seems doubtful whether Roberts would have kept his resolution to return to Manchester in any circumstances. But there soon came along the craziest of coincidences to seal the deal.

Roberts had decided that he really needed to find an artist to help him with his Commodore 64 game-in-progress. Entering an Austin tabletop-gaming shop one day, he saw a beautiful picture of a gladiator hanging on the wall. The owner of the shop told him the picture had been drawn by a local artist, and offered to call the artist for him right then and there if Roberts was really interested in working with him. Roberts said yes, please do. The artist in question was none other than Denis Loubet, whose professional association with Richard Garriott stretched back to well before Origin Systems had existed, to when he’d drawn the box art for the California Pacific release of Akalabeth in 1980.

[image: ]Denis Loubet


After years of working as a contractor, Loubet was just about to be hired as Origin’s first regular in-house artist. Nevertheless, he liked Roberts and thought his game had potential, and agreed to do the art for it as a moonlighting venture. Loubet soon showed what he was working on to Richard Garriott and Dallas Snell, the latter of whom tended to serve as a sort of liaison between the business side of the company, in the person of Robert Garriott, and the creative side, in the person of Richard. All three parties were as impressed by the work-in-progress as Loubet had been, and they invited Chris to Origin’s offices to ask if he’d be interested in publishing it through them. Prior to this point, Roberts had never even heard of Origin Systems or the Ultima series; he’d grown up immersed in the British gaming scene, where neither had any presence whatsoever. But he liked the people at Origin, liked the atmosphere around the place, and perhaps wasn’t aware enough of what the company represented to be leery of it in the way of other developers who were peddling promising projects around the industry. “After my experiences in England, which is like swimming in a big pool of sharks,” he remembers, “I felt comfortable dealing with Origin.”

[image: ]Times of Lore


All thoughts of returning to England had now disappeared. Working from Origin’s offices, albeit still as a contracted outside developer rather than an employee, Roberts finished his game, which came to be called Times of Lore. In the course of its development, the game grew considerably in scope and ambition, and, as seemed only appropriate given the company that was to publish it, took on some light CRPG elements as well. In much of this, Roberts was inspired by David Joiner’s 1987 action/CRPG The Faery Tale Adventure. American influences aside, though, Times of Lore still fit best of all into the grand British tradition of free-scrolling, free-roaming 8-bit action/adventures, a sub-genre that verged on completely unknown to American computer gamers. Roberts made sure the whole game could fit into the Commodore 64’s memory at once to facilitate a cassette-based version for the European market.

Unfortunately, his game got to enjoy only a middling level of sales success in return for all his efforts. As if determined to confirm the conventional wisdom that had caused so many developers to steer clear of them, Origin released Times of Lore almost simultaneously with the Commodore 64 port of Ultima V in 1988, leaving Roberts’s game overshadowed by Lord British’s latest. And in addition to all the baggage that came with the Origin logo in the United States, Times of Lore suffered all the disadvantages of being a pioneer of sorts in Europe, the first Origin title to be pushed aggressively there via a new European distribution contract with MicroProse. While that market would undoubtedly have understood the game much better had they given it a chance, no one there yet knew what to make of the company whose logo was on the box. Despite its strengths, Times of Lore thus failed to break the pattern that had held true for Origin for so long. It turned into yet another non-Ultima that was also a non-hit.
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But whatever the relative disappointments, Times of Lore at least wasn’t a flop, and Chris Roberts stayed around as a valued member of the little Origin family. Part of the reason the Origin people wanted to keep him around was simply because they liked him so much. He nursed the same passions for fantasy and science fiction as most of them, with just enough of a skew provided by his British upbringing to make him interesting. And he positively radiated energy and enthusiasm. He’s never hard to find in Origin group shots of the time. His face stands out like that of a nerdy cherub — he had never lost his facial baby fat, making him look pudgier in pictures than he was in real life — as he beams his thousand-kilowatt smile at all and sundry. Still, it was hardly his personality alone that made him such a valued colleague; the folks at Origin also came to have a healthy respect for his abilities. Indeed, and as we’ve already seen in an earlier article, the interface of Times of Lore had a huge influence on that of no less vital an Origin game than Ultima VI.

Alas, Roberts’s own next game for Origin would be far less influential. After flirting for a while with the idea of doing a straightforward sequel to Times of Lore, he decided to adapt the engine to an even more action-oriented post-apocalyptic scenario. Roberts’s first game for MS-DOS, Bad Blood was created in desultory fits and starts, one of those projects that limps to completion more out of inertia than passion. Released at last in 1990, it was an ugly flop on both sides of the Atlantic. Roberts blames marketplace confusion at least partially for its failure: “People who liked arcade-style games didn’t buy it because they thought Bad Blood would be another fantasy-role-play-style game. It was the worst of both worlds, a combination of factors that contributed to its lack of success.” In reality, though, the most telling factor of said combination was just that Bad Blood wasn’t very good, evincing little of the care that so obviously went into Times of Lore. Reviewers roundly panned it, and buyers gave it a wide berth. Thankfully for Chris Roberts’s future in the industry, the game that would make his name was already well along at Origin by the time Bad Blood finally trickled out the door.
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Had it come to fruition in its original form, Roberts’s third game for Origin would have marked even more of a departure for him than the actual end result would wind up being. Perhaps trying to fit in better with Origin’s established image, he had the idea of doing, as he puts it, “a space-conquest game where you take over star systems, move battleships around, and invade planets. It was going to be more strategic than my earlier games.” But Roberts always craved a little more adrenaline in his designs than such a description would imply, and it didn’t take him long to start tinkering with the formula. The game moved gradually from strategic battles between slow-moving dreadnoughts in space to manic dogfights between fighter planes in space. In other words, to frame the shift the way the science-fiction-obsessed Roberts might well have chosen, his inspiration for his space battles changed from Star Trek to Star Wars. He decided “it would be more fun flying around in a fighter than moving battleships around the screen”; note the (unconscious?) shift in this statement from the player as a disembodied hand “moving” battleships around to the player as an embodied direct participant “flying around” herself in fighters. Roberts took to calling his work-in-progress Squadron.

To bring off his idea for an embodied space-combat experience, Roberts would have to abandon the overhead views used by all his games to date in favor of a first-person out-the-cockpit view, like that used by a game he and every other BBC Micro veteran knew well, Ian Bell and David Braben’s Elite. “It was the first space game in which I piloted a ship in combat,” says Roberts of Elite, “and it opened my eyes to the possibilities of where it could go.” On the plus side, Roberts knew that this and any other prospective future games he might make for Origin would be developed on an MS-DOS machine with many times the processing power of the little BBC Micro (or, for that matter, the Commodore 64). On the negative side, Roberts wasn’t a veritable mathematics genius like Ian Bell, the mastermind behind Elite‘s 3D graphics. Nor could he get away in the current marketplace with the wire-frame graphics of Elite. So, he decided to cheat a bit, both to simplify his life and to up the graphics ante. Inspired by the graphics of the Lucasfilm Games flight simulator Battlehawks 1942, he used pre-rendered bitmap images showing ships from several different sides and angles, which could then be scaled to suit the player’s out-the-cockpit view, rather than making a proper, mathematically rigorous 3D engine built out of polygons. As becomes clear all too quickly to anyone who plays the finished game, the results could be a little wonky, with views of the ships suddenly popping into place rather than smoothly rotating. Nevertheless, the ships themselves looked far better than anything Roberts could possibly have hoped to achieve on the technology of the time using a more honest 3D engine.

Denis Loubet, Roberts’s old partner in crime from the early days of Times of Lore, agreed to draw a cockpit as part of what must become yet another moonlighting gig for both of them; Roberts was officially still supposed to be spending his days at Origin on Bad Blood, while Loubet was up to his eyebrows in Ultima VI. Even at this stage, they were incorporating little visceral touches into Squadron, like the pilot’s hand moving the joystick around in time with what the player was doing with her own joystick in front of the computer screen. As the player’s ship got shot up, the damage was depicted visually there in the cockpit. Like the sparks and smoke that used to burst from the bridge controls on the old Star Trek episodes, it might not have made much logical sense — haven’t any of these space-faring societies invented fuses? — but it served the purpose of creating an embodied, visceral experience. Roberts:

It really comes from wanting to put the player in the game. I don’t want you to think you’re playing a simulation, I want you to think you’re really in that cockpit. When I visualized what it would be like to sit in a cockpit, those are the things I thought of.

I took the approach that I didn’t want to sacrifice that reality due to the game dynamics. If you would see wires hanging down after an explosion, then I wanted to include it, even if it would make it harder to figure out how to include all the instruments and readouts. I want what’s taking place inside the cockpit to be as real as what I’m trying to show outside it, in space. I’d rather show you damage as if you were there than just display something like “damage = 20 percent.” That’s abstract. I want to see it.


Squadron, then, was already becoming an unusually cinematic space-combat “simulation.” Because every action-movie hero needs a sidekick, Roberts added a wingman to the game, another pilot who would fly and fight at the player’s side. The player could communicate with the wingman in the midst of battle, passing him orders, and the wingman in turn would communicate back, showing his own personality; he might even refuse to obey orders on occasion.
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As a cinematic experience, Squadron felt very much in tune with the way things in general were trending at Origin, to such an extent that one might well ask who was influencing whom. Like so many publishers in this era in which CD-ROM and full-motion video hovered alluringly just out of view on the horizon, Origin had begun thinking of themselves more and more in the terms of Hollywood. The official “product development structure” that was put in place around this time by Dallas Snell demanded an executive producer, a producer, an assistant producer, a director, an assistant director, and a lead writer for every game; of all the positions on the upper rungs of the chart, only that of lead artist and lead programmer wouldn’t have been listed in the credits of a typical Hollywood film. Meanwhile Origin’s recent hire Warren Spector, who came to them with a Masters in film studies, brought his own ideas about games as interactive dramas that were less literal than Snell’s, but that would if anything prove even more of an influence on his colleagues’ developing views of just what it was Origin Systems really ought to be about. Just the previous year, Origin had released a game called Space Rogue, another of that long line of non-Ultima middling sellers, that had preceded Squadron in attempting to do Elite one better. A free-form player-directed game of space combat and trading, Space Rogue was in some ways much more ambitious than the more railroaded experience Roberts was now proposing. Yet there was little question of which game fit better with the current zeitgeist at Origin.
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All of which does much to explain the warm reception accorded to Squadron when Chris Roberts, with Bad Blood finally off his plate, pitched it to Origin’s management formally in very early 1990. Thanks to all those moonlighting hours — as well as, one suspects, more than a few regular working hours — Roberts already had a 3D space-combat game that looked and played pretty great. A year or two earlier, that likely would have been that; Origin would have simply polished it up a little and shipped it. But now Roberts had the vision of building a movie around the game. Between flying a series of scripted missions, you would get to know your fellow pilots and follow the progress of a larger war between humanity and the Kilrathi, a race of savage cats in space.

Having finally made the hard decision to abandon the 8-bit market at the beginning of 1989, Origin was now pushing aggressively in the opposite direction from their old technological conservatism, being determined to create games that showed what the very latest MS-DOS machines could really do. Like Sierra before them, they had decided that if the only way to advance the technological state of the art among ordinary consumers was to release games whose hardware requirements were ahead of the curve — a reversal of the usual approach among game publishers, who had heretofore almost universally gone where the largest existing user base already was — then that’s what they would do. Squadron could become the first full expression of this new philosophy, being unapologetically designed to run well only on a cutting-edge 80386-based machine. In what would be a first for the industry, Chris Roberts even proposed demanding expanded memory beyond the traditional 640 K for the full audiovisual experience. For Roberts, stepping up from a Commodore 64, it was a major philosophical shift indeed. “Sod this, trying to make it work for the lowest common denominator—I’m just going to try and push it,” he said, and Origin was happy to hear it.

Ultima VI had just been completed, freeing personnel for another major project. Suspecting that Squadron might be the marketplace game changer he had sought for so long for Origin, Robert Garriott ordered a full-court press in March of 1990. He wanted his people to help Chris Roberts build his movie around his game, and he wanted them to do it in less than three months. They should have a preview ready to go for the Summer Consumer Electronics Show at the beginning of June, with the final product to ship very shortly thereafter.
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Responsibility for the movie’s script was handed to Jeff George, one of the first of a number of fellow alumni of the Austin tabletop-game publisher Steve Jackson Games who followed Warren Spector to Origin. George was the first Origin employee hired explicitly to fill the role of “writer.” This development, also attributable largely to the influence of Spector, would have a major impact on Origin’s future games.

Obviously inspired by the ethical quandaries the Ultima series had become so known for over its last few installments, Chris Roberts had imagined a similarly gray-shaded world for his game, with scenarios that would cause the player to question whether the human empire she was fighting for was really any better than that of the Kilrathi. But George, to once again frame the issue in terms Roberts would have appreciated, pushed the game’s fiction toward the clear-cut good guys and bad guys of Star Wars, away from the more complicated moral universe of Star Trek. All talk of a human “empire,” for one thing, would have to go; everyone at Origin knew what their players thought of first when they thought of empires in space. Jeff George:

In the context of a space opera, empire had a bad connotation that would make people think they were fighting for the bad guys. The biggest influence I had on the story was to make it a little more black and white, where Chris had envisioned something grittier, with more shades of gray. I didn’t want people to worry about moral dilemmas while they were flying missions. That’s part of why it worked so well. You knew what you were doing, and knew why you were doing it. The good guys were really good, the bad guys were really bad.


The decision to simplify the political situation and sand away the thorny moral dilemmas demonstrates, paradoxical though it may first seem, a more sophisticated approach to narrative rather than the opposite. Some interactive narratives, like some non-interactive ones, are suited to exploring moral ambiguity. In others, though, the player just wants to fight the bad guys. While one can certainly argue that gaming has historically had far too many of the latter type and far too few of the former, there nevertheless remains an art to deciding which games are best suited for which.
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Five more programmers and four more artists would eventually join what had been Chris Roberts and Denis Loubet’s little two-man band. With the timetable so tight, the artists were left to improvise large chunks of the narrative along with the game’s visuals. By imagining and drawing the “talking head” portraits of the various other pilots with which the player would interact, artist Glen Johnson wound up playing almost as big a role as Jeff George in crafting the fictional context for the game’s dogfights in space. Johnson:

I worked on paper first, producing eleven black-and-white illustrations. In most games, I would work from a written description of the character’s likes, dislikes, and personality. In this case, I just came up with the characters out of thin air, although I realized they wanted a mixture of men and women pilots. I assigned a call sign to each portrait.


Despite the lack of time at their disposal, the artists were determined to fit the movements of the characters’ mouths to the words of dialog that appeared on the screen, using techniques dating back to classic Disney animation. Said techniques demanded that all dialog be translated into its phonetic equivalent, something that could only be done by hand. Soon seemingly half the company was doing these translations during snatches of free time. Given that many or most players never even noticed the synchronized speech in the finished game, whether it was all worth it is perhaps a valid question, but the determination to go that extra mile in this regard does say much about the project’s priorities.
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The music wound up being farmed out to a tiny studio specializing in videogame audio, one of vanishingly few of its kind at the time, which was run by a garrulous fellow named George Sanger, better known as “The Fat Man.” (No, he wasn’t terribly corpulent; that was sort of the joke.) Ever true to his influences, Chris Roberts’s brief to Sanger was to deliver something “between Star Wars and Star Trek: The Motion Picture.” Sanger and his deputy Dave Govett delivered in spades. Hugely derivative of John Williams’s work though the soundtrack was — at times it threatens to segue right into Williams’s famous Star Wars theme — it contributed hugely to the cinematic feel of the game. Origin was particularly proud of the music that played in the background when the player was actually flying in space; the various themes ebbed and swelled dynamically in response to the events taking place on the computer screen. It wasn’t quite the first time anyone had done something like this in a game, but no one had ever managed to do it in quite this sophisticated a way.

The guiding theme of the project remained the determination to create an embodied experience for the player. Chris Roberts cites the interactive movies of Cinemaware, which could be seen as the prototypes for the sort of game he was now trying to perfect, as huge influences in this respect as in many others. Roberts:

I didn’t want anything that made you sort of… pulled you out of being in this world. I didn’t want that typical game UI, or “Here’s how many lives you’ve got, here’s what high score you’ve got.” I always felt that broke the immersion. If you wanted to save the game you’d go to the barracks and you’d click on the bunk. If you wanted to exit, you’d click on the airlock. It was all meant to be in that world and so that was what the drive was. I love story and narrative and I think you can use that story and narrative to tie your action together and that will give your action meaning and context in a game. That was my idea and that was what really drove what I was doing.


The approach extended to the game’s manual. Harking back to the beloved scene-setting packaging of Infocom, the manual, which was written by freelancer Aaron Allston, took the form of Claw Marks, “The Onboard Magazine of TCS Tiger’s Claw” — the Tiger’s Claw being the name of the spaceborne aircraft carrier from which the player would be flying all of the missions. Like the artists, Allston would wind up almost inadvertently creating vital pieces of the game as a byproduct of the compressed schedule. “I couldn’t really determine everything at that point in development,” he remembers, “so, in some cases, specifically for the tactics information, we made some of it up and then retrofitted it and adjusted the code in the game to make it work.”

Once again in the spirit of creating a cohesive, embodied experience for the player, Roberts wanted to get away from the save-and-restore dance that was so typical of ludic narratives of the era. Therefore, instead of structuring the game’s 40 missions as a win-or-go-home linear stream, he created a branching mission tree in which the player’s course through the narrative would be dictated by her own performance. There would, in other words, be no way to definitively lose other than by getting killed. Roberts would always beg players to play the game “honestly,” beg them not to reload and replay each mission until they flew it perfectly. Only in this way would they get the experience he had intended for them to have.
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As the man responsible for tying all of the elements together to create the final experience, Roberts bore the titles of director and producer under Origin’s new cinematic nomenclature. He worked under the watchful eye of Squadron‘s co-producer Warren Spector, who, being older and in certain respects wiser, was equipped to handle the day-to-day administrative tasks that Roberts wasn’t. Spector:

When I came on as producer, Chris was really focused on the direction he wanted to take with the game. He knew exactly where he was going, and it would have been hard to deflect him from that course. It would have been crazy to even want to, so Chris and I co-produced the game. Where his talent dropped out, mine started, and vice versa. We did a task breakdown, and I ended up updating, adjusting, and tracking scheduling and preparing all the documentation. He handled the creative and qualitative issues. We both juggled the resources.


In implying that his own talent “dropped out” when it came to creative issues, Spector is selling himself about a million dollars short. He was a whirling dervish of creative energy throughout the seven years he spent with Origin, if anything even more responsible than Richard Garriott for the work that came out of the company under the Ultima label during this, the franchise’s most prolific period. But another of the virtues which allowed him to leave such a mark on the company was an ability to back off, to defer to the creative visions of others when it was appropriate. Recognizing that no one knew Chris Roberts’s vision like Chris Roberts, he was content in the case of Squadron to act strictly as the facilitator of that vision. In other words, he wasn’t too proud to just play the role of organizer when it was appropriate.

Still, it became clear early on that no combination of good organization and long hours would allow Squadron to ship in June. The timetable slipped to an end-of-September ship date, perfect to capitalize on the Christmas rush.

Although Squadron wouldn’t ship in June, the Summer Consumer Electronics Show loomed with as much importance as ever as a chance to show off the game-to-be and to drum up excitement that might finally end the sniggering about Ultima Systems. Just before the big show, Origin’s lawyers delivered the sad news that calling the game Squadron would be a bad idea thanks to some existing trademarks on the name. After several meetings, Wingleader emerged as the consensus choice for a new name, narrowly beating out Wing Commander. It was thus under the former title that the world at large got its first glimpse of what would turn into one of computer gaming’s most iconic franchises. Martin Davies, Origin’s Vice President of Sales:

I kicked hard to have a demo completed for the show. It was just a gut reaction, but I knew I needed to flood retail and distribution channels with the demo. Before the release of the game, I wanted the excitement to grow so that the confidence level would be extremely high. If we could get consumers beating a path in and out of the door, asking whether the game was out, distribution would respond.


[image: ]

With Wingleader still just a bunch of art and sound assets not yet wired up to the core game they were meant to complement, an interactive demo was impossible. Instead Chris Roberts put together a demo on videotape, alternating clips of the battles in space with clips of whatever other audiovisual elements he could assemble from what the artists and composers had managed to complete. Origin brought a big screen and a booming sound system out to Chicago for the show; the latter prompted constant complaints from other exhibitors. The noise pollution was perfect for showing the world that there was now more to Origin Systems than intricate quests and ethical dilemmas — that they could do aesthetic maximalism as well as anyone in their industry, pushing all of the latest hardware to its absolute limit in the process. It was a remarkable transformation for a company that just eighteen months before had been doing all development on the humble little 8-bit Apple II and Commodore 64. Cobbled together though it was, the Wingleader demo created a sensation at CES.

Indeed, one can hardly imagine a better demonstration of how the computer-game industry as a whole was changing than the game that had once been known as Squadron, was now known as Wingleader, and would soon go onto fame as Wing Commander. In my next article, I’ll tell the story of how the game would come to be finished and sold, along with the even more important story of what it would mean for the future of digital entertainment.

(Sources: the books Wing Commander I and II: The Ultimate Strategy Guide by Mike Harrison and Game Design Theory and Practice by Richard Rouse III; Retro Gamer 59 and 123; Questbusters of July 1989, August 1990, and April 1991; Computer Gaming World of September 1989 and November 1992; Amiga Computing of December 1988. Online sources include documents hosted at the Wing Commander Combat Information Center, US Gamer‘s profile of Chris Roberts, The Escapist‘s history of Wing Commander, Paul Dean’s interview with Chris Roberts, and Matt Barton’s interview with George “The Fat Man” Sanger. Last but far from least, my thanks to John Miles for corresponding with me via email about his time at Origin, and my thanks to Casey Muratori for putting me in touch with him.

Wing Commander I and II can be purchased in a package together with all of their expansion packs from GOG.com.)
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				48 Responses 
			


						
		
						
				Mark Erikson			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 3:37 pm			

			
				
				Aaaand we just hit one of the key influences on my childhood :)

My family’s first computer was a 286 back in 1989.  The first few games I played were shareware-ish stuff my dad brought home on a floppy someone gave him at work, and we also got copies of Mean 18 and F-19 Stealth Fighter, but the first few games I purchased myself were all sims.  A-10 Tank Killer, Silent Service II, and stuff like that.

I know I picked up X-Wing right before we got our first 486 a few years later, so that was probably the first space sim I played, but somewhere in there I got my hands on a CD that had Wing Commander and Ultima VI (so clearly several years after both had come out).  The Wing Commander and X-Wing series combined to give me a life-long love of the space sim genre, which is still one of my favorites to this day.  In fact, when I saw the news spread via word-of-mouth in 2012 that Chris was planning a new project of some kind, I immediately signed up without even needing to know exactly what it was.  (This, of course, turned out to be Star Citizen, a game that promises to eventually be the ultimate fulfillment of Chris’s lifelong “immersion into space” vision.)

Can’t wait for the next post!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Ken Brubaker			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 3:48 pm			

			
				
				Loved this game!

Typo alert:  just below the Bad Blood screen shot

“actual end result would wipe up being”

… wind up being

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 3:51 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				SYH			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 4:09 pm			

			
				
				” Some interactive narratives, like some non-interactive ones, are suited to exploring moral ambiguity. In others, though, the player just wants to fight the bad guys. While one can certainly argue that gaming has historically had far too many of the latter type and far too few of the former, there nevertheless remains an art to deciding which games are best suited for which.”

Absolutely. This is, by far, one of my biggest problems with the current state of game writing. Way too many people trying to put themes in games that are horribly unsuited for them. Bioshock Infinite is like the poster-child for this kind of thing- you can’t have moral ambiguity if virtually every single NPC in any given level is basically a red dot shooting at you until you kill them.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:11 am			

			
				
				That’s interesting. I confess I’m not up enough on modern games to have noticed the trend. But I think game writing must be taking its cues from the wider culture. Moral ambiguity is very “in” right now in pop culture in general. When done poorly it can be as annoying as too much moral self-righteousness — and, whether done poorly or well, it’s getting boring. My wife and I often say when we see the latest prestige dramas on television on how nice it would to have a few characters we could just unabashedly *like* again. I’m sure in time the pendulum will swing back the other way.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 1:18 pm			

			
				
				Yes, moral ambiguity — even moral relativism — is very much “in” as of late Too much, really. And it took me a while to figure out why: most mainstream media is created by people who can afford to philosophize over what’s right and what’s wrong because they are always safe no matter what. And these people are growing more entitled by the day.

Others don’t have that luxury; others must struggle for basic rights because they are poor, gay, autistic and so on. Ask them to make moral judgements, and they’ll simply point at the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It’s as simple as that.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 6:40 pm			

			
				
				“Yes, moral ambiguity — even moral relativism — is very much ‘in’ as of late Too much, really. And it took me a while to figure out why: most mainstream media is created by people who can afford to philosophize over what’s right and what’s wrong because they are always safe no matter what.”

But most mainstream media was also created by well off people back when black-and-white morality was in vogue.

“Others don’t have that luxury; others must struggle for basic rights because they are poor, gay, autistic and so on. Ask them to make moral judgements, and they’ll simply point at the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It’s as simple as that.”

As someone who’s autistic, I find your statement that people who are poor, gay, or autistic don’t think philosophically about morals baffling. Where in the world did you get that idea? Besides, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights can compromise some people’s ability to survive. It prohibits cannibalism and forced organ donation. But what it you HAD to eat other humans or compel someone to give up an organ to you in order to survive? In that case, it could be said you couldn’t afford the “luxury” of abiding by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				April 23, 2017 at 6:56 am			

			
				
				“But what it you HAD to eat other humans or compel someone to give up an organ to you in order to survive?”

Then by definition you could only survive by killing someone else. And your rights end where someone else’s rights begin. You have a right to live… you don’t have a right to live at any cost and somebody else’s expense.

As I said, very simple.

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 7:18 pm			

			
				
				The American girls seemed to like the English accent

Can confirm I would be a bit starry-eyed at a Northern lad.

he had never lose his facial baby fat

lost*

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 7:58 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Captain Kal			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 7:34 pm			

			
				
				As an Amiga user, I always felt jealous about these sophisticated MS-DOS games. And Wing Commander sat right at the top of the list. Eventually an Amiga version finally appeared, and my old A500, struggled with it. It should have been a A1200 only game!! 

   But even though the frame rate never reached above 10fps, I felt that I was in the middle of this horrible war. Especially when a wingman was killed!!  When I upgraded to a Pentium, back in 1997, I finally played all of them!! Up to Privateer 2!! (Yes I know, it was not really, a Wing Commander game. But the game engine was beautiful at the time.)

   My only regret is that, I ‘ve started replaying the whole Wing Commander Saga a couple of years ago, and I am still stuck in the first set of Secret Missions. They are too hard for me now, and no cheat code to get past some of them!! :D :D :D

   Also backed Star Citizen, just for Squadron 42!! Hope for the best on this one TBH!!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				SYH			

			
				April 21, 2017 at 7:40 pm			

			
				
				Oh, no, Secret Missions. I get that they wanted to challenge people who beat Wing Commander but the WC1 Secret Missions packs were way, way, too hard. I’d honestly recommend skipping to WC2 if you don’t want to put yourself through that kind of punishing difficulty. 

By the way, Jimmy- Given what Chris Roberts says here about not liking video game abstractions like lives/score counters, that really, really puts the combat sim intro of Wing Commander in perspective- must have seemed like a radical move at the time!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Captain Kal			

			
				April 23, 2017 at 10:12 am			

			
				
				Thanks for the Tip!! Will Do!!!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Wonko			

			
				April 24, 2017 at 4:55 pm			

			
				
				Yeah the secret missions are quite difficult, but the story lines they introduce are crucial the sequels. Hobbes and Jazz are introduced in the SMs, skipping them would lead to no small amount of bafflement later down the line.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 1:40 am			

			
				
				“The American girls seemed to like the English accent”

It’s funny. My dad was born and raised in England but lives, like the rest of the immediate family, in the U.S. He says the women here like his Liverpool accent. It’s always interesting to note how some things don’t change.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:17 am			

			
				
				I’m a heterosexual male, but I think the Liverpool accent is just about the most charming I’ve ever heard. Not sure whether it has anything to do with being a Beatles fan or not…

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Tuzemec			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 2:09 am			

			
				
				Just wanted to say “thank you” for the amazing work and for putting together these stories!

They bring so many good memories…

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 3:12 am			

			
				
				That’s odd. I only played Wing Commander briefly, finding it much too difficult, but I found the gameplay closer to Star Raiders than Elite. The sprite scaling engine — an underrated technique that still has its fans despite the downsides — also contributed to the impression.

As for removing numeric indicators “for immersion”… that seems like a grand idea until you realize that in a game you need those numeric indicators, unless you’re willing to learn by heart that X sparks and hanging wires in the HUD mean you’re this close to death. Which is the case in any event, behind the scenes, so you might as well let the player know and allow them to make informed decisions.

(Of course, you can also rely on positional damage. Then the player can go, “subsystem X is out, Y is gone, Z is kaput… better bug out before I run out of ship”. But even then, you want to show them exactly what has stopped working — like real-world vehicles do.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:23 am			

			
				
				I think the idea is rather to avoid that sort of thinking — i.e., “I know I’ve taken exactly this much damage and can take exactly this much more.” A real pilot would see the ship beginning to fall apart, but wouldn’t know, to paraphrase Scotty, “how much more she can take.” It’s a different philosophy of play — embodied, experiential, as opposed to min-maxing. That approach may not be your thing as a player, which is fair enough, but from the standpoint of achieving Chris Roberts’s goals for his game, it’s a feature, not a bug.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:43 am			

			
				
				A real pilot in a real ship would also be able to tell roughly how bad it is, what’s still working (or not), and know from experience what the odds are that what’s left of the craft can make it back to base without with the crew at least partly alive. They could examine indicator lights, listen to engine sounds, or look out the window. In a game, however, I have none of this information. Hitpoints — which is what most games use for an abstraction anyway — are a convenient shortcut for all of that stuff. Rob me of that minimal amount of information, and I’m left with essentially nothing, except trying to figure out if the HUD is showing the 3rd or 4th level of damage. Do I still have nearly 40% of my hitpoints, or under 20%?

I’m all for experiential gaming. Heck, I’ll take a game with arcade physics over a realistic simulation any time, precisely because it emphasizes the experience — the core of what makes it fun — over complexity for the sake of it. But there’s immersing the player, and there’s leaving them in the dark. Which isn’t fun anymore.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Green			

			
				April 25, 2017 at 4:12 am			

			
				
				The game doesn’t really leave you in the dark though. The shield and armor indicators give you a pretty solid idea of how close to dead you are. Once your armor’s gone you’ve got maybe one or two hits at most.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 8:38 am			

			
				
				But the game *does* have a panel showing ship damage. It’s just that it’s a panel in the ship’s cockpit for the pilot, not an indicator in the game for the player.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Felix			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 1:04 pm			

			
				
				You just made my argument for me. So for all the talk of “experiential gaming”, the game does need to spell out essential information like this, somehow. Otherwise it’s basically asking the player, “did I fire five shots or six? do you feel lucky, punk?”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 1:40 pm			

			
				
				I think Pedro’s point is that the damage indicator in Wing Commander is in fact the “indicator lights” you referenced in an earlier comment. All of the information you have about your ship, in other words, is diegetic; nothing is external to the game world.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Ido Yehieli			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 3:27 am			

			
				
				Are the times of lore/bad blood screenshots from the Amiga or dos versions? Seems too high resolution for that many colors to be from the c64!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Wade			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 5:17 am			

			
				
				Here’s the token OT Apple II observation (not meaning that I didn’t read and enjoy the core article about the core subject matter!)…

The Times of Lore version for the Apple II amazed me when it came out, at least in the context of the Apple II. I’m assuming it came to exist there only because of Garriott’s insistence on still supporting the Apple II, which I learned about from reading Digital Antiquarian. But it does show that programmers continued to wring new tricks out of the Apple II hardware that late in its run. Actually, looking at the date of Times of Lore (1988) this is still a year before Prince of Persia debuted on the II.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:24 am			

			
				
				No, those are the Commodore 64 graphics, adjusted (as usual) to have the correct aspect ratio and blown up for easier viewing.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 8:41 am			

			
				
				Sorry to nitpick, but the Bad Blood screenshot has to be from the DOS version. According to Mobygames, the C64 version looks quite different.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 2:00 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, you’re right. All of the screenshots were actually from the MS-DOS versions. :$ Replaced with the Commodore 64 versions. Thanks!

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				David J			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 5:04 pm			

			
				
				From what I remember of bad blood, dos was the main platform. It supported VGA and sound cards.

I don’t even remember a commodore version, but I guess it existed. What’s really incredible is that ultima 6 was somehow converted to the 64.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 5:17 pm			

			
				
				As far as I can trace the chronology, it was programmed on the Commodore 64 by Chris Roberts, but an MS-DOS version was also funded and very likely ended up being released first. The Commodore 64 version seems to have languished for quite a while, presumably because the platform was all but dead in North America and Origin sort of knew they had a turkey on their hands. Didn’t want to confuse the issue too much with all this detail in the article. ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				TerokNor			

			
				April 24, 2017 at 12:29 pm			

			
				
				The credits in the manual don’t really support that, they have Roberts only for additional coding for the PC version. It was always my impression that Bad Blood was already part of Origin’s “DOS first” policy that started with Ultima VI.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 24, 2017 at 12:52 pm			

			
				
				Yes, okay. Made a slight edit to the text and switched back to the original Bad Blood screenshot. I’ll get it right one of these days. Thanks!

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:02 pm			

			
				
				“…he used pre-rendered bitmap images showing ships from several different sides and angles, which could then be scaled to suit the player’s out-the-cockpit view, rather than making a proper, mathematically rigorous 3D engine built out of polygons. As becomes clear all too quickly to anyone who plays the finished game, the results could be a little wonky, with views of the ships suddenly popping into place rather than smoothly rotating. Nevertheless, the ships themselves looked far better than anything Roberts could possibly have hoped to achieve on the technology of the time using a more honest 3D engine.”

Yeah, apparently, there was a parallelepiped underneath the sprites, presumably for detecting any collision and the angle it was being viewed from. Making a 3D game look 2D has come a long way since then. Just check out this video on Guilty Gear Xrd:

https://www.yahoo.com/news/see-guilty-gear-xrds-gorgeous-003002122.html?nf=1

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				hcs			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 7:37 pm			

			
				
				“the interface of Times of Lore had a huge influence on that of no less vital an Origin game than Ultima VI.”

Not sure if this is awkward but intentional or a typo, maybe remove “that of”?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 22, 2017 at 8:31 pm			

			
				
				As intended, thanks.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				April 24, 2017 at 11:21 pm			

			
				
				Huh. In my mind’s eye, I always assumed Chris Roberts looked like Mark Hamil.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Yotam Barnoy			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 1:15 am			

			
				
				Wow I can’t believe I just found your site.

I’ve been going through your archives. It’s amazing how many of my ‘insights’ you came up with way earlier than I did in this domain. I don’t have much IF experience, but I do love adventure games and RPGs.

What do you think of a site that would try to turn every adventure/IF game into a fair one? It would spoil only the unfair bits of games, referencing every rule broken when it does so. Rather than giving complete walkthroughs, it’d turn every adventure game experience into one where you could trust the developer, and if not the developer, the site itself. It could be called something like ‘The Adventure Gamer’s Contract’.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 7:04 am			

			
				
				I think that sounds like a *very* ambitious project. ;) A good beginning might be to simply rate adventure games on a three-level scale of “Corey and Lori Ann Cole” (completely fair), “Jane Jenson” (mostly fair with a few dodgy bits), and “Roberta Williams” (fundamentally unfair). The middle group would be the most practical target for a site like the one you propose. Some games are so littered with problems that you’d practically have to post a walkthrough to get around all the unfair parts. And why reward bad design by doing the designers’ jobs for them?

I’d love for the one or two big contemporary adventure-game review sites to take fairness more seriously by including something like the above with their reviews (perhaps with an addendum guiding players through the rough spots of games in the middle group), but they often seem too busy cheer-leading for their niche genre to look at issues of design critically. That’s a pity, as those very issues of design are arguably a good part of the reason graphic adventures *are* a niche genre. Only the textual-interactive-fiction community has consistently called out unfair games for the betrayals of their players’ trust that they are. On the plus side, much of the design discussion that’s come out of those circles applies equally well to graphic adventures.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 8:02 pm			

			
				
				I like the idea of “The Adventure Gamer’s Contract”! I’m more than happy to contribute if you’d like. If you want my e-mail, it’s my full first name, then a dot, then the letter “a”, followed by another dot, and then my last name– at gmail dot com.

“A good beginning might be to simply rate adventure games on a three-level scale…”

I think it’d actually be better if you had specific games instead of authors since authors aren’t always consistent. Maybe

Completely fair: Quest for Glory 1, 2, and 4

Mostly fair with some dodgy parts: Quest for Glory 3, King’s Quest 1-4

Fundamentally unfair: Time Zone, Acheton, Codename: Iceman

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 1, 2017 at 7:14 am			

			
				
				I was just being cheeky, labeling the three fairness levels with the names of authors with which I tend to associate them.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Yotam Barnoy			

			
				May 1, 2017 at 12:59 am			

			
				
				I don’t think it’s too ambitious if it’s gradual and if it’s done via crowdsourcing, perhaps using a wiki. I also don’t think it’s rewarding bad design. Rather, it’s helping the people who want a nice variety of quality adventure games rather than a select few. It also introduces players to the concept of fair adventure game and how that plays out i.e. not having to look up everything in a walkthrough, building up patience and trust in the dev (+ the site) etc. This idea also moves the conversation towards talking about fairness, which is critical in order for the genre to advance.

As a request, I’d love to see an article on the story behind the innovative ‘Conquests of Camelot’ together with ‘Conquests of the Longbow’, both of which I consider to be quite good (particularly the latter). Actually my preferred way to play Camelot is without the manual, which is how I played it as a kid (due to the way that I ahem… ‘acquired’ it). I mistakenly thought the game was placing demands on my general knowledge, which I absolutely loved. Unfortunately it turns out it was all an elaborate copy protection scheme… but I’d love to know if this was the plan all along. I also really want to find out what the story was behind King’s Quest 6, which is clearly superior to every other KQ and is one of my favorite adventures.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 1, 2017 at 3:13 am			

			
				
				Well, I disagree about KQ6 being the best, but I seem to be in a minority. I think the reason it’s the most popular is because Jane Jensen did most of the design for it.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Yotam Barnoy			

			
				May 1, 2017 at 4:40 pm			

			
				
				Which KQ would you say is better? KQ6 had 2 paths through the game, a fleshed out world, puzzles that were… somewhat fair — definitely more so than in previous KQs, interesting characters (including the genie).

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 4:22 am			

			
				
				I prefer the first four games. KQ 6 completely fails to capture the feel of a King’s Quest game, something even KQ 5 partially succeeded at. Although I think a few puzzles were unfair (such as the two dealing with the hole in the wall), they are mostly fair. Unfortunately, they’re also much too easy to solve thanks to the limited point-and-click interface championed by the previous game. The upside, though, is that even the questionable puzzles can be solved through brute force but still.

The world is fleshed out, but it’s also a hodge podge lacking cohesion. The various islands don’t seem to belong together, and, aside from the Isle of the Beast, don’t really fit the fairy tale theme of King’s Quest. It might have been interesting if it’d done folk tales from Arabia, but having islands with stuff straight out of Greek myths and Alice in Wonderland clashes terribly with that theme. Of course, KQ 3 was guilty of this to some extent (such as having a desert right by some place that’s supposed to be like Wales), but KQ 6 takes it to an extreme.

As for the characters, yes, they’re definitely more fleshed out overall, but Alexander is a bland, goody two-shoes who actually has less personality than he does in KQ 3! And the less said about the stupid-looking dog men, the better. I also don’t like how the game just recycles the basic premise of KQ 2.

However, I will say, to its credit, it doesn’t have any annoying arcade sequences like climbing the whale’s tongue, and it makes more of an effort to avoid unwinnable states (such as giving you a chance for the catacombs if you don’t have everything you need).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Yotam Barnoy			

			
				May 3, 2017 at 2:55 pm			

			
				
				I think all your criticisms apply to the whole series — it’s all a hodge-podge of shuffled nursery rhymes, fairy tales, and other cliched miscellanea, and every one of the main characters is boring. The puzzle design is mostly atrocious and extremely unfair, with dead ends everywhere and critical items that are easily missable, making the player a dead man walking more often than not. Playing a King’s Quest means you have to accept all of that.

I’d still place KQ6 below the actually good Sierra games such as the Quest for Glory games, Gabriel Knights, and Conquests, but of the King’s Quests, it seems to me like this one is easily far better designed than the others.

Sounds to me like you had your nostalgia goggles on for the earlier games, but not for this one for whatever reason? Did you play this one later in life when you were more able to see its flaws?

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 3, 2017 at 11:57 pm			

			
				
				I played KQ6 around the same time I played 2 through 4, so I’m pretty sure it’s not nostalgia talking. I also disagree with the criticisms applying to the series as a whole. Having nursery rhymes and fairy tales next to each isn’t the same as having completely different geographies or cultures right next to each other! As for the characters being boring, there’s a meaningful difference between having minimalist dialogue and having someone who’s downright annoying. Hell, Alexander has more of a personality in KQ3! I don’t have a problem with minimalism, but annoying lines are another thing. 

Puzzle design being mostly atrocious and extremely unfair? I’d agree that’s a major problem in KQ5 but not the four earlier games.  In KQ1, the gnome’s riddle is a bit dodgy, but at least you don’t have to solve it. In KQ2, the optimal solution to dealing with the snake is absurd, but at least there’s another solution to it. In KQ3, there is too much learning through trial and error, but there’s nothing flat out illogical. I will admit more should be explained in the manual, such as how long Mananan is gone during journeys and the need to hide some things and the need to put the wand back in its place even though you don’t have to do that with anything else. In KQ4, finding the bridle is a bit dodgy, and finding the specific bone you need for the dog is very dodgy, maybe even unfair, since there are other bones you can’t take for some reason. That’s it as far as questionable puzzles are concerned. Not really any more than the two illogical puzzles involving the portable hole in KQ6.

Yes, there are dead ends, but saying they’re EVERYWHERE is an exaggeration. Again, a major problem in KQ5 but not the first four. I’m not saying it isn’t a problem, and I’m not excusing it, but how many times is it reasonably likely to happen if you aren’t trying to make it happen? In KQ1, you might hitch a ride with the giant bird before you have everything you need, and you can’t know what you’ll need until after you’ve accepted the ride. In KQ2, you have to make sure not to cross the bridge any more times than you have to. In KQ3, you do need to manage your time rather carefully, but it’s not a deal breaker for me. There is, however, the problem of missing your boat home if you take too long after you’ve had an audience with the oracle. In KQ4, the only dead end that’s reasonably likely to happen is not getting swallowed by the whale because you’ve made sure to avoid it.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 4, 2017 at 1:13 am			

			
				
				Oh, as for easily missable stuff, I would say some of Mananan’s stuff in KQ3 is hidden and thus easily missed, and the same could be said of the bridle and the piles of bones in KQ4. But they’re SUPPOSED to not be that easy to find. Furthermore, you have the random appearance of the giant bird in KQ1, Little Red Riding Hood in KQ2, and the whale in KQ4, but that’s it.
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No one at Origin had much time to bask in the rapturous reception accorded to Wingleader at the 1990 Summer Consumer Electronics Show. Their end-of-September deadline for shipping the game was now barely three months away, and there remained a daunting amount of work to be done.

At the beginning of July, executive producer Dallas Snell called the troops together to tell them that crunch time was beginning in earnest; everyone would need to work at least 55 hours per week from now on. Most of the people on the project only smiled bemusedly at the alleged news flash. They were already working those kinds of hours, and knew all too well that a 55-hour work week would probably seem like a part-timer’s schedule before all was said and done.

[image: ]Dallas Snell


At the beginning of August, Snell unceremoniously booted Chris Roberts, the project’s founder, from his role as co-producer, leaving him with only the title of director. Manifesting a tendency anyone familiar with his more recent projects will immediately recognize, Roberts had been causing chaos on the team by approving seemingly every suggested addition or enhancement that crossed his desk. Snell, the brutal pragmatist in this company full of dreamers, appointed himself as Warren Spector’s new co-producer. His first action was to place a freeze on new features in favor of getting the game that currently existed finished and out the door. Snell:

The individuals in Product Development are an extremely passionate group of people, and I love that. Everyone is here because, for the most part, they love what they’re doing. This is what they want to do with their lives, and they’re very intense about it and very sensitive to your messing around with what they’re trying to accomplish. They don’t live for getting it done on time or having it make money. They live to see this effect or that effect, their visions, accomplished.

It’s always a continual antagonistic relationship between the executive producer and the development teams. I’m always the ice man, the ogre, or something. It’s not fun, but it gets the products done and out. I guess that’s why I have the room with the view. Anyway, at the end of the project, all of Product Development asked me not to get that involved again.


One problem complicating Origin’s life enormously was the open architecture of MS-DOS, this brave new world they’d leaped into the previous year. Back in the Apple II days, they’d been able to write their games for a relatively static set of hardware requirements, give or take an Apple IIGS running in fast mode or a Mockingboard sound card. The world of MS-DOS, by contrast, encompassed a bewildering array of potential hardware configurations: different processors, different graphics and sound cards, different mice and game controllers, different amounts and types of memory, different floppy-disk formats, different hard-disk capacities. For a game like Wingleader, surfing the bleeding edge of all this technology but trying at the same time to offer at least a modicum of playability on older setups, all of this variance was the stuff of nightmares. Origin’s testing department was working 80-hour weeks by the end, and, as we’ll soon see, the final result would still leave plenty to be desired from a quality-control perspective.

As the clock was ticking down toward release, Origin’s legal team delivered the news that it probably wouldn’t be a good idea after all to call the game Wingleader — already the company’s second choice for a name — thanks to a number of existing trademarks on the similar “Wingman.” With little time to devote to yet another naming debate, Origin went with their consensus third choice of Wing Commander, which had lost only narrowly to Wingleader in the last vote. This name finally stuck. Indeed, today it’s hard to imagine Wing Commander under any other name.

The game was finished in a mad frenzy that stretched right up to the end; the “installation guide” telling how to get it running was written and typeset from scratch in literally the last five hours before the whole project had to be packed into a box and shipped off for duplication. That accomplished, everyone donned their new Wing Commander baseball caps and headed out to the front lawn for Origin’s traditional ship-day beer bash. There Robert Garriott climbed onto a picnic table to announce that all of Chris Roberts’s efforts in creating by far the most elaborate multimedia production Origin had ever released had been enough to secure him, at long last, an actual fast job at the company. “As of 5 P.M. this afternoon,” said Garriott, “Chris is Origin’s Director of New Technologies. Congratulations, Chris, and welcome to the Origin team.” The welcome was, everyone had to agree, more than a little belated.

We’ll turn back to Roberts’s later career at Origin in future articles. At this point, though, this history of the original Wing Commander must become the story of the people who played it rather than that of the people who created it. And, make no mistake, play it the people did. Gamers rushed to embrace what had ever since that Summer CES show been the most anticipated title in the industry. Roberts has claimed that Wing Commander sold 100,000 copies in its first month, a figure that would stand as ridiculous if applied to just about any other computer game of the era, but which might just be ridiculous enough to be true in the case of Wing Commander. While hard sales figures for the game or the franchise it would spawn have never to my knowledge been made public, I can feel confident enough in saying that sales of the first Wing Commander soared into the many, many hundreds of thousands of units. The curse of Ultima was broken; Origin now had a game which had not just become a hit in spite of Ultima‘s long shadow, they had a game which threatened to do the unthinkable — to overshadow Ultima in their product catalog. Certainly all indications are that Wing Commander massively outsold Ultima VI, possibly by a factor of two to one or more. It would take a few years, until the release of Doom in 1993, for any other name to begin to challenge that of Wing Commander as the most consistent money spinner in American computer gaming.

But why should that have been? Why should this particular game of all others have become such a sensation? Part of the reason must be serendipitous timing. During the 1990s as in no decade before or since, the latest developments in hardware would drive sales of games that could show them off to best effect, and Wing Commander set the stage for this trend. Released at a time when 80386-based machines with expanded memory, sound cards, and VGA graphics were just beginning to enter American homes in numbers, Wing Commander took advantage of all those things like no other game on the market. It benefited enormously from this singularity among those who already owned the latest hardware setups, while causing yet many more jealous gamers who hadn’t heretofore seen a need to upgrade to invest in hot machines of their own — the kind of virtuous circle to warm any capitalist’s heart.

Yet there was also something more going on with Wing Commander than just a cool-looking game for showing off the latest hardware, else it would have suffered the fate of the slightly later bestseller Myst: that of being widely purchased, but very rarely actually, seriously played. Unlike the coolly cerebral Myst, Wing Commander was a crowd-pleaser from top to bottom, with huge appeal, even beyond its spectacular audiovisuals, to anyone who had ever thrilled to the likes of a Star Wars film. It was, in other words, computerized entertainment for the mainstream rather than for a select cognoscenti. Just as all but the most incorrigible snobs could have a good time at a Star Wars showing, few gamers of any stripe could resist the call of Wing Commander. In an era when the lines of genre were being drawn more and more indelibly, one of the most remarkable aspects of Wing Commander‘s reception is the number of genre lines it was able to cross. Whether they normally preferred strategy games or flight simulators, CRPGs or adventures, everybody wanted to play Wing Commander.

At a glance, Chris Roberts’s gung-ho action movie of a game would seem to be rather unsuited for the readership of Computer Gaming World, a magazine that had been born out of the ashes of the tabletop-wargaming culture of the 1970s and was still beholden most of all to computer games in the old slow-paced, strategic grognard tradition. Yet the magazine and its readers loved Wing Commander. In fact, they loved Wing Commander as they had never loved any other game before. After reaching the number-one position in Computer Gaming World‘s readers’ poll in February of 1991, it remained there for an unprecedented eleven straight months, attaining already in its second month on top the highest aggregate score ever recorded for a game. When it was finally replaced at number one in January of 1992, the replacement was none other than the new Wing Commander II. Wing Commander I then remained planted right there behind its successor at number two until April, when the magazine’s editors, needing to make room for other games, felt compelled to “retire” it to their Hall of Fame.

In other places, the huge genre-blurring success of Wing Commander prompted an identity crisis. Shay Addams, adventure-game solver extraordinaire, publisher of the Questbusters newsletter and the Quest for Clues series of books, received so many requests to cover Wing Commander that he reported he had been “on the verge of scheduling a brief look” at it. But in the end, he had decided a little petulantly, it “is just a shoot-em-up-in-space game in which the skills necessary are vastly different from those required for completing a quest. (Then again, there is always the possibility of publishing Simulationbusters.)” The parenthetical may have sounded like a joke, but Addams apparently meant it seriously – or, at least, came to mean it seriously. The following year, he started publishing a sister newsletter to Questbusters called Simulations!. It’s hard to imagine him making such a decision absent the phenomenon that was Wing Commander.

So, there was obviously much more to Wing Commander than a glorified tech demo. If we hope to understand what its secret sauce might have been, we need to look at the game itself again, this time from the perspective of a player rather than a developer.

[image: ]

One possibility can be excised immediately. The “space combat simulation” part of the game — i.e., the game part of the game — is fun today and was graphically spectacular back in 1990, but it’s possessed of neither huge complexity nor the sort of tactical or strategic interest that would seem to be required of a title that hoped to spend eleven months at the top of the Computer Gaming World readers’ charts. Better graphics and embodied approach aside, it’s a fairly commonsense evolution of Elite‘s combat engine, complete with inertia and sounds in the vacuum of space and all the other space-fantasy trappings of Star Wars. If we hope to find the real heart of the game’s appeal, it isn’t here that we should look, but rather to the game’s fiction — to the movie Origin Systems built around Chris Roberts’s little shoot-em-up-in-space game.

Wing Commander casts you as an unnamed young pilot, square-jawed and patriotic, who has just been assigned to the strike carrier Tiger’s Claw, out on the front lines of humanity’s war against the vicious Kilrathi, a race of space-faring felines. (Cat lovers should approach this game with caution!) Over the course of the game, you fly a variety of missions in a variety of star systems, affecting the course of the wider war as you do so in very simple, hard-branching ways. Each mission is introduced via a briefing scene, and concluded, if you make it back alive, with a debriefing. (If you don’t make it back alive, you at least get the rare pleasure of watching your own funeral.) Between missions, you can chat with your fellow pilots and a friendly bartender in the Tiger’s Claw‘s officers lounge, play on a simulator in the lounge that serves as the game’s training mode, and keep track of your kill count along with that of the other pilots on the squadron blackboard. As you fly missions and your kill count piles up, you rise through the Tiger’s Claw‘s hierarchy from an untested rookie to the steely-eyed veteran on which everyone else in your squadron depends. You also get the chance to fly several models of space-borne fighters, each with its own flight characteristics and weapons loadouts.

[image: ]A mission briefing.


The inspirations for Wing Commander as a piece of fiction aren’t hard to find in either the game itself or the many interviews Chris Roberts has given about it over the years. Leaving aside the obvious influence of Star Wars on the game’s cinematic visuals, Wing Commander fits most comfortably into the largely book-bound sub-genre of so-called “military science fiction.” A tradition which has Robert Heinlein’s 1959 novel Starship Troopers as its arguable urtext, military science fiction is less interested in the exploration of strange new worlds, etc., than it is in the exploration of possible futures of warfare in space.

[image: ]There isn’t much doubt where Wing Commander‘s historical inspiration lies.


Because worldbuilding is hard and extrapolating the nitty-gritty details of future modes of warfare is even harder, much military science fiction is built out of thinly veiled stand-ins for the military and political history of our own little planet. So, for example, David Weber’s long-running Honor Harrington series transports the Napoleonic Wars into space, while Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War — probably the sub-genre’s best claim to a work of real, lasting literary merit — is based largely on the author’s own experiences in Vietnam. Hewing to this tradition, Wing Commander presents a space-borne version of the grand carrier battles which took place in the Pacific during World War II — entirely unique events in the history of human warfare and, as this author can well attest, sheer catnip to any young fellow with a love of ships and airplanes and heroic deeds and things that go boom. Wing Commander shares this historical inspiration with another of its obvious fictional inspirations, the fun if terminally cheesy 1978 television series Battlestar Galactica. (Come to think of it, much the same description can be applied to Wing Commander.)

[image: ]Sparkling conversationalists these folks aren’t.


Wing Commander is also like Battlestar Galactica in another respect: it’s not so much interested in constructing a detailed technological and tactical framework for its vision of futuristic warfare — leave that stuff to the books! — as it is in choosing whatever thing seems coolest at any given juncture. We know nothing really about how or why any of the stuff in the game works, just that’s it’s our job to go out and blow stuff up with it. Nowhere is that failing, if failing it be, more evident than in the very name of the game. “Wing Commander” is a rank in the Royal Air Force and those of Commonwealth nations denoting an officer in charge of several squadrons of aircraft. It’s certainly not an appropriate designation for the role you play here, that of a rookie fighter pilot who commands only a single wingman. This Wing Commander is called Wing Commander strictly because it sounds cool.

[image: ]

In time, Origin’s decision to start hiring people to serve specifically in the role of writer would have a profound effect on the company’s games, but few would accuse this game, one of Origin’s first with an actual, dedicated “lead writer,” of being deathless fiction. To be fair to David George, it does appear that he spent the majority of his time drawing up the game’s 40 missions, serving in a role that would probably be dubbed “scenario designer” or “level designer” today rather than “writer.” And  it’s not as if Chris Roberts’s original brief gave him a whole lot to work with. This is, after all, a game where you’re going to war against a bunch of anthropomorphic house cats. (Our cat told me she thought about conquering the galaxy once or twice, but she wasn’t sure she could fit it into the three hours per day she spends awake.) The Kilrathi are kind of… well, there’s just no getting around it, is there? The whole Kilrathi thing is pretty stupid, although it does allow your fellow pilots to pile on epithets like “fur balls,” “fleabags,” and, my personal favorite, “Killie-cats.”

Said fellow pilots are themselves a collection of ethnic stereotypes so over-the-top as to verge on the offensive if it wasn’t so obvious that Origin just didn’t have a clue. Spirit is Japanese, so of course she suffixes every name with “-san” or “-sama” even when speaking English, right? And Angel is French, so of course she says “bonjour” a lot, right? Right?

[image: ]My second favorite Wing Commander picture comes from the manual rather than the game proper. Our cat would look precisely this bitchy if I shoved her into a spacesuit.


Despite Chris Roberts’s obvious and oft-stated desire to put you into an interactive movie, there’s little coherent narrative arc to Wing Commander, even by action-movie standards. Every two to four missions, the Tiger’s Claw jumps to some other star system and some vague allusion is made to the latest offensive or defensive operation, but there’s nothing to really hang your hat on in terms of a clear unfolding narrative of the war. A couple of cut scenes do show good or bad events taking place elsewhere, based on your performance in battle — who knew one fighter pilot could have so much effect on the course of a war? — but, again, there’s just not enough detail to give a sense of the strategic situation. One has to suspect that Origin didn’t know what was really going on any better than the rest of us.

[image: ]My favorite Wing Commander pictures, bar none. What I love best about these and the picture above is the ears on the helmets. And what I love best about the ears on the helmets is that there’s no apparent attempt to be cheeky or funny in placing them there. (One thing this game is totally devoid of is deliberate humor. Luckily, there’s plenty of non-deliberate humor to enjoy.) Someone at Origin said, “Well, they’re cats, so they have to have space in their helmets for their ears, right?” and everyone just nodded solemnly and went with it. If you ask me, nothing illustrates Wing Commander‘s charming naivete better than this.


In its day, Wing Commander was hugely impressive as a technological tour de force, but it’s not hard to spot the places where it really suffered from the compressed development schedule. There’s at least one place, for example, where your fellow pilots talk about an event that hasn’t actually happened yet, presumably due to last minute juggling of the mission order. More serious are the many and varied glitches that occur during combat, from sound drop-outs to the occasional complete lock-up. Most bizarrely of all to our modern sensibilities, Origin didn’t take the time to account for the speed of the computer running the game. Wing Commander simply runs flat-out all the time, as fast as the hosting computer can manage. This delivered a speed that was just about perfect on a top-of-the-line 80386-based machine of 1990, but that made it effectively unplayable on the next generation of 80486-based machines that started becoming popular just a couple of years later; this game was definitely not built with any eye to posterity. Wing Commander would wind up driving the development of so-called “slowdown” programs that throttled back later hardware to keep games like this one playable.

Still, even today Wing Commander remains a weirdly hard nut to crack in this respect. For some reason, presumably involving subtle differences between real and emulated hardware, it’s impossible to find an entirely satisfactory speed setting for the game in the DOSBox emulator. A setting which seems perfect when flying in open space slows down to a crawl in a dogfight; a setting which delivers a good frame rate in a dogfight is absurdly fast when fewer other ships surround you. The only apparent solution to the problem is to adjust the DOSBox speed settings on the fly as you’re trying not to get shot out of space by the Kilrathi — or, perhaps more practically, to just find something close to a happy medium and live with it. One quickly notices when reading about Wing Commander the wide variety of opinions about its overall difficulty, from those who say it’s too easy to those who say it’s way too hard to those who say it’s just right. I wonder whether this disparity is down to the fact that, thanks to the lack of built-in throttling, everyone is playing a slightly different version of the game.

[image: ]The only thing worse than being a cat lover in this game is being a pacifist. And everyone knows cats don’t like water, Shotglass… sheesh.


It becomes clear pretty quickly that the missions are only of a few broad types, encompassing patrols, seek-and-destroy missions, and escort missions (the worst!), but the context provided by the briefings keeps things more interesting than they might otherwise be, as do the variety of spacecraft you get to fly and fight against. The mission design is pretty good, although the difficulty does ebb and spike a bit more than it ideally might. In particular, one mission found right in the middle of the game — the second Kurosawa mission, for those who know the game already — is notorious for being all but impossible. Chris Roberts has bragged that the missions in the finished game “were exactly the ones that Jeff George designed on paper — we didn’t need to do any balancing at all!” In truth, I’m not sure the lack of balancing isn’t a bug rather than a feature.

[image: ]Um, yes. I’m standing here, aren’t I? Should this really be a judgment call?


Roberts’s decision to allow you to take your lumps and go on even when you fail at a mission was groundbreaking at the time. Yet, having made this very progressive decision, he then proceeded to implement it in the most regressive way imaginable. When you fail in Wing Commander, the war as a whole goes badly, thanks again to that outsize effect you have upon it, and you get punished by being forced to fly against even more overwhelming odds in inferior fighters. Imagine, then, what it’s like to play Wing Commander honestly, without recourse to save games, as a brand new player. Still trying to get your bearings as a rookie pilot, you don’t perform terribly well in the first two or three missions. In response, your commanding officer delivers a constant drumbeat of negative feedback, while the missions just keep getting harder and harder at what feels like an almost exponential pace, ensuring that you continue to suck every time you fly. By the time you’ve failed at 30 missions and your ineptitude has led to the Tiger’s Claw being chased out of the sector with its (striped?) tail between its legs, you might just need therapy to recover from the experience.

What ought to happen, of course, is that failing at the early missions should see you assigned to easier rather than harder ones — no matter the excuse; Origin could make something up on the fly, as they so obviously did so much of the game’s fiction — that give you a chance to practice your skills. Experienced, hardcore players could still have their fun by trying to complete the game in as few missions as possible, while newcomers wouldn’t have to feel like battered spouses. Or, if such an elegant solution wasn’t possible, Origin could at least have given us player-selectable difficulty levels.

As it is, the only practical way to play as a newcomer is to ignore all of Origin’s exhortations to play honestly and just keep reloading until you successfully complete each mission; only in this way can you keep the escalating difficulty manageable. (The one place where I would recommend that you take your lumps and continue is in the aforementioned second Kurosawa mission. Losing here will throw you briefly off-track, but the missions that follow aren’t too difficult, and it’s easier to play your way to victory through them than to try to beat Mission Impossible.) This approach, it should be noted, drove Chris Roberts crazy; he considered it nothing less than a betrayal of the entire premise around which he’d designed his game. Yet he had only himself to blame. Like much in Wing Commander, the discrepancy between the game Roberts wants to have designed and the one he’s actually designed speaks to the lack of time to play it extensively before its release, and thereby to shake all these problems out.

And yet. And yet…

Having complained at such length about Wing Commander, I find myself at something of an impasse, in that my overall verdict on the game is nowhere near as negative as these complaints would imply. It’s not even a case of Wing Commander being, like, say, most of the Ultima games, a groundbreaking work in its day that’s a hard sell today. No, Wing Commander is a game I continue to genuinely enjoy despite all its obvious problems.

In writing about all these old games over the years, I’ve noticed that those titles I’d broadly brand as classics and gladly recommend to contemporary players tend to fall into two categories. There are games like, say, The Secret of Monkey Island that know exactly what they’re trying to do and proceed to do it all almost perfectly, making all the right choices; it’s hard to imagine how to improve these games in any but the tiniest of ways within the context of the technology available to their developers. And then there are games like Wing Commander that are riddled with flaws, yet still manage to be hugely engaging, hugely fun, almost in spite of themselves. Who knows, perhaps trying to correct all the problems I’ve spent so many words detailing would kill something ineffably important in the game. Certainly the many sequels and spinoffs to the original Wing Commander correct many of the failings I’ve described in this article, yet I’m not sure any of them manage to be a comprehensively better game. Like so many creative endeavors, game design isn’t a zero-sum game. Much as I loathe the lazy critic’s cliche “more than the sum of its parts,” it feels hard to avoid it here.

It’s true that many of my specific criticisms have an upside to serve as a counterpoint. The fiction may be giddy and ridiculous, but it winds up being fun precisely because it’s so giddy and ridiculous. This isn’t a self-conscious homage to comic-book storytelling of the sort we see so often in more recent games from this Age of Irony of ours. No, this game really does think this stuff it’s got to share with you is the coolest stuff in the world, and it can’t wait to get on with it; it lacks any form of guile just as much as it does any self-awareness. In this as in so many other senses, Wing Commander exudes the personality of its creator, helps you to understand why it was that everyone at Origin Systems so liked to have this high-strung, enthusiastic kid around them. There’s an innocence about the game that leaves one feeling happy that Chris Roberts was steered away from his original plans for a “gritty” story full of moral ambivalence; one senses that he wouldn’t have been able to do that anywhere near as well as he does this. Even the Kilrathi enemies, silly as they are, take some of the sting out of war; speciesist though the sentiment may be, at least it isn’t people you’re killing out there. Darned if the fiction doesn’t win me over in the end with its sheer exuberance, all bright primary emotions to match the bright primary colors of the VGA palette. Sometimes you’re cheering along with it, sometimes you’re laughing at it, but you’re always having a good time. The whole thing is just too gosh-darned earnest to annoy me like most bad writing does.

Even the rogue’s gallery of ethnic stereotypes that is your fellow pilots doesn’t grate as much as it might. Indeed, Origin’s decision to include lots of strong, capable women and people of color among the pilots should be applauded. Whatever else you can say about Wing Commander, its heart is almost always in the right place.

[image: ]Winning a Golden Sun for “surviving the destruction of my ship.” I’m not sure, though, that “sacrificing my vessel” was really an act of bravery, under the circumstances. Oh, well, I’ll take whatever hardware they care to give me.


One thing Wing Commander understands very well is the value of positive reinforcement — the importance of, as Sid Meier puts it, making sure the player is always the star of the show. In that spirit, the kill count of even the most average player will always advance much faster on the squadron’s leader board than that of anyone else in the squadron. As you play through the missions, you’re given promotions and occasionally medals, the latter delivered amidst the deafening applause of your peers in a scene lifted straight from the end of the first Star Wars film (which was in turn aping the Nuremberg Rally shown in Triumph of the Will, but no need to think too much about that in this giddy context). You know at some level that you’re being manipulated, just as you know the story is ridiculous, but you don’t really care. Isn’t this feeling of achievement a substantial part of the reason that we play games?

Another thing Wing Commander understands — or perhaps stumbled into accidentally thanks to the compressed development schedule — is the value of brevity. Thanks to the tree structure that makes it impossible to play all 40 missions on any given run-through, a typical Wing Commander career spans no more than 25 or 30 missions, most of which can be completed in half an hour or so, especially if you use the handy auto-pilot function to skip past all the point-to-point flying and just get to the places where the shooting starts. (Personally, I prefer the more organic feel of doing all the flying myself, but I suspect I’m a weirdo in this as in so many other respects.) The relative shortness of the campaign means that the game never threatens to run into the ground the flight engine’s rather limited box of tricks. It winds up leaving you wanting more rather than trying your patience. For all these reasons, and even with all its obvious problems technical and otherwise, Wing Commander remains good fun today.

Which doesn’t of course mean that any self-respecting digital antiquarian can afford to neglect its importance to gaming history. The first blockbuster of the 1990s and the most commercially dominant franchise in computer gaming until the arrival of Doom in 1993 shook everything up yet again, Wing Commander can be read as cause or symptom of the changing times. There was a sense even in 1990 that Wing Commander‘s arrival, coming so appropriately at the beginning of a new decade, marked a watershed moment, and time has only strengthened that impression. Chris Crawford, this medium’s eternal curmudgeon — every creative field needs one of them to serve as a corrective to the hype-merchants — has accused Wing Commander of nothing less than ruining the culture of gaming for all time. By raising the bar so high on ludic audiovisuals, runs his argument, Wing Commander dramatically raised the financial investment necessary to produce a competitive game. This in turn made publishers, reluctant to risk all that capital on anything but a sure bet, more conservative in the sorts of projects they were willing to approve, causing more experimental games with only niche appeal to disappear from the market. “It became a hit-driven industry,” Crawford says. “The whole marketing strategy, economics, and everything changed, in my opinion, much for the worse.”

There’s some truth to this assertion, but it’s also true that publishers had been growing more conservative and budgets had been creeping upward for years before Wing Commander. By 1990, Infocom’s literary peak was years in the past, as were Activison’s experimental period and Electronic Arts’s speculations on whether computers could make you cry. In this sense, then, Wing Commander can be seen as just one more point on a trend line, not the dramatic break which Crawford would claim it to be. Had it not come along when it did to raise the audiovisual bar, something else would have.

Where Wing Commander does feel like a cleaner break with the past is in its popularizing of the use of narrative in a traditionally non-narrative-driven genre. This, I would assert, is the real source of the game’s appeal, then and now. The shock and awe of seeing the graphics and hearing the sound and music for the first time inevitably faded even back in the day, and today of course the whole thing looks garish and a little kitschy with those absurdly big pixels. And certainly the space-combat game alone wasn’t enough to sustain obsessive devotion back in the day, while today the speed issues can at times make it more than a little exasperating to actually play Wing Commander at all. But the appeal of, to borrow from Infocom’s old catch-phrase, waking up inside a story — waking up inside a Star Wars movie, if you like — and being swept along on a rollicking, semi-interactive ride is, it would seem, eternal. It may not have been the reason most people bought Wing Commander in the early 1990s — that had everything to do with those aforementioned spectacular audiovisuals — but it was the reason they kept playing it, the reason it remained the best single computer game in the country according to Computer Gaming World‘s readers for all those months. Come for the graphics and sound, stay for the story. The ironic aspect of all this is that, as I’ve already noted, Wing Commander‘s story barely qualified as a story at all by the standards of conventional fiction. Yet, underwhelming though it was on its own merits, it worked more than well enough in providing structure and motivation for the individual missions.

The clearest historical antecedent to Wing Commander must be the interactive movies of Cinemaware, which had struggled to combine cinematic storytelling with modes of play that departed from traditional adventure-game norms throughout the second half of the 1980s, albeit with somewhat mixed success. John Cutter, a designer at Cinemaware, has described how Bob Jacob, the company’s founder and president, reacted to his first glimpse of Wing Commander: “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look so sad.” With his company beginning to fall apart around him, Jacob had good reason to feel sad. He least of all would have imagined Origin Systems — they of the aesthetically indifferent CRPG epics — as the company that would carry the flag of cinematic computer gaming forward into the new decade, but the proof was right there on the screen in front of him.

There are two accounts, both of them true in their way, to explain how the adventure game, a genre that in the early 1990s was perhaps the most vibrant and popular in computer gaming, ended the decade an irrelevancy to gamers and publishers alike. One explanation, which I’ve gone into a number of times already on this blog, focuses on a lack of innovation and, most of all, a lack of good design practices among far too many adventures developers; these lacks left the genre identified primarily with unfun pixel hunts and illogical puzzles in the minds of far too many players. But another, more positive take on the subject says that adventure games never really went away at all: their best attributes were rather merged into other genres. Did adventure games disappear or did they take over the world? As in so many cases, the answer depends on your perspective. If you focus on the traditional mechanics of adventure games — exploring landscapes and solving puzzles, usually non-violently — as their defining attributes, the genre did indeed go from thriving to all but dying in the course of about five years. If, on the other hand, you choose to see adventure games more broadly as games where you wake up inside a story, it can sometimes seem like almost every game out there today has become, whatever else it is, an adventure game.

Wing Commander was the first great proof that many more players than just adventure-game fans love story. Players love the way a story can make them feel a part of something bigger as they play, and, more prosaically but no less importantly, they love the structure it can give to their play. One of the dominant themes of games in the 1990s would be the injection of story into genres which had never had much use for it before: the unfolding narrative of discovery built into the grand-strategy game X-Com, the campaign modes of the real-time-strategy pioneers Warcraft and Starcraft, the plot that gave meaning to all the shooting in Half-Life. All of these are among the most beloved titles of the decade, spawning franchises that remain more than viable to this day. One has to assume this isn’t a coincidence. “The games I made were always about narrative because I felt that was missing for me,” says Chris Roberts. “I wanted that sense of story and progression. I felt like I wasn’t getting that in games. That was one of my bigger drives when I was making games, was to get that, that I felt like I really wanted and liked from other media.” Clearly many others agreed.

(Sources: the books Wing Commander I and II: The Ultimate Strategy Guide by Mike Harrison and Game Design Theory and Practice by Richard Rouse III; Retro Gamer 59 and 123; Questbusters of July 1989, August 1990, and April 1991; Computer Gaming World of September 1989 and November 1992; Amiga Computing of December 1988. Online sources include documents hosted at the Wing Commander Combat Information Center, US Gamer‘s profile of Chris Roberts, The Escapist‘s history of Wing Commander, Paul Dean’s interview with Chris Roberts, and Matt Barton’s interview with George “The Fat Man” Sanger. Last but far from least, my thanks to John Miles for corresponding with me via email about his time at Origin, and my thanks to Casey Muratori for putting me in touch with him.

Wing Commander I and II can be purchased in a package together with all of their expansion packs from GOG.com.)

							
		
	
		
			
				Comments

				54 Responses 
			


						
		
						
				Benjamin Vigeant			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 1:10 pm			

			
				
				Given that computer game narrative history is the main thrust of the site, I doubt it’s intentional, but the last paragraph of this piece certainly stands out following this week’s discussion of Ian Bogost’s essay in the Atlantic.

I missed Wing Commander as a kid – those Origin games were always so expensive – but I can attest that even coming to them much later they’re still fun. There’s plenty of much “better” space flight sims, but something about the Wing Commander formula really hits for me, even 27 years later.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 1:56 pm			

			
				
				You know, I really think this remains the great divide in video games and is one of the reasons that they have failed (so far) to be taken seriously as an artistic medium in mainstream culture despite their overwhelming popularity when measured financially.  Quite simply, we as a culture have not figured out what video games are supposed to be.  Are they meant to be scripted experiences where we “wake up inside the story?”  Are they supposed to be emergent narrative experiences where the player is dropped into a setting with a coherent set of rules (either on his own or with other players that could be hostile or helpful), but little plot and crafts his own narrative?  Are they supposed to be intense competitions testing the wits and reflexes of the player as in professional sports?  I think video games are still pulled in too many directions and compared (for good or ill) to too many different types of activities or experiences to have a solid identity of their own.  I think this is why you see articles every so often asking if video games have finally had their “Citizen Kane” moment: there is still a complete lack of agreement on what makes a video game a unique and uniquely worthy form of expression.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 2:52 pm			

			
				
				The answer, of course, is that they’re all of those things. Just as blindingly obvious is the answer to Bogost’s question of “why are games still obsessed with narrative?”: because lots of people really *like* narratives in their games, and lots of publishers have learned they can make a lot of money feeding that market. Who is Bogost to tell these people they’re wrong for liking what they like?

You’re right that we’ve lumped a whole lot of disparate things under the name of “videogame,” and possibly not to the medium’s benefit. There are certainly many different types of movies, but I’m not sure the expectations of even an art-film buff and a Michael Bay fan are as disparate as the three categories of games you describe. Even the label of “game” is problematic in the case of many interactive narratives, given that mainstream taste makers still identify “games” with zero-sum competitive experiences like chess. Also, there’s the good old generational divide, which will only disappear with time.

For what’s it’s worth, I think the core of the ludologist/narratologist divide is where they place the creative agency in games. Are games authored experiences like books and movies, or are they sandboxes which place the creative burden on the player? I come from a background in literature, so I’m very wedded to the former personally. Others prefer the latter, which is fair enough. I do wonder why people have to get so ideological about it, and continue to write scolding thinkpieces rehashing all the same old talking points. It’s just so boring. We’ve been having this debate for twenty years now, and neither side is ever going to convince the other. Can’t we just live and let live?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Smith			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 3:45 pm			

			
				
				Yes, the answer is, as you say, all of the above, which creates the problem of leaving the defining artistic characteristics of a video game so vague and hard to quantify.  Therefore we get stuck saying that video game A is more like a sport and video game B is more like a novel and video game C is more like a movie with the consequence that people like Bogost will argue other media do those bits better, so why are we looking to games to provide the same experience.

I don’t think we need to “solve” the ludologist/narratoligist divide since both types of games are interesting and worthy in their own way and merely represent differing views on where to draw the line between narrative and game play.  However, until there is some form of agreement on how “interaction,” in my opinion the defining characteristic that sets a video game apart from other storytelling mediums, allows video games to tell stories in a compelling way that books or movies cannot, then the medium will not be taken seriously as an art form.  I have no doubt we will get there, but I don’t think we have made it yet.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				ZUrlocker			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 6:24 pm			

			
				
				No disrespect intended, but what do we care what Ian Bogus or other so-called think?

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				ZUrlocker			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 6:25 pm			

			
				
				No disrespect intended, but what do we care what Ian Bogus or other so-called critics think?

				


			

			

	

















		
		
						
				Jakub Stribrny			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 4:14 pm			

			
				
				“Imagine, then, what it’s like to play Wing Commander honestly, without recourse to save games, as a brand new player. ”

This brings great memories! And shows how important a feature the simulator was.

I remember that vividly – wing commander and all of its sequels were *the* game defining my childhood. And I must say that it is exactly the punishing attitude of the game you criticise that made it the most memorable gaming experience (maybe except Planescape: Torment) of my life. 

My first playthrough was terrible, terrible. I got beaten up constantly, had to eject on every other mission, got berated by the Commander, got promoted maybe once and never got to fly any but the two worst ships in the game and I for sure never got to fly with the great aces like Paladin on my wing. My shipmates were talking about the shiny new prototype fighter that was assigned for testing runs on the Tiger’s Claw but I never got to even see what it looks like, let alone try piloting it. Getting better ships had to be deserved, getting assigned to a better squadron had to be deserved, and I was just a badly trained recruit thrown in the unforgiving gears of war, whose bad performance in crucial missions caused civilians suffer on enemy-occupied planets. I was getting better on subsequent playthroughs though.

But I wondered if I could get even more immersion than the game already provided. So I decided to do one true honest playthrough. Just one life. If I got shot down, there was no loading the state. I had to start from the very beginning.

And that was when I discovered what the simulator was good for. Since I had only one life I had to make sure I was really prepared before each mission. So I devised a training plan for myself. An hour in the simulator before even attempting the first mission and then two simulator sessions between each subsequent missions. This proved very effective and I was able to clear almost the whole game. In the end I died just few missions from the end when attempting to attack a group of Jalthi(?) – fighters with extreme firepower – head on. Stupid.

But I never got so much fun from gaming as when I really had to focus on what’s happening around, cooperate with my wingman, carefully manage missile use, plan optimal route between navigation points and choose whether it’s still safe to ignore the blinking EJECT! light of it’s time to call it a day and survive to fight battles of tomorrow. Or when I was limping the the home base with both cannons shot up and anxiously waiting whether the badly damaged and glitching comms system would hold at least long enough for me to ask the carrier for landing clearance. My fighter failed me then and I had to eject in the end but boy was that an experience.

Following Wing Commander games hugely improved in storytelling but none was ever able to match the depth of immersion the first one had. And that’s not just nostalgia talking because my first WC game was actually WC4 and I got to WC1 few years later.

Seeing the winning sequence with the Tiger’s Claw advancing to destroy the last remnants of Kilrathi activity was one of the most memorable moments in my gaming career.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 5:13 pm			

			
				
				I salute your dedication. It’s far more than I could muster even back in the day, so credit where it’s due. Thanks for sharing!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 11:47 pm			

			
				
				One thing Jimmy didn’t mention is that many (most?) x86 machines of that era came with a “Turbo” button, that would slow down the machine to AT speed to allow compatibility.  Since it was at the hardware level it was pretty transparent and instant.  Lets just say that it was a good way to get through extra tricky parts of missions.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 4:18 pm			

			
				
				These Kilrathi remind me of the Kzinti from Larry Niven’s “Known Space” series. Even the art looks kind of like the cover art on the 80s Man-Kzin Wars story collections.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 4:51 pm			

			
				
				Looks like only a couple of those were actually published in the late 80s (I did not know there were Man-Kzin Wars collections from quite recently as well, like 2014). Still though- military science fiction with big cats.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 11:44 pm			

			
				
				I believe that Chris Roberts is on record that the similarity to the Kzin was co-incidental.  He also said that the name came from “Kill Rats” (because cats kill rats, you see).

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Pedro Timóteo			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 7:57 pm			

			
				
				I always thought the Kilrathi were cat versions of the Klingons, a mix between their versions from TOS (clearly “bad guys”, warlike but sneaky) and TNG/DS9 (a lot of talk about “honor” and being “warriors”, but much like most Klingons not named Worf, it’s mostly just talk).

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Captain Kal			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 5:20 pm			

			
				
				Excellent work!!! Some points to consider:

“complete with Newtonian physics and sounds in the vacuum of space and all the other space-fantasy trappings of Star Wars.”

     Star Wars and Wing Commander, didn’t employ Newtonian physics. They used the “WWII dogfight model” in space, that is, space fighters in combat, behaved like WWII propeller fighters (even though they were armed with missiles!!!). A kind of Newtonian model was used in Asteroids, (you shoot in one direction, while you move in another), Warhead in Amiga/Atari ST (Newtonian physics in a 3D enviroment, you literally had to fly the ship, with nearly 8 or 9 modes of Autopilot!!  http://www.mobygames.com/game/warhead), and much later in “Independence War”  (http://www.mobygames.com/game/windows/independence-war-the-starship-simulator), complete with a narrative and and a crazy A.I. for mentor!!!

“against the vicious Kilrathi, a race of space-faring felines. (Cat lovers should approach this game with caution!)”

I ‘ve always beleived, that Roberts just copied Kzinti, from Larry Niven’s Known Space stories (Ringworld series of novels), and just changed the name to Kilrathi. And got away with it, without anyone noticing!!!

“The only apparent solution to the problem is to adjust the DOSBox speed settings on the fly”   

It might have something to do, with the Dosbox version that comes bundled, with the game. I usually replace the executable with something newer. Not only I have additional display features, like D3D and shaders, there is an auto setting in the speed of emulation (cycles=auto), that seems to work in many games. I haven’t tried it, with WC1 though.  

“that you take your lumps and continue is in the aforementioned second Kurosawa mission. Losing here will throw you briefly off-track, but the missions that follow aren’t too difficult”

It got worse, with the Secret Missions pack. And since the aforementioned  missions didn’t branch, you had to beat all of them. Sometimes I just raced through the waypoints, with enemy ships in tail, and just took out the objective. But some times, that didn’t work and finally got stuck. I ‘ve moved to WC2 !!!!

“The clearest historical antecedent to Wing Commander must be the interactive movies of Cinemaware”

From my Amiga point of view, the rise of Cineware coincided with the rise of the Amiga in Europe. (The A500 model was a big hit). Wing Commander marked the end of Amiga dominance. It prevailed for a couple of years, but anyone knew at the time, that the next big thing, will always comes in the PC first!!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 5:39 pm			

			
				
				I do believe Wing Commander I’s DOSBox problems are unique or nearly unique. I worked on it a lot, hoping to be able to give some advice in this article, and couldn’t find a solution. Setting cycles to 5000 is probably the best compromise, but far from ideal.

And thanks for the tip on my Newtonian physics. Made an edit.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Captain Kal			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 9:21 pm			

			
				
				Well, I ‘ve switched the DosBox executable with a newer one, (the GoG version is way too old, I think), and it seems to work as intended. I will have to play a couple of missions, but I am optimistic about it!! I will let you know!!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Captain Kal			

			
				April 30, 2017 at 8:35 pm			

			
				
				You have mail!!!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				WC Fan			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 6:22 am			

			
				
				Oddly enough, SM2 doesn’t have the speed problem that WC/SM1 does. You can set the DOSBox cycles as high as you like and the combat gameplay always works at the “correct” speed. The cinematics do speed up, however. I wish someone out there could patch the WC1/SM1 executable and have it use the SM2 timing loop.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 7:05 am			

			
				
				Secret Missions 2 actually uses the engine that was being developed for Wing Commander 2, which does implement speed control. If you look closely, you’ll see that Origin provided a new executable for Secret Missions 2, as opposed to Secret Missions 1, which is just a new set of mission data for the old executable.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				WC Fan			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 8:59 am			

			
				
				I know they’re separate .exe files, but I didn’t know SM2 used the WC2 engine – interesting. Supposedly the guys at Wing Commander CIC have a copy of the WC source code, but it’s not available to the public. I imagine that would make patching the WC/SM1 executable far easier.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 8:28 pm			

			
				
				Racing from waypoint to waypoint with Kilrathi on my tail is the only way I got through most missions even in the main game. Then X-Wing came out and I lamented the lack of afterburners every time.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				SYH			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 6:08 pm			

			
				
				Wing Commander isn’t exactly an adventure in complex, genre-breaking storytelling but there’s one specific moment that’s almost a radical formal masterpiece- the very start of the game, where you’re flying a ship with a score counter, blow up ships, get shot down, and then, GAME OVER- and then you climb out of the simulator and into the ship’s bar. What a tremendous way to communicate that this isn’t any ordinary arcade space shooter.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Keith Palmer			

			
				April 28, 2017 at 10:53 pm			

			
				
				I bought the Wing Commander bundle from GOG a while ago, but never got around to playing it. Reading this article, I went from thinking “I really should make the time for it; I did just buy that new USB joystick” to “or maybe it’s a good thing I haven’t tried” to “but maybe I should after all.” Certainly, I’ll admit to “space fighters” having embedded themselves in my consciousness early on, such that I’m just fine “suspending disbelief” (although I can do that so well I also think “but giant piloted robots able to fly in space are even more fun, to say nothing of giant piloted robots that transform into space fighters…”) X-Wing and TIE Fighter were ported to the Macintosh in the mid-1990s and I played both back then, although I can now suppose they were somewhat different “story” experiences; to say more may have to wait for later. (As for waiting for later, though, the comment about Myst being “more bought than played” has me thinking I must have been an outlier…)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				whomever			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 2:37 pm			

			
				
				I was thinking some more and I think that at least for me, the other thing that made Wing Commander compelling was the music.  I think this was really the first time that the MT-32 showed off its potential.  The music, while maybe a bit derivative of Star Wars/Trek (but that’s kind of the point right?) did a great job of expressing themes.  Relaxing jazz when in the lounge, strident martial music when launching, it even changed depending on your damage status (you could tell by the music when you were close to exploding).  This is something again I think the first one did better than the later ones (especially with the introduction of voice acting; the less said about Mark Hamill’s lame performance the better).

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				bryce777			

			
				April 30, 2017 at 12:07 am			

			
				
				I think hamill did a decent job with the VO, but the gameplay took a big nosedive after the first one and and the writing in WC III was some amazingly vapid nonsense. WC 4 was a very ‘modern’ game, an involved plot but the gameplay itself was nominal and skill meant nothing and the missions were just time filler between the next cutscene/infodump. 

At the time I thought it was a one off but that awful formula describes pretty much every big game today, regardless of genre. So obviously it was a conscious decision at some point. In that context U8 and 9 make more sense and I am a lot less sad Origin bit the big one.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Chris Torrence			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 3:27 pm			

			
				
				“There are two accounts, both of them true in their way, to explain how the adventure game, a genre that in the early 1990s was perhaps the most vibrant…”

Should this be the 1980’s?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 3:59 pm			

			
				
				No. I mean graphic adventures, which peaked in popularity in the early 1990s.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Chris Torrence			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 9:53 pm			

			
				
				Ah, I see. Sorry, was thinking about text adventures. Carry on with your excellent blog! I look forward to each post!

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jacen			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 7:08 pm			

			
				
				“Because worldbuilding is hard and extrapolating the nitty-gritty details of futures modes of warfare is even harder”

futuristic? Future?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 7:37 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				bryce777@gmail.com			

			
				April 29, 2017 at 8:54 pm			

			
				
				The writing is perfect for what it is. And there is a big difference between a game including some flavor/fluff writing to give quests/missions a greater context and a (somewhat) interactive storybook which is what many games today try to be in service of the least common denominator

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Marcus Johnson			

			
				May 1, 2017 at 2:05 pm			

			
				
				Great article as always! Another option to play Wing Commander without using DosBox is WCDX, which is essentially a set of patches to make the Windows 95 “Kilrathi Saga” version run correctly on new versions of Windows. It also takes care of a few bugs (wrong music playing, planets not being drawn in space) that were specific to that version. And it plays very smoothly:

http://www.wcnews.com/chatzone/threads/introducing-wcdx-kilrathi-saga-for-modern-windows.27685/

That also includes a link to a freely downloadable copy of Wing Commander to use with the patch, which was apparently originally given away free with PC Gamer magazine in a year 2000 issue. The website says they have permission to distribute it from the rights holders, but as always caveat emptor.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 3:27 am			

			
				
				“Our cat told me she thought about conquering the galaxy once or twice, but she wasn’t sure she could fit it into the three hours per day she spends awake.”

Cats were revered as gods in Ancient Egypt. They have not forgotten this.

“Even the Kilrathi enemies, silly as they are, take some of the sting out of war; speciesist though the sentiment may be, at least it isn’t people you’re killing out there.”

Well, I guess that depends on your definition of personhood.

“There are two accounts, both of them true in their way, to explain how the adventure game, a genre that in the early 1990s was perhaps the most vibrant and popular in computer gaming, ended the decade an irrelevancy to gamers and publishers alike. One explanation, which I’ve gone into a number of times already on this blog, focuses on a lack of innovation… But another… take on the subject says that adventure games never really went away at all: their best attributes were rather merged into other genres… If.. you take the ‘adventure’ in adventure games literally, choose to see them more broadly as games where you wake up inside a story, it can sometimes seem like almost every game out there today has become, whatever else it is, an adventure game.”

You could also say the same of most video games from the ’80s. Aside from simulations like Sim City and abstract games like Pac-Man and Tetris, almost every video game has had an element of adventure in it. Even something as basic as Gauntlet has the thrill of adventure in it. (An elf, a wizard, a valkyrie, and a warrior venture down into a dungeon to fight monsters and get treasure.) Same with Altered Beast (Zeus resurrects you to go rescue his daughter Athena), Rolling Thunder (secret agent takes down terrorist organization), and many other arcade games. Maybe the way of the future, though, would be an action-adventure game like Tomb Raider but with the innovative puzzle-solving aspect of the Quest For Glory series.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 5:15 am			

			
				
				“Even the Kilrathi enemies, silly as they are, take some of the sting out of war; speciesist though the sentiment may be, at least it isn’t people you’re killing out there.”

Well, I guess that depends on your definition of personhood.

My thought as well. I mean, they’re sentient, right? Fits my criteria.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 5:59 am			

			
				
				In the ethical abstract, yes, killing a sentient alien is every bit as terrible as killing another human being. But I would argue that we’re wired to recoil much more in a visceral sense from killing fellow humans. And since none of us have ever met a sentient alien yet, while the problem of human-on-human violence remains all too real, at the end of the day I’d rather shoot aliens than humans in a videogame.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 6:55 am			

			
				
				Fair enough, but now that you mention it, if by “sentient”, you mean “capable of having subjective experiences”, there are also those non-human animals suffering out there.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 7:26 am			

			
				
				Whether animals are or can sometimes be sentient is a long and complicated debate — but I do think that in a century or two, assuming we’re still around, people will look back on the way we treat animals today with much the same horror we currently reserve for the era of slavery in America.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Cliffy			

			
				May 8, 2017 at 7:49 pm			

			
				
				I think that’s unfortunately flip, Jimmy.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 9, 2017 at 6:06 am			

			
				
				While I don’t want to open an extended debate on this subject here, I can see how my statement could be misconstrued in unfortunate ways, so I’ll add just a little detail.

I believe we’ve already started down the long road of moving away from animals as a source of food. Future generations, assuming the world doesn’t suffer some major setback, will almost certainly eat “meat” grown in laboratories. Freed from the necessity of coming up with moral justifications for slaughtering living, feeling creatures *to eat them*, they will have the luxury of viewing the practice with the sort of horror we reserve for slavery today. And in addition, I think they’ll come to see it as just flat-out *gross*.

A couple of points of clarification:

1. I’m not saying that slaughtering animals for food is morally equivalent in any objective sense to enslaving human beings. Indeed, generally speaking I don’t believe in objective moral equivalencies at all.

2. I’m a meat eater myself, although I’m conflicted about it. This glass house of mine leaves me in no position to cast stones at my contemporaries’ choices.

In closing, I would just ask you to remember that many, many things that used to strike upstanding citizens as right and proper in civilized society, including not only slavery but also practices like public hangings and brutal child labor, are now viewed as barbarous by the descendants of those same citizens. I see no reason to believe that our era will be exempt from this thoroughgoing theme of history. The sad fact is that we usually become more kind, more compassionate to one another and the world around us, only when technology gives us the luxury of being so — which is why, despite all the problems it brings alongside its benefits, I remain a technological optimist. (I remember reading articles from reputable historians back in grad school which argued that, while the Civil War and the Emancipation Proclamation were the proximate downfall of slavery in the United States, the deeper, underlying thing that made those developments possible was the technology that made it economically viable — indeed, increasingly economically desirable — to harvest cotton without relying on forced labor. Which isn’t of course meant to cast aspirations on the many individual heroes who actualized this potential by forcing an end to slavery.)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 11, 2017 at 4:57 am			

			
				
				“The sad fact is that we usually become more kind, more compassionate to one another and the world around us, only when technology gives us the luxury of being so — which is why, despite all the problems it brings alongside its benefits, I remain a technological optimist.”

True, although I don’t see how things like the end of public hangings was made possible by technology.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 5:52 am			

			
				
				You’re right that many or most videogames have always been “adventures” in the traditional definition of the word. But the defining element of adventure games in the minds of many during the 1980s — along with to an only slightly lesser extent CRPGs, which were usually lumped together with adventure games as variations on the same basic thing — was story. This is what expanded into other genres during the 1990s, beginning with Wing Commander. Many non-adventure videogames of the 1980s had a fictional premise, but very few had an actual unfolding plot.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 6:53 am			

			
				
				Hmmm… OK, you did mention waking up inside a story now that I think about it. It’s funny, though, how you mention Doom eventually eclipsing Wing Commander in popularity. John Carmack once said, “Story in a game is like a story in a porn movie. It’s expected to be there, but it’s not that important.”

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 2, 2017 at 7:28 am			

			
				
				The history of videogames is a tapestry rather than a single unspooling thread. ;)

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				LoneCleric			

			
				May 4, 2017 at 4:03 am			

			
				
				“And Angel is French, so of course she says “bonjour” a lot, right? Right?”

Mais oui! Bien sûr! Everyone knows the human brain is wired in such a way that foreigners will systematically pepper their speech with native words. I mean, what else could they do? Try to blend in? (Gasp!)

(Seriously, though, in all my years living & working in Ottawa, I’ve actually had *one* single coworker who did just that – pepper her English sentences with “Bonjour!” and “Salut!”. I remember thinking: “Wow – a living stereotype!”)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Olof Kindgren			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 8:06 pm			

			
				
				Actually… having worked for a japanese company here in Sweden, they do say -san when addressing their co-workers in english. I’m gotten so used to it now that I found myself say it to my swedish co-workers without thinking :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 8:20 pm			

			
				
				Hmm… can’t say I’ve known an inordinate number of Japanese people in my life on a social or professional level, but that’s something I’ve never, ever experienced.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jeremy Reimer			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 7:46 pm			

			
				
				“There’s at least one place, for example, where your fellow pilots talk about an event that hasn’t actually happened yet, presumably due to last minute juggling of the mission order. ”

Despite having played through the Wing Commander campaign hundreds of times (admittedly, mostly in the winning order) I have only the vaguest memory of this.

Can you recall any specifics?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 8:16 pm			

			
				
				It’s actually very early in the game, before you have a chance to change tracks. In the officers lounge, Spirit tells you that — paraphrasing here — “there was no need to praise me before the commander,” which is strange because you hadn’t actually done so. Sure enough, after the *next* mission you say something like “I couldn’t have done it without Spirit” during the debrief.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jeremy Reimer			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 10:00 pm			

			
				
				Oh, of course.  I had always just imagined that the player character had complimented Spirit off-screen at some point, so I had forgotten all about that bit.  Funny how memory works.

Incidentally, I am a big fan of your work and have been waiting for this review for some time.  The original Wing Commander is still my favorite game of all time, and you definitely did it justice.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Olof Kindgren			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 8:04 pm			

			
				
				ok, I’ll start with the complaint to get it out of the way (Can’t believe the first thing I do is complaining on this fantastic site). I found the animated pictures changed too fast, making the text hard to read. Would preferred to have them side-by-side instead. I guess you need to do something like that anyway for the e-books.

Other than that, this has been my favorite space on the internet for a few years now. It had some competition for a while from Ruth and Martin’s album club, before they stopped updating that. Fantastic writing and content. I’m learning about computer games, the history of the atom bomb and having lots of fun while doing it. Looking forward to every friday, hoping to see a new post.

Keep up the good work!

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 8:19 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, I was experimenting, trying to find some way to get a lot of pictures on the page without cluttering it up too much. I’m not entirely happy with the end result myself. Reminds me a bit of MySpace pages of about twelve years ago, all blinking and flashing. ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Olof Kindgren			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 8:31 pm			

			
				
				Well, you are heading into the age of 90s multimedia, so I guess some experimenting with moving pictures is appropriate. ;)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Martin			

			
				May 5, 2017 at 11:24 pm			

			
				
				I would say that if you reduce the the change rate by 50% it would be OK. The problem is that there is no way to read the text and look at the picture before it changes. I think I had to cycle 3 times through the set to take it all in.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 6, 2017 at 8:02 am			

			
				
				Okay, made the change rate slower. I hope this helps. Reload the page if you don’t see a change…

				


			

			

	













			




	
		
	
		
			
				The View from the Trenches (or, Some Deadly Sins of CRPG Design)

				May 12, 2017
			

From the beginning of this project, I’ve worked to remove the nostalgia factor from my writing about old games, to evaluate each game strictly on its own merits and demerits. I like to think that this approach has made my blog a uniquely enlightening window into gaming history. Still, one thing my years as a digital antiquarian have taught me is that you tread on people’s nostalgia at your peril. Some of what I’ve written here over the years has certainly generated its share of heat as well as light, not so much among those of you who are regular readers and commenters — you remain the most polite, thoughtful, insightful, and just plain nice readers any writer could hope to have — as among the ones who fire off nasty emails from anonymous addresses, who post screeds on less polite sites to which I’m occasionally pointed, or who offer up their drive-by comments right here every once in a while.

A common theme of these responses is that I’m not worthy of writing about this stuff, whether because I wasn’t there at the time — actually, I was, but whatever — or because I’m just not man enough to take my lumps and power through the really evil, unfair games. This rhetoric of inclusion and exclusion is all too symptomatic of the uglier sides of gaming culture. Just why so many angry, intolerant personalities are so attracted to computer games is a fascinating question, but must remain a question for another day. For today I will just say that, even aside from their ugliness, I find such sentiments strange. As far as I know, there’s zero street cred to be gained in the wider culture from being good at playing weird old videogames — or for that matter from being good at playing videogames of any stripe. What an odd thing to construct a public persona around. I’ve made a job out of analyzing old games, and even I sometimes want to say, “Dude, they’re just old games! Really, truly, they’re not worth getting so worked up over.”

That said, there do remain some rays of light amidst all this heat. It’s true that my experience of these games today — of playing them in a window on this giant monitor screen of mine, or playing them on the go on a laptop — must be in some fairly fundamental ways different from the way the same games were experienced all those years ago. One thing that gets obviously lost is the tactile, analog side of the vintage experience: handling the physical maps and manuals and packages (I now reference that stuff as PDF files, which isn’t quite the same); drawing maps and taking notes using real pen and paper (I now keep programs open in separate windows on that aforementioned giant monitor for those purposes); listening to the chuck-a-chunk of disk drives loading in the next bit of text or scenery (replacing the joy of anticipation is the instant response of my modern supercomputer). When I allow myself to put on my own nostalgia hat, just for a little while, I recognize that all these things are intimately bound up with my own memories of playing games back in the day.

And I also recognize that the discrepancies between the way I play now and the way I played back then go even further. Some of the most treasured of vintage games weren’t so much single works to be played and completed as veritable lifestyle choices. Ultima IV, to name a classic example, was huge enough and complicated enough that a kid who got it for Christmas in 1985 might very well still be playing it by the time Ultima V arrived in 1988; rinse and repeat for the next few entries in the series. From my jaded perspective, I wouldn’t brand any of these massive CRPGs as overly well-designed in the sense of being a reasonably soluble game to be completed in a reasonable amount of time, but then that wasn’t quite what most of the people who played them way back when were looking for in them. Actually solving the games became almost irrelevant for a kid who wanted to live in the world of Britannia.

I get that. I really do. No matter how deep a traveler in virtual time delves into the details of any era of history, there are some things he can never truly recapture. Were I to try, I would have to go away to spend a year or two disconnected from the Web and playing no other game — or at least no other CRPG — than the Ultima I planned to write about next. That, as I hope you can all appreciate, wouldn’t be a very good model for a blog like this one.

When I think in the abstract about this journey through gaming history I’ve been on for so long now, I realize that I’ve been trying to tell at least three intertwining stories.

One story is a critical design history of games. When I come to a game I judge worthy of taking the time to write about in depth — a judgment call that only becomes harder with every passing year, let me tell you — I play it and offer you my thoughts on it, trying to judge it not only in the context of our times but also in the context of its own times, and in the context of its peers.

A second story is that of the people who made these games, and how they went about doing so — the inevitable postmortems, as it were.

Doing these first two things is relatively easy. What’s harder is the third leg of the stool: what was it like to be a player of computer games all those years ago? Sometimes I stumble upon great anecdotes in this area. For instance, did you know about Clancy Shaffer?

In impersonal terms, Shaffer was one of the slightly dimmer stars among the constellation of adventure-game superfans — think Roe Adams III, Shay Addams, Computer Gaming World‘s indomitable Scorpia — who parlayed their love of the genre and their talent for solving games quickly into profitable sidelines if not full-on careers as columnists, commentators, play-testers, occasionally even design consultants; for his part, Shaffer contributed his long experience as a player to the much-loved Sir-Tech title Jagged Alliance.

Most of the many people who talked with Shaffer via post, via email, or via telephone assumed he was pretty much like them, an enthusiastic gamer and technology geek in his twenties or thirties. One of these folks, Rich Heimlich, has told of a time when a phone conversation turned to the future of computer technology in the longer view. “Frankly,” said Shaffer, “I’m not sure I’ll even be here to see it.” He was, he explained to his stunned interlocutor, 84 years old. He credited his hobby for the mental dexterity that caused so many to assume he was in his thirties at the oldest. Shaffer believed he had remained mentally sharp through puzzling his way through so many games, while he needed only look at the schedule of upcoming releases in a magazine to have something to which to look forward in life.  Many of his friends who, like him, had retired twenty years ago were dead or senile, a situation Shaffer blamed on their having failed to find anything to do with themselves after leaving the working world behind.

Shaffer died in 2010 at age 99. Only after his passing, after reading his obituary, did Heimlich and other old computer-game buddies realize what an extraordinary life Shaffer had actually led, encompassing an education from Harvard University, a long career in construction and building management, 18 patents in construction engineering, an active leadership role in the Republican party, a Golden Glove championship in heavyweight boxing, and a long and successful run as a yacht racer and sailor of the world’s oceans. And yes, he had also loved to play computer games, parlaying that passion into more than 500 published articles.

But great anecdotes like this one from the consumption side of the gaming equation are the exception rather than the rule, not because they aren’t out there in spades in theory — I’m sure there have been plenty of other fascinating characters like Clancy Shaffer who have also made a passion for games a part of their lives — but because they rarely get publicized. The story of the players of vintage computer games is that of a huge, diffuse mass of millions of people whose individual stories almost never stretch beyond their immediate families and friends.

The situation becomes especially fraught when we try to zero in on the nitty-gritty details of how games were played and judged in their day. Am I as completely out of line as some have accused me of being in harping so relentlessly on the real or alleged design problems of so many games that others consider to be classics? Or did people back in the day, at least some of them, also get frustrated and downright angry at betrayals of their trust in the form of illogical puzzles and boring busywork? I know that I certainly did, but I’m only one data point.

One would think that the magazines, that primary link between the people who made games and those who played them, would be the best way of finding out what players were really thinking. In truth, though, the magazines rarely provided skeptical coverage of the games industry. The companies whose games they were reviewing were of course the very same companies that were helping to pay their bills by buying advertising — an obvious conflict of interest if ever there was one. More abstractly but no less significantly, there was a sense among those who worked for the magazines and those who worked for the game publishers that they were all in this together, living as they all were off the same hobby. Criticizing individual games too harshly, much less entire genres, could damage that hobby, ultimately damaging the magazines as much as the publishers. Thus when the latest heavily hyped King’s Quest came down the pipe, littered with that series’s usual design flaws, there was little incentive for the magazines to note that this monarch had no clothes.

So, we must look elsewhere to find out what average players were really thinking. But where? Most of the day-to-day discussions among gamers back in the day took place over the telephone, on school playgrounds, on computer bulletin boards, or on the early commercial online services that preceded the World Wide Web. While Jason Scott has done great work snarfing up a tiny piece of the online world of the 1980s and early 1990s, most of it is lost, presumably forever. (In this sense at least, historians of later eras of gaming history will have an easier time of it, thanks to archive.org and the relative permanence of the Internet.) The problem of capturing gaming as gamers knew it thus remains one without a comprehensive solution. I must confess that this is one reason I’m always happy when you, my readers, share your experiences with this or that game in the comments section — even, or perhaps especially, when you disagree with my own judgments on a game.

Still, relying exclusively on first-hand accounts from decades later to capture what it was like to be a gamer in the old days can be problematic in the same way that it can be problematic to rely exclusively on interviews with game developers to capture how and why games were made all those years ago: memories can fade, personal agendas can intrude, and those rose-colored glasses of nostalgia can be hard to take off. Pretty soon we’re calling every game from our adolescence a masterpiece and dumping on the brain-dead games played by all those stupid kids today — and get off my lawn while you’re at it. The golden age of gaming, like the golden age of science fiction, will always be twelve or somewhere thereabouts. All that’s fine for hoisting a beer with the other old-timers, but it can be worse than useless for doing serious history.

Thankfully, every once in a while I stumble upon another sort of cracked window into this aspect of gaming’s past. As many of you know, I’ve spent a couple of weeks over the last couple of years trolling through the voluminous (and growing) game-history archives of the Strong Museum of Play. Most of this material, hugely valuable to me though it’s been and will doubtless continue to be, focuses on the game-making side of the equation. Some of the archives, though, contain letters from actual players, giving that unvarnished glimpse into their world that I so crave. Indeed, these letters are among my favorite things in the archives. They are, first of all, great fun. The ones from the youngsters are often absurdly cute; it’s amazing how many liked to draw pictures to accompany their missives.

But it’s when I turn to the letters from older writers that I’m gratified and, yes, made to feel a little validated when I read that people were in fact noticing that games weren’t always playing fair with them. I’d like to share a couple of the more interesting letters of this type with you today.

We’ll begin with a letter from one Wes Irby of Plano, Texas, describing what he does and especially what he doesn’t enjoy in CRPGs. At the time he sent it to the Questbusters adventure-game newsletter in October of 1988, Irby was a self-described “grizzled computer adventurer” of age 43. Shay Addams, Questbusters’s editor, found the letter worthy enough to spread around among publishers of CRPGs. (Perhaps tellingly, he didn’t choose to publish it in his newsletter.)

Irby titles his missive “Things I Hate in a Fantasy-Role-Playing Game.” Taken on its own, it serves very well as a companion piece to a similar article I once wrote about graphic adventures. But because I just can’t shut up, and because I can’t resist taking the opportunity to point out places where Irby is unusually prescient or insightful, I’ve inserted my own comments into the piece; they appear in italics in the text that follows. Otherwise, I’ve only cleaned up the punctuation and spelling a bit here and there. The rest is Irby’s original letter from 1988.



 

I hate rat killing!!! In Shard of Spring, I had to kill dozens of rats, snakes, kobolds, and bats before I could get back to the tower after a Wind Walk to safety. In Wizardry, the rats were Murphy’s ghosts, which I pummeled for hours when developing a new character. Ultima IV was perhaps the ultimate rat-killing game of all time; hour upon hour was spent in tedious little battles that I could not possibly lose and that offered little reward for victory. Give me a good battle to test my mettle, but don’t sentence me to rat killing!

Amen. The CRPG genre became the victim of an expectation which took hold early on that the games needed to be really, really long, needed to consume dozens if not hundreds of hours, in order for players to get their money’s worth. With disk space precious and memory space even more so on the computers of the era, developers had to pad out their games with a constant stream of cheap low-stakes random encounters to reach that goal. Amidst the other Interplay materials hosted at the Strong archive are several mentions of a version of Wasteland, prepared specially for testers in a hurry, in which the random encounters were left out entirely. That’s the version of Wasteland I’d like to play.

I hate being stuck!!! I enjoy the puzzles, riddles, and quests as a way to give some story line to the real heart of the game, which is killing bad guys. Just don’t give me any puzzles I can’t solve in a couple of hours. I solved Rubik’s Cube in about thirty hours, and that was nothing compared to some of the puzzles in The Destiny Knight. The last riddle in Knight of Diamonds delayed my completion (and purchase of the sequel) for nearly six months, until I made a call to Sir-Tech.

I haven’t discussed the issue of bad puzzle design in CRPGs to the same extent as I have the same issue in adventure games, but suffice to say that just about everything I’ve written in the one context applies equally in the other. Certainly riddles remain among the laziest — they require almost no programming effort to implement — and most problematic — they rely by definition on intuition and external cultural knowledge — forms of puzzle in either genre. Riddles aren’t puzzles at all really; the answer either pops into your head right away or it doesn’t, meaning the riddle turns into either a triviality or a brick wall. A good puzzle, by contrast, is one you can experiment with on your way to the correct solution. And as for the puzzles in The Bard’s Tale II: The Destiny Knight… much more on them a little later.

Perhaps the worst aspect of being stuck is the clue-book dilemma. Buying a clue book is demeaning. In addition, buying clue books could encourage impossible puzzles to boost the aftermarket for clue books. I am a reformed game pirate (that is how I got hooked), and I feel it is just as unfair for a company to charge me to finish the game I bought as it was for me to play the games (years ago) without paying for them. Multiple solutions, a la Might and Magic, are very nice. That game also had the desirable feature of allowing you to work on several things simultaneously so that being stuck on one didn’t bring the whole game to a standstill.

Here Irby brings up an idea I’ve also touched on once or twice: that the very worst examples of bad design can be read as not just good-faith disappointments but actual ethical lapses on the part of developers and publishers. Does selling consumers a game with puzzles that are insoluble except through hacking or the most tedious sort of brute-force approaches equate to breaching good faith by knowingly selling them a defective product? I tend to feel that it does. 

As part of the same debate, the omnipresent clue books became a locus of much dark speculation and conspiracy theorizing back in the day. Did publishers, as Irby suggests, intentionally release games that couldn’t be solved without buying the clue book, thereby to pick up additional sales? The profit margins on clue books, not incidentally, tended to be much higher than that enjoyed by the games themselves. Still, the answer is more complicated than the question may first appear. Based on my research into the industry of the time, I don’t believe that any publishers or developers made insoluble games with the articulated motive of driving clue-book sales. To the extent that there was an ulterior motive surrounding the subject of clue books, it was that the clue books would allow them to make money off some of the people who pirated their games. (Rumors — almost certainly false, but telling by their very presence — occasionally swirled around the industry about this or that popular title whose clue-book sales had allegedly outstripped the number of copies of the actual game which had been sold.) Yet the fact does remain that even the hope of using clue books as a way of getting money out of pirates required games that would be difficult enough to cause many pirates to go out and buy the book. The human mind is a funny place, and the clue-book business likely did create certain almost unconscious pressures on game designers to design less soluble games.

I hate no-fault life insurance! If there is no penalty, there is no risk, there is no fear — translate that to no excitement. The adrenaline actually surged a few times during play of the Wizardry series when I encountered a group of monsters that might defeat me. In Bard’s Tale II, death was so painless that I committed suicide several times because it was the most expedient way to return to the Adventurer’s Guild.

When you take the risk of loss out of the game, it might as well be a crossword puzzle. The loss of possessions in Ultima IV and the loss of constitution in Might and Magic were tolerable compromises. The undead status in Phantasie was very nice. Your character was unharmed except for the fact that no further advancement was possible. Penalties can be too severe, of course. In Shard of Spring, loss of one battle means all characters are permanently lost. Too tough.

Here Irby hits on one of the most fraught debates in CRPG design, stretching from the days of the original Wizardry to today: what should be the penalty for failure? There’s no question that the fact that you couldn’t save in the dungeon was one of the defining aspects of Wizardry, the game that did more than any other to popularize the budding genre in the very early 1980s. Exultant stories of escaping the dreaded Total Party Loss by the skin of one’s teeth come up again and again when you read about the game. Andrew Greenberg and Bob Woodhead, the designers of Wizardry, took a hard-line stance on the issue, insisting that the lack of an in-dungeon save function was fundamental to an experience they had carefully crafted. They went so far as to issue legal threats against third-party utilities designed to mitigate the danger. 

Over time, though, the mainstream CRPG industry moved toward the save-often, save-anywhere model, leaving Wizardry’s approach only to a hardcore sub-genre known as roguelikes. It seems clear that the change had some negative effects on encounter design; designers, assuming that players were indeed saving often and saving everywhere, felt they could afford to worry less about hitting players with impossible fights. Yet it also seems clear that many or most players, given the choice, would prefer to avoid the exhilaration of escaping near-disasters in Wizardry in favor of avoiding the consequences of unescaped disasters. The best solution, it seems to me, is to make limited or unlimited saving a player-selectable option. Failing that, it strikes me as better to err on the side of generosity; after all, hardcore players can still capture the exhilaration and anguish of an iron-man mode by simply imposing their own rules for when they allow themselves to save. All that said, the debate will doubtless continue to rage.

I hate being victimized. Loss of life, liberty, etc., in a situation I could have avoided through skillful play is quite different from a capricious, unavoidable loss. The Amulet of Skill in Knight of Diamonds was one such situation. It was not reasonable to expect me to fail to try the artifacts I found — a fact I soon remedied with my backup disk!!! The surprise attacks of the mages in Wizardry was another such example. Each of the Wizardry series seems to have one of these, but the worst was the teleportation trap on the top level of Wizardry III, which permanently encased my best party in stone.

Beyond rather putting the lie to some of Greenberg and Woodhead’s claims of having exhaustively balanced the Wizardry games, these criticisms again echo those I’ve made in the context of adventure games. Irby’s examples are the CRPG equivalents of the dreaded adventure-game Room of Sudden Death — except that in CRPGs like Wizardry with perma-death, their consequences are much more dire than just having to go back to your last save.

I hate extraordinary characters! If everyone is extraordinary then extraordinary becomes extra (extremely) ordinary and uninteresting. The characters in Ultima III and IV and Bard’s Tale I and II all had the maximum ratings for all stats before the end of the game. They lose their personalities that way.

This is one of Irby’s subtler complaints, but also I think one of his most insightful. Characters in CRPGs are made interesting, as he points out, through a combination of strengths and weaknesses. I spent considerable time in a recent article describing how the design standards of SSI’s “Gold Box” series of licensed Dungeons & Dragons CRPGs declined over time, but couldn’t find a place for the example of Pools of Darkness, the fourth and last game in the series that began with Pool of Radiance. Most of the fights in Pools of Darkness are effectively unwinnable if you don’t have “extraordinary” characters, in that they come down to quick-draw contests to find out whether your party or the monsters can fire off devastating area-effect magic first. Your entire party needs to have a maxed-out dexterity score of 18 to hope to consistently survive these battles. Pools of Darkness thus rewards cheaters and punishes honest players; it represents a cruel betrayal of players who had played through the entire series honestly to that point, without availing themselves of character editors or the like. CRPGs should strive not to make the extraordinary ordinary, and they should certainly not demand extraordinary characters that the player can only come by through cheating.

There are several more features which I find undesirable, but are not sufficiently irritating to put them in the “I hate” category. One such feature is the inability to save the game in certain places or situations. It is miserable to find yourself in a spot you can’t get out of (or don’t want to leave because of the difficulty in returning) at midnight (real time). I have continued through the wee hours on occasion, much to my regret the next day. At other times it has gotten so bad I have dozed off at the keyboard. The trek from the surface to the final set of riddles in Ultima IV takes nearly four hours. Without the ability to save along the way, this doesn’t make for good after-dinner entertainment. Some of the forays in the Phantasie series are also long and difficult, with no provision to save. This problem is compounded when you have an old machine like mine that locks up periodically. Depending on the weather and the phase of the moon, sometimes I can’t rely on sessions that average over half an hour.

There’s an interesting conflict here, which I sense that the usually insightful Irby may not have fully grasped, between his demand that death have consequences in CRPGs and his belief that he should be able to save anywhere. At the same time, though, it’s not an irreconcilable conflict. Roguelikes have traditionally made it possible to save anywhere by quitting the game, but immediately delete the save when you start to play again, thus making it impossible to use later on as a fallback position. 

Still, it should always raise a red flag when a given game’s designers claim something which just happens to have been the easier choice from a technical perspective to have been a considered design choice. This skepticism should definitely be applied to Wizardry. Were the no-save dungeons that were such an integral part of the Wizardry experience really a considered design choice or a (happy?) accident arising from technical affordances? It’s very difficult to say this many years on. What is clear is that saving state in any sort of comprehensive way was a daunting challenge for 8-bit CRPGs spread over multiple disk sides. Wizardry and The Bard’s Tale didn’t really even bother to try; literally the only persistent data in these games and many others like them is the state of your characters, meaning not only that the dungeons are completely reset every time you enter them but that it’s possible to “win” them over and over again by killing the miraculously resurrected big baddie again and again. The 8-bit Ultima games did a little better, saving the state of the world map but not that of the cities or the dungeons. (I’ve nitpicked the extreme cruelty of Ultima IV’s ending, which Irby also references, enough on earlier occasions that I won’t belabor it any more here.) Only quite late in the day for the 8-bit CRPG did games like Wasteland work out ways to create truly, comprehensively persistent environments — in the case of Wasteland, by rewriting all of the data on each disk side on the fly as the player travels around the world (a very slow process, particularly in the case of the Commodore 64 and its legendarily slow disk drive).

Tedium is a killer. In Bard’s Tale there was one battle with 297 bersekers that always took fifteen or twenty minutes with the same results (this wasn’t rat-killing because the reward was significant and I could lose, maybe). The process of healing the party in the dungeon in Wizardry and the process of identifying discovered items in Shard of Spring are laborious. How boring it was in Ultima IV to stand around waiting for a pirate ship to happen along so I could capture it. The same can be said of sitting there holding down a key in Wasteland or Wrath of Denethenor while waiting for healing to occur. At least give me a wait command so I can read a book until something interesting happens.

I’m sort of ambivalent toward most aspects of mapping. A good map is satisfying and a good way to be sure nothing has been missed. Sometimes my son will use my maps (he hates mapping) in a game and find he is ready to go to the next level before his characters are. Mapping is a useful way to pace the game. The one irritating aspect of mapping is running off the edge of the paper. In Realms of Darkness mapping was very difficult because there was no “locater” or “direction” spell. More bothersome to me, though, was the fact that I never knew where to start on my paper. I had the same problem with Shard of Spring, but in retrospect that game didn’t require mapping.

Mapping is another area where the technical affordances of the earliest games had a major effect on their designs. The dungeon levels in most 8-bit CRPGs were laid out on grids of a consistent number of squares across and down; such a template minimized memory usage and simplified the programmer’s task enormously. Unrealistic though it was, it was also a blessing for mappers. Wizardry, a game that was oddly adept at turning its technical limitations into player positives, even included sheets of graph paper of exactly the right size in the box. Later games like Dungeon Master, whose levels sprawl everywhere, run badly afoul of the problem Irby describes above — that of maps “running off the edge of the paper.” In the case of Dungeon Master, it’s the one glaring flaw in what could otherwise serve as a masterclass in designing a challenging yet playable dungeon crawl.

I don’t like it when a program doesn’t take advantage of my second disk drive, and I would feel that way about my printer if I had one. I don’t like junk magic (spells you never use), and I don’t like being stuck forever with the names I pick on the spur of the moment. A name that struck my fancy one day may not on another.

Another problem similar to “junk magic” that only really began to surface around the time that Irby was writing this letter is junk skills. Wasteland is loaded with skills that are rarely or never useful, along with others that are essential, and there’s no way for the new player to identify which are which. It’s a more significant problem than junk magic usually is because you invest precious points into learning and advancing your skills; there’s a well-nigh irreversible opportunity cost to your choices. All of what we might call the second generation of Interplay CRPGs, which began with Wasteland, suffer at least somewhat from this syndrome. Like the sprawling dungeon levels in Dungeon Master, it’s an example of the higher ambitions and more sophisticated programming of later games impacting the end result in ways that are, at best, mixed in terms of playability.

I suppose you are wondering why I play these stupid games if there is so much about them I don’t like. Actually, there are more things I do like, particularly when compared to watching Gilligan’s Island or whatever the current TV fare is. I suppose it would be appropriate to mention a few of the things I do like.

In discussing the unavoidably anachronistic experience we have of old games today, we often note how many other games are at our fingertips — a luxury a kid who might hope to get one new game every birthday and Christmas most definitely didn’t enjoy. What we perhaps don’t address as much as we should is how much the entertainment landscape in general has changed. It can be a little tough even for those of us who lived through the 1980s to remember what a desert television was back then. I remember a television commercial — and from the following decade at that — in which a man checked into a hotel of the future, and was told that every movie ever made was available for viewing at the click of a remote control. Back then, this was outlandish science fiction. Today, it’s reality. 

I like variety and surprises. Give me a cast of thousands over a fixed party anytime. Of course, the game designer has to force the need for multiple parties on me, or I will stick with the same group throughout because that is the best way to “win” the game. The Minotaur Temple in Phantasie I and the problems men had in Portsmouth in Might and Magic and the evil and good areas of Wizardry III were nice. More attractive are party changes for strategic reasons. What good are magic users in no-magic areas or a bard in a silent room? A rescue mission doesn’t need a thief and repetitive battles with many small opponents don’t require a fighter that deals heavy damage to one bad guy.

I like variety and surprises in the items found, the map, the specials encountered, in short in every aspect of the game. I like figuring out what things are and how they work. What a delight the thief’s dagger in Wizardry was! The maps in Wasteland are wonderful because any map may contain a map. The countryside contains towns and villages, the towns contain buildings, some buildings contain floors or secret passages. What fun!!!

I like missions and quests to pursue as I proceed. Some of these games are so large that intermediate goals are necessary to keep you on track. Might and Magic, Phantasie, and Bard’s Tale do a good job of creating a path with the “missions.” I like self-contained clues about the puzzles. In The Return of Heracles the sage was always there to provide an assist (for money, of course)  if you got stuck. The multiple solutions or sources of vital information in Might and Magic greatly enhanced the probability of completing the missions and kept the game moving.

I like the idea of recruiting new characters, as opposed to starting over from scratch. In Galactic Adventurers your crew could be augmented by recruiting survivors of a battle, provided they were less experienced than your leader. Charisma (little used in most games) could impact recruiting. Wasteland provides for recruiting of certain predetermined characters you encounter. These NPCs can be controlled almost like your characters and will advance with experience. Destiny Knight allows you to recruit (with a magic spell) any of the monsters you encounter, and requires that some specific characters be recruited to solve some of the puzzles, but these NPCs can’t be controlled and will not advance in level, so they are temporary members. They will occasionally turn on you, an interesting twist!!!

I like various skills, improved by practice or training for various characters. This makes the characters unique individuals, adding to the variety. This was implemented nicely in both Galactic Adventurers and Wasteland.

Eternal growth for my characters makes every session a little different and intriguing. If the characters “top out” too soon that aspect of the game loses its fascination. Wizardry was the best at providing continual growth opportunities because of the opportunity to change class and retain some of the abilities of the previous class. The Phantasie series seemed nicely balanced, with the end of the quest coming just before/as my characters topped out.

Speaking of eternal, I have never in all of my various adventures had a character retire because of age. Wizardry tried, but it never came into play because it was cheaper to heal at the foot of the stairs while identifying loot (same trip or short run to the dungeon for that purpose). Phantasie kept up with age, but it never affected play. I thought Might and Magic might, but I found the Fountain of Youth. The only FRPG I have played where you had to beat the clock is Tunnels of Doom, a simple hack-and-slash on my TI 99/4A that takes about ten hours for a game. Of course, it is quite different to spend ten hours and fail because the king died than it is to spend three months and fail by a few minutes. I like for time to be a factor to prevent me from being too conservative.

This matter of time affecting play really doesn’t fit into the “like” or the “don’t like” because I’ve never seen it effectively implemented. There are a couple of other items like that on my wish list. For example, training of new characters by older characters should take the place of slugging it out with Murphy’s ghost while the newcomers watch from the safety of the back row.

The placing of time limits on a game sounds to me like a very dangerous proposal. It was tried in 1989, the year after Irby wrote this letter, by The Magic Candle, a game that I haven’t played but that is quite well-regarded by the CRPG cognoscenti. That game was, however, kind enough to offer three difficulty levels, each with its own time limit, and the easiest level was generous enough that most players report that time never became a major factor. I don’t know of any game, even from this much crueler era of game design in general, that was cruel enough to let you play 100 hours or more and then tell you you’d lost because the evil wizard had finished conquering the world, thank you very much. Such an approach might have been more realistic than the alternative, where the evil wizard cackles and threatens occasionally but doesn’t seem to actually do much, but, as Sid Meier puts it, fun ought to trump realism every time in game design.

A very useful feature would be the ability to create my own macro consisting of a dozen or so keystrokes. Set up Control-1 through Control-9 and give me a simple way to specify the keystrokes to be executed when one is pressed.

Interestingly, this exact feature showed up in Interplay’s CRPGs very shortly after Irby wrote this letter, beginning with the MS-DOS version of Wasteland in March of 1989. And we do know that Interplay was one of the companies to which Shay Addams sent the letter. Is this a case of a single gamer’s correspondence being responsible for a significant feature in later games? The answer is likely lost forever to the vagaries of time and the inexactitude of memory.

A record of sorts of what has happened during the game would be nice. The chevron in Wizardry and the origin in Phantasie is the most I’ve ever seen done with this. How about a screen that told me I had 93 sessions, 4 divine interventions (restore backup), completed 12 quests, raised characters from the dead 47 times, and killed 23,472 monsters? Cute, huh?

Another crazily prescient proposal. These sorts of meta-textual status screens would become commonplace in CRPGs in later years. In this case, though, “later years” means much later. Thus, rather than speculating on whether he actively drove the genre’s future innovations, we can credit Irby this time merely with predicting them.



One last suggestion for the manufacturers: if you want that little card you put in each box back, offer me something I want. For example, give me a list of all the other nuts in my area code who have purchased this game and returned their little cards.

Enough of this, Wasteland is waiting.



 

With some exceptions — the last suggestion, for instance, would be a privacy violation that would make even the NSA raise an eyebrow — I agree with most of Irby’s positive suggestions, just as I do his complaints. It strikes me as I read through his letter that my own personal favorite among 8-bit CRPGs, Pool of Radiance, manages to avoid most of Irby’s pitfalls while implementing much from his list of desirable features — further confirmation of just what a remarkable piece of work that game, and to an only slightly lesser extent its sequel Curse of the Azure Bonds, really were. I hope Wes Irby got a chance to play them.

I have less to say about the second letter I’d like to share with you, and will thus present it without in-line commentary. This undated letter was sent directly to Interplay by its writer: Thomas G. Gutheil, an associate professor at the Harvard Medical School Department of Psychiatry, on whose letterhead it’s written. Its topic is The Bard’s Tale II: The Destiny Knight, a game I’ve written about only in passing but one with some serious design problems in the form of well-nigh insoluble puzzles. Self-serving though it may be, I present Gutheil’s letter to you today as one more proof that players did notice the things that were wrong with games back in the day — and that my perspective on them today therefore isn’t an entirely anachronistic one. More importantly, Gutheil’s speculations are still some of the most cogent I’ve ever seen on how bad puzzles make their way into games in the first place. For this reason alone, it’s eminently worthy of being preserved for posterity.



 

I am writing you a combination fan letter and critique in regard to the two volumes of The Bard’s Tale, of which I am a regular and fanatic user.

First, the good news: this is a TERRIFIC game, and I play it with addictive intensity, approximately an hour almost every day. The richness of the graphics, the cute depictions of the various characters, monsters, etc., and rich complexity and color of the mazes, tasks, issues, as well as the dry wit that pervades the program, make it a superb piece and probably the best maze-type adventure product on the market today. I congratulate you on this achievement.

Now, the bad news: the one thing I feel represents a defect in your program (and I only take your time to comment on it because it is so central) and one which is perhaps the only area where the Wizardry series (of which I am also an avid player and expert) is superior, is the notion of the so-called puzzles, a problem which becomes particularly noticeable in the “snares of death” in the second scenario. In all candor, speaking as an old puzzle taker and as a four-time grand master of the Boston Phoenix Puzzle Contest, I must say that these puzzles are simply too personal and idiosyncratic to be fair to the player. I would imagine you are doing a booming business in clue books since many of the puzzles are simply not accomplishable otherwise without hours of frustrating work, most of it highly speculative.

Permit me to try to clarify this point, since I am aware of the sensitive nature of these comments, given that I would imagine you regard the puzzles as being the “high art” of the game design. There should be an organic connection between the clues and the puzzles. For example, in Wizardry (sorry to plug the competition), there is a symbolic connection between the clue and its function. As one simplistic example, at the simplest level a bear statuette get you through a gate guarded by a bear, a key opens a particular door, and a ship-in-a-bottle item gets you across an open expanse of water.

Let me try to contrast this with some of the situations in your scenarios. You may recall that in one of the scenarios the presence of a “winged one” in the party was necessary to get across a particular chasm. The Winged One introduces himself to the party as one of almost a thousand individual wandering creatures that come and offer to join the party, to be attacked, or to be left in peace. This level of dilution and the failure to separate out the Winged One in some way makes it practically unrecallable much later on when you need it, particularly since there are several levels of dungeon (and in real life perhaps many interposing days and weeks) between the time you meet the Winged One (who does not stand out among the other wandering characters in any particular way) and the time you actually need him. Even if (as I do) you keep notes, there would be no particular reason to record this creature out of all. Moreover, to have this added character stuck in your party for long periods of time, when you could instead have the many-times more effective demons, Kringles, and salamanders, etc., would seem strategically self-defeating and therefore counter-intuitive for the normal strategy of game play AS IT IS ACTUALLY PLAYED.

This is my point: in many ways your puzzles in the scenarios seem to have been designed by someone who is not playing the in the usual sequence, but designed as it were from the viewpoint of the programmer, who looks at the scenario “from above” — that is, from omniscient knowledge. In many situations the maze fails to take into account the fact that parties will not necessarily explore the maze in the predictable direct sequence you have imagined. The flow of doors and corridors do not appropriately guide a player so that they will take the puzzles in a meaningful sequence. Thus, when one gets a second clue before a first clue, only confusion results, and it is rarely resolved as the play advances.

Every once in a while you do catch on, and that is when something like the rock-scissors-paper game is invoked in your second scenario. That’s generally playing fair, although not everyone has played that game or would recognize it in the somewhat cryptic form in which it is presented. Thus the player does not gain the satisfaction of use of intellect in problem solving; instead, it’s the frustration of playing “guess what I’m thinking” with the author.

Despite all of the above criticism, the excitement and the challenge of playing the game still make it uniquely attractive; as you have no doubt caught on, I write because I care. I have had to actively fight the temptation to simply hack my way through the “snares of death” by direct cribbing from the clue books, so that I could get on to the real interest of the game, which is working one’s way through the dungeons and encountering the different items, monsters, and challenges. I believe that this impatience with the idiosyncratic (thus fundamentally unfair) design of these puzzles represents an impediment, and I would be interested to know if others have commented on this. Note that it doesn’t take any more work for the programmer, but merely a shift of viewpoint to make the puzzles relevant and fair to the reader and also proof against being taken “out of order,” which largely confuses the meaning. A puzzle that is challenging and tricky is fair; a puzzle that is idiosyncratically cryptic may not be.

Thank you for your attention to this somewhat long-winded letter; it was important to me to write. Given how much I care for this game and how devoted I am to playing it and to awaiting future scenarios, I wanted to call your attention to this issue. You need not respond personally, but I would of course be interested in any of your thoughts on this.



 

I conclude this article as a whole by echoing Gutheil’s closing sentiments; your feedback is the best part of writing this blog. I hope you didn’t find my musings on the process of doing history too digressive, and most of all I hope you found Wes Irby and Thomas Gutheil’s all too rare views from the trenches as fascinating as I did.
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				Andrew Plotkin			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 5:26 pm			

			
				
				“Nobody ever got a date, much less got lucky, from being a ‘hardcore gamer'”

I agree with the sentiment you’re trying to convey, but this kind of absolute generalization is begging the counterexamples to “well-actually” their way out of the woodwork. There must be *someone*.

And plenty of people are more concerned with their own social circles than with what the “wider culture” thinks. I include myself without embarrassment.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Sol_HSA			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 5:57 pm			

			
				
				Hm, Korea and their hardcore starcraft players? =)

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 6:04 pm			

			
				
				Sure, I’m sure there’s someone. But you can’t endlessly qualify everything, else there comes a point where you’re not saying much of anything.

More to the point, my strong impression is that most people I was thinking of when making that observation really *do* care — care desperately, in fact — about what the wider world thinks of them. It’s their feeling that they aren’t getting their due that is the source from which their resentments spring.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 2:50 pm			

			
				
				So, I’ve gotten a little more push back on this. In writing that, I thought it would be clear that I was expressing the values of the people who tend to make such comments — such as the fellow around here was recently bragging that Gary Gygax was “snorting cocaine off of strippers” when he died — rather than expressing my own. But it seems that wasn’t coming through liked I assumed it would. In retrospect, it was a little juvenile by any standards. So, it’s gone.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				MalcolmM			

			
				May 14, 2017 at 3:24 am			

			
				
				As an at times hardcore gamer I don’t mind your comment, even if it isn’t strictly true.

I always liked what Dan/Danielle Buten said – “No one ever said on their deathbed, ‘Gee, I wish I had spent more time alone with my computer.”.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Dougl			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 4:13 pm			

			
				
				I might say something about…ahhh…Cyberpunk 2077 is coming out next, why now? Why now!?

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Lisa H.			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 7:23 pm			

			
				
				I was thinking a “Well, actually…” in my head when I read that.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				James Schend			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 5:37 pm			

			
				
				In the spirit of your closing paragraph, I’d like to comment but I have nothing substantial to say. Just a typo.

In the second letter, “Boston Phoenix Puzzle Context” should be “Puzzle Contest”.

Please keep up the excellent writing, I’m a big fan of your blog.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 5:58 pm			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Sol_HSA			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 5:57 pm			

			
				
				The original mechwarrior had a hidden time limit. If you grinded your character to a point where the battles are easy and then started following the plotline, at some point the game would, instead of letting you fight the baddies, simply say that you’re too late. I was rather pissed.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jayle Enn			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 6:19 pm			

			
				
				I think it did say something like ‘Five years remain’ at the end of a cryptic passage that began the game, but it wasn’t really obvious. It was pretty easy to lose track of the plot if you went to one of the dozens of wrong planets.

I think a friend tried to follow the plot all of once, after we realized it was there. Pacing was so tight, he didn’t have much of a chance to assemble a decent lance of ‘mechs.

At least there was no formal game-over for literally losing the plot. We spent a number of months buying expensive ‘mechs and experimenting with lance configurations.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Sol_HSA			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 9:24 am			

			
				
				The five years remain does ring a bell. However, most games throw something like that at you and don’t really mean it (pool of radiance’s twin tower thing comes to mind – after conquering one tower, you’ve told to hurry to the other.. I spent couple months in game time healing before continuing to the second tower).

Also, mechwarrior lets you follow the plot completely, just the last fight is denied from you. That was annoying.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				barnacles			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 2:59 am			

			
				
				I seem to recall the time limit was made a bit more obvious throughout the game, particularly when taking missions, but as a young teen playing the game I simply was never able to get my group good enough in time. I was also pissed at the game, because I just wanted to be able to play the game and enjoy it on my own time and just have fun being a mechwarrior, not having to work to an arbitrary and capricious time frame.

In the end, MW was a major reason why I taught myself about hexidecimal savefile editing as a slightly less-young teen. They didn’t give me enough time to play the game as I wanted to, so instead I just set the game clock back whenever it started to get too tight.

That skill came in handy a year or two later when I decided to play Ultima 2. For how quickly rations ran out, it should have been called “food buying simulator”. Hex editing to the rescue, again!

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Jayle Enn			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 6:12 pm			

			
				
				I played Ultima V for about two years. Probably half of that time was because the copy protection ‘puzzle’ took far too long to click for me. That, and I was one of those kids who wanted to -live- in Britannia.

I’ve tried to go back. I can’t. The story is still there, and I recall the stick figure graphics fondly, but the gameplay is clunky and slow and boring, and I don’t have the time or inclination to scour dialogue for keywords. Amusingly, I remember being -aghast- when I saw that Ultima VII got rid of the typing parser and laid its keywords bare.

Honestly, I think that a lot of these old games are admirable from a technical perspective… but as games and stories, they’re primitive or amateurish. It’s like, you wouldn’t expect L’Arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat to entertain a modern audience, but it’s still noteworthy for being the first publicly shown motion picture, ever.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 6:43 pm			

			
				
				“Shaffer died in 2010 at age 99. Only after his passing, after reading his obituary, did Heimlich and other old computer-game buddies realize what an extraordinary life Shaffer had actually led, encompassing an education from Harvard University, a long career in construction and building management, 18 patents in construction engineering, an active leadership role in the Republican party, a Golden Glove championship in heavyweight boxing, and a long and successful run as a yacht racer and sailor of the world’s oceans. And yes, he had also loved to play computer games, parlaying that passion into more than 500 published articles.”

Had to instill that envy, eh mate?  Such a person is not “higher quality” than the rest of us, who don’t excel in anything, not even games.  I’m not sharp or focused enough even to excel at games–the point is experiential for me, mostly–much less to do any of the other things this man allegedly did.  (I’m sure he didn’t do it all on his own, though.. no man is an island.)

Where’s the love for the curveballs among us, those who don’t do well in anything, and still play games (although not very well!)  That elitist sensibility, man.. it just grates on me.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:44 am			

			
				
				Well, I haven’t done a fraction of what Shaffer did in his life either, nor am I terribly good at games. But I’d suggest we might both be able to honestly respect his achievements without feeling envious of them. For my part, I have no interest in hitting people for sport, and the last place you’d ever find me is anywhere near the Republican party.

A journalistic endeavor like this one is, alas, a difficult place to capture what you seem to be looking for. I prescribe some Replacements: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sdbXGi2WX0Q.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				ShadowAngel			

			
				May 16, 2017 at 9:47 am			

			
				
				Must suck to realize what a pathetic life you have compared to other people who are actually successful, eh?

Crying about that won’t change a damn thing though.Maybe get up from your lazy ass and try to accomplish something? It’s not that difficult. Also has nothing to do with “elitist” anything but actually just with living and every human just try to make as much as possible out of his/her life.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Infinitron			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 7:22 pm			

			
				
				as among the ones who fire off nasty emails from anonymous addresses, who post screeds on less polite sites to which I’m occasionally pointed, or who offer up their drive-by comments right here every once in a while

Ahem. If you’re referring to the site that I think you are, then I guess I should apologize for inflicting a certain individual on your comments section. I certainly don’t like the idea that our little hive of villainy has disturbed your regular posting schedule.

However, I should note that one of your recent critics there (who has not posted in these comments) is the designer of a well-received Wadjet Eye graphic adventure game and a person who is very much not a basement-dwelling troll. His opinions are worth taking seriously.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Captain Rufus			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 9:22 pm			

			
				
				You mean the Codex.  

A place that for years has had two sides to it:  the side which is practically the ONLY active site for classical RPG discussion of a computer bent.  And the other side which is more or less a readable version of Reddit/4Chan full of elitist douchebags who “ironically” post alt right screeds and homophobic, racist, and anti Semitic garbage while bashing video games that don’t fit their narrow view as to what is acceptable to play.

The second part honestly ruins the site and probably has pushed more people away from Classic CRPGs than it has brought anyone into the fold.  

There are quite a few of us who have to put caveats in even linking to the Codex for just that reason.  And it’s a shame as it is like the only active forum for such Classic RPG talk.  There is only so much that a comment section here or on a Matt Barton video or on RPGAddict’s blog can do!  And the few times any Codex thread actually starts discussing if the site should be more than just posting like douchebags most of the time it dies out quickly.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 8:11 pm			

			
				
				Yeah, it’s interesting how much my taste in games has changed since the old days. Almost all of my very first computer games like Rescue the Hostages, Mummies, and Bugs Bunny’s Hare-Brained Adventure have not held up well (although I still like Castle Adventure). I remember showing a friend Hostages a few years ago only to apologize because the game was much worse than I remembered it being.

In a less extreme instance, I’ve had my younger brother play some adventure games I played a while ago, and most of them didn’t hold up quite as well as I remembered them although it wasn’t a disaster like showing Hostages. King’s Quest 2 is much more bare bones than I remembered it being, and there’s more trekking back and forth than I remembered.

On the other hand, I revisited King’s Quest 4 about a year or so ago, having lost some of my memories due to something I won’t get into, and it still held up despite some major problems I’d forgotten all about like climbing the whale’s tongue.

I do remember when I first played adventure games, I used to not see a problem with deaths without warning or objects lying in the middle of some field for no reason. I did have a problem with making the game unwinnable, though. Although I still think that’s been a major problem for adventure games, I’m not quite as inflexible about that as I used to be. I used to be OK with grinding in RPGs although I now think RPGs need to reduce the need to raise stats or raise them differently such as for overcoming an obstacle.

“Here Irby hits on one of the most fraught debates in CRPG design, stretching from the days of the original Wizardry to today: what should be the penalty for failure?”

I’ve thought about this myself. Depending on kind of game it is, perhaps rather than restricting the ability to save games, reward the player for only using one saved game file, maybe with better loot lying around or having a special victory message or whatnot at the end.

“The characters in Ultima III and IV and Bard’s Tale I and II all had the maximum ratings for all stats before the end of the game. They lose their personalities that way.”

That’s one thing I’ve never liked about RPGs. Your stats often start out piddling and then go up as if your characters were on steroids. Same with wealth. RPGs all seem to have broken economies. You start out having hardly anything and end with more money than the real kings and queens of the middle ages ever had. These games need living expenses and stats that go up only a little if the game doesn’t take place over years. And make it so your stats don’t go up AT ALL if you’re doing the equivalent of rat killing. Doing first grade math over and over is unlikely to make a high schooler any better at trig.

“Another problem similar to “junk magic” that only really began to surface around the time that Irby was writing this letter is junk skills.”

True, aside from Quest for Glory, lock picking always seems to be a useless skill because of the availability of an “open” spell. Interestingly, magic users in most RPGs seem to be worse than fighters because of how quickly even the powerful ones run out of mana if you rely on it for fighting, thereby having to resort to physical combat, which the fighter is much better at.

“It can be a little tough even for those of us who lived through the 1980s to remember what a desert television was back then.”

Yup. I remember using YouTube to revisit the cartoons back (some of which I even watched back in the day), and they were generally unwatchable. It was almost always the same basic premise. It was Team Good vs. Team Evil. With few exceptions, they’ve been forgotten and with good reason.

“Honestly, I think that a lot of these old games are admirable from a technical perspective… but as games and stories, they’re primitive or amateurish. It’s like, you wouldn’t expect L’Arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat to entertain a modern audience, but it’s still noteworthy for being the first publicly shown motion picture, ever.”

I’ve had similar thoughts about early video games, movies, and even TV. On the one hand, they could be quite primitive, but, on the other hand, you had pioneers having fun being creative, and it often shows.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Eriorg			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 8:55 pm			

			
				
				So, we must look elsewhere to find out what average players were really thinking. But where? Most of the day-to-day discussions among gamers back in the day took place over the telephone, on school playgrounds, on computer bulletin boards, or on the early commercial online services that preceded the World Wide Web.

What about *fanzines*, though? Since they were usually made for free and devoid of advertising, we might hope (I’m not sure) that they had somewhat less sanitized opinions about games than professional magazines, even if the articles were often amateurish and very short, unlike the in-depth letters you share in your blog post.

I know of a website with tons of scans of old French Amstrad CPC fanzines, so I’d be very surprised indeed if similar websites didn’t exist for fanzines in English.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:32 am			

			
				
				That’s a good point. There are a fair number of them collected on archive.org. I should be making better use of them.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Eric Lundquist			

			
				May 12, 2017 at 10:59 pm			

			
				
				Just curious if you tried to contact Wes Irby or Thomas Gutheil?   I know one of my favorite things about the CRPG addict blog is when authors of obscure games are tracked down or come out of the woodwork with commentary.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:31 am			

			
				
				I did a little Googling, but no more. Wes Irby, for what it’s worth, is apparently an aerospace engineer.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Lars			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 6:22 pm			

			
				
				He also seems to be a Nethack enthusiast, which is odd given his “I hate being victimized” comment. https://alt.org/nethack/mirror/www.nethack.de/spoiler/advice.txt

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				LoneCleric			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 4:03 am			

			
				
				Pretty sure he’s that guy:

https://www.facebook.com/wesirby

But Facebook being Facebook, I haven’t been able to chat with him.

				


			

			

	









		
		
						
				Ben P. Stein			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 1:34 am			

			
				
				When I was playing text adventure and role-playing games in my adolescence, and unable to solve a puzzle, I assumed that the underlying cause was some deficiency on my end. I cannot recall ever thinking that the game was at fault. Only in recent years have I realized the possibility, raised by other veteran gamers and even other game designers, that the puzzles were unreasonable. 

I guess I had always assumed that a difficult game puzzle was like a difficult physics problem, exceedingly challenging but always containing enough information, even if only a sliver of data, to solve with enough intellectual effort, creativity and perseverance. 

Is it possible this still could be true? Is any puzzle at least marginally fair, as long as it is not insoluble? In any case, my eyes are opened at this much later date that there were issues with the puzzles. No one could dispute that the puzzles with seemingly arbitrary solutions were not very fun. And the lack of fun may be the most relevant issue. But what makes for a truly bad or flawed puzzle? I would be interested in learning your continued thoughts on this issue.

Thanks for another marvelous and thought-provoking essay.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 1:59 am			

			
				
				Really good question since people can’t always agree. It’s hard to come up with criteria that always hold true and that every reasonable person would agree on. I’m inclined to think that any puzzle that someone somewhere solved without looking up hints or meta-gaming (such as using knowledge of how the designer thinks or using brute force to try every possibility or just doing random things, hoping something will work) or just by accident is at least arguably fair. After all, if it’s truly unfair, then how did someone who had no hand in the creation of game manage to figure it out?

The Spoony Bard has a pretty amusing Let’s Play video series of him playing Phantasmagoria 2, which is a really awful game. One absurd puzzle involves the character’s wallet underneath his couch. The couch looks as though it weighs 40 pounds. So does he do it? Well, the Spoony Bard did manage to solve it by clicking everywhere, but the solution is preposterous. (In case you’re wondering, you’re supposed to put your pet rat under the couch to retrieve the wallet and then lure her out with a granola bar.)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:29 am			

			
				
				After all, if it’s truly unfair, then how did someone who had no hand in the creation of game manage to figure it out?


Maybe by “using knowledge of how the designer thinks or using brute force to try every possibility or just doing random things, hoping something will work”? ;)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 3:01 am			

			
				
				Just out of curiosity, how did you quote me in that post? I don’t see any quote or italics option.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 5:18 am			

			
				
				You can surround the text with the tag “blockquote”.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Sol_HSA			

			
				May 19, 2017 at 12:19 pm			

			
				
				Sorry, testing.

foo 

 blockquote with ‘s


 bar

foo [blockquote]blockquote with [‘s and ]’s[/blockquote] bar

foo  quote with <'s bar

foo [quote] quote with [‘s[/quote] bar

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:22 am			

			
				
				I think the feeling that your inability to solve a puzzle was due to some deficiency on your part was a very common one at the time. Just as we love that feeling of achievement we get from solving a puzzle or otherwise making progress in a game, we can be made to feel pretty bad about ourselves if we can’t progress. I think that young people in particular saw a “professional” game, with the aura of authority conferred by its shiny box, and couldn’t even conceive that the problem might lie in the game, not the player. I remember as a kid that I had no real concept that fallible people like me made the games I played. Those boxes I mooned over in my local Babbages might as well have been beamed in from outer space. People like me can sometimes forget that thinking critically about media is a skill and a habit that must be cultivated, not something we’re all born with.

(It can also be a double-edged sword. I remember back in graduate school chatting on a number of occasions with others about how much we missed being able to just *enjoy* a book or movie without always analyzing, analyzing, analyzing. The loss felt all the keener because most of us chose to pursue a degree in the humanities because of the “purer” love that our education ironically beat out of us; it certainly wasn’t for the money. In my nostalgic moments, I can’t help but think back to that feeling of infinite possibility I got from so many really very primitive games, and wish I could somehow recapture it. It’s the reason I consciously avoid writing about music; I want to reserve one place in my life to just be a fan, full of arbitrary likes and dislikes that I don’t have to justify to anyone.)

I’ve never written a single article focused just on what makes a good puzzle; perhaps I should at some point. Like our two letter writers and, indeed, most commentators on the subject, I’ve tended to focus more on what *not* to do. One problem is that, writing about specific games, I’m usually happy enough to spoil a bad puzzle by dissecting its problems in detail, but tend to want to give my readers the joy of solving a good one. I really should try to find a way to remedy that.

In the meantime, we tend to be left with proscriptive lists of things *not* to do. Generally, if a puzzle doesn’t run afoul of any of the problems listed in Graham Nelson’s Player’s Bill of Rights (http://www.gamasutra.com/blogs/LaralynMcWillams/20130203/185934/The_Players_Bill_of_Rights.php) or my own list of graphic-adventure deadly sins (http://www.filfre.net/2015/07/the-14-deadly-sins-of-graphic-adventure-design/), it’s fair.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Alex Freeman			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:38 am			

			
				
				“I think that young people in particular saw a “professional” game, with the aura of authority conferred by its shiny box, and couldn’t even conceive that the problem might lie in the game, not the player. I remember as a kid that I had no real concept that fallible people like me made the games I played.”

Funny, that practically describes my attitude towards adults and some institutions while growing up. When I was really little, I once asked my mom if she knew everything, and she said something like “No, Alex, but I do know almost everything.” Well, of course, I eventually realized that wasn’t even close to the truth, but I continued to think adults knew far more than they actually do. Whenever my dad would explain some concept involving engines for instance, he’d tell me I now knew more than most grown-ups, and I remember finding that so hard to believe.

I still went through school believing it had been designed in some optimal way because school had been around for so long surely the people in charge had figured out how to make it work really well.

It wasn’t until my mid-to-late twenties that I realized that, with some exceptions like mathematicians, engineers, and hard scientists, the human race as a whole just didn’t really know what it was doing more or less. That’s not to say almost everyone is incompetent of course, but people who hail from the same profession have a surprising amount of variation in how well they know what they’re doing, and there are far more incompetent people in, say, psychology than you’d think. Despite all the scientific and technological advances, we’re still largely a species groping in the dark when it comes to most things.

That’s why I’d say Socrates is my favorite philosopher. According to legend, some oracle said Socrates was the wisest person in the land. Upon hearing this, he couldn’t believe it and set out to prove it wrong by asking respected about what they knew, only to find out it wasn’t much. He then realized he was the wisest person in the land precisely because he knew that he knew nothing. Well, that was a bit of a tangent. I hope that wasn’t too off topic. =P

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:56 am			

			
				
				Not at all. Many of my friends who’ve had kids have told me how weird it is to be cast into that role of parent. They always feel like they’re somehow faking it, taking on the personas of these figures of responsibility and authority without having really earned them. By extension, the moment that we realized our own parents were just muddling through, doing the best they could, was a profound one for many of us.

In the end, we’re *all* just muddling through.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Ben P. Stein			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 12:39 pm			

			
				
				Alex and Jimmy, thanks for these thoughtful replies. I’m really glad to hear I wasn’t alone in feeling as a youth that the player was always at fault for not solving a puzzle. And yes, the game boxes at the computer store did seem to come from a magical place…The links that Jimmy provided are excellent and really hit upon many of the qualities in fair (and unfair) puzzles. Interestingly, the brute-force solution is listed as the top deadly sin in graphic adventures. Back to physics, brute-force solutions are also seen as unaesthetic and a last-resort approach for figuring out something.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 1:33 pm			

			
				
				According to legend

This is specifically in the Apology, Plato’s version of Socrates’ speech at his trial. I’m not sure whether scholars think this in particular was an accurate representation of what Socrates said at the trial, though I think the Apology is considered to be closer to the historical Socrates than many of the other Platonic dialogues.

				


			

			

	













		
		
						
				hcs			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 5:53 am			

			
				
				typo nit: “relaying exclusively on”

“every movie ever made was available for viewing at the click of a remote control”

While it is probably not the commercial you mean, I remember how crazy this sounded even in the late 90s (Qwest): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UZ9qcp6Lcno

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 6:54 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

That may very well be the commercial in question. In fact, I’ll link to it. ;)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Johannes Paulsen			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 10:42 am			

			
				
				Jimmy —

You have won the Johannes Paulsen Award for Heroic Feats of Tact and Restraint in Blogging for fighting the urge to post the original cover of SOFTPORN ADVENTURE immediately after writing that, concerning KING’S QUEST, the “monarch has no clothes”. 

JKP

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Realms of Quest			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 12:03 pm			

			
				
				Very interesting blog post/article.  I’m currently in the middle of programming my own 8-bit retro CRPG, and I’m going back and forth as to whether to allow “save anywhere” and how I will implement “perma death”.  I talk about this as well as mention your article on this forum here:

http://sleepingelephant.com/ipw-web/bulletin/bb/viewtopic.php?f=10&t=8380&p=94348

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Alan			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 2:33 pm			

			
				
				“…you tread on people’s nostalgia at your peril.”

Gods, yes. Back in 2009 I played through and reviewed the first 7 King’s Quest games. I am, basically, a nobody. It would not have been easy for a random person to find my reviews. Yet somehow my reviews caused fanboys and fangirls to appear out of nowhere to defend their favorite games, to insist that I was judging them unfairly, that unlike other forms of art they should be held to a lesser standard, and to suggest malice in my reviews.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Yotam Barnoy			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 3:34 pm			

			
				
				Great reviews! I haven’t visited these games in a while, but it’s nice to be reminded of the nostalgia, as well as of how terribly designed they were.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				WG			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 4:46 pm			

			
				
				My recollection is that the original Wasteland let’s you create macros so you can rest for as long as you like with a single key press.

I still have my Wasteland 5.25″ floppies from when I was a kid :)

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 5:29 pm			

			
				
				Only the (later) MS-DOS version had macros. It appears that Wes Irby was playing on an Apple II.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Brian Mathews			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 6:09 pm			

			
				
				Jimmy –

I’m definitely more of an uncritical fan boy for all things Ultima than you are, but I’d like to state unequivocally that I think your blog is fantastic!  You do a fantastic job of setting things in their proper place and evaluating them based on their merits.  Don’t let the unbiased masses bring you down.  I appreciate your critical take on the Ultima series – and it certainly doesn’t dissuade me from reading your blog, but rather strongly the opposite!

I found your blog about a year ago and downloaded the entire set of posts in Kindle format and devoured them over a few weeks… I couldn’t put them down without my nightly fix.  As I finished them, I figured out what Patreon was for the first time and am glad that I can now support you and several other bloggers that I have found most enriching.  I grew up in the late 70s and the 80s and hearing the inside story of my life has been fascinating.

Thanks!

Brian

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				matt w			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 6:43 pm			

			
				
				One design note about permadeath is that it’s significant that roguelikes, the genre that hews closest to the die-and-you’re-done philosophy, also has randomized dungeons. Without randomized content, a total party kill that made you start over from the beginning would also make you replay the exact same content. Not too many people want to do that, unless there’s some kind of optimization puzzle involved. Though a preset dungeon with random encounters might be OK. That doesn’t necessarily mean you have to allow saving everywhere, which really does seem like it could trivialize an RPG. (FWIW I read the CRPG Addict’s review of Shard of Spring and he mentions getting wiped out and reloading–this may be an emulator thing that wasn’t available in the original version. He also really hated the permadeath in nethack, even though it is a roguelike.) 

As far as the maxed-out stats problem, I feel like there are two separate issues that Irby touches on. One is being unable to succeed without an overpowered character–or inevitably getting a character who’s so overpowered that they drive everything before it. But the other thing is that there’s only one way to max out all your stats. Perfect characters are all alike, but each imperfect character is imperfect in its own way. So if a game doesn’t let you (or make you) max everything out, it’s open to different playstyles. This can even coexist with extraordinary characters–there’s a difference between a barbarian who blasts everything out of her way with her axe and a wizard who blows everything out of his way with his fireball* even if they both do wind up as juggernauts.

*Pronouns reflect the actual genders of the nethack characters in question. Though the midgame where they can’t blast everything so effortlessly is more intriguing.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				FilfreFan			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 7:06 pm			

			
				
				I’m with Eric on this one.

Fellow Filfre Fans, please darken your room, light your candles in the shape of a pentagram, and hold hands.

Now close your eyes and concentrate…

Thooommmaaaaas…  Thomas Guuuutheiiiillll…   Hear us from across that great veiiiilllll…

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				A. Freed			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 9:29 pm			

			
				
				Regarding Irby’s meta-textual record screen suggestion: This sort of tracking was very popular in roguelikes by the ’90s, though I’m not certain about the ’80s-era versions. Given Irby’s enthusiasm for Nethack, (as pointed out by Lars, above), it seems likely he was either inspired by the feature there or inspired it himself.

Really enjoyed this piece, and I was touched by the information about Clancy Shaffer. There’s something heartening about seeing someone outside the broad spectrum of “typical” gamers take such a passion to the hobby and integrate it into a varied and storied life.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				TsuDhoNimh			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 10:06 pm			

			
				
				One of my rules for both RPGs and adventure games is that a game must be more fun to play than it is to watch (or read about) someone else playing it. Early games like Dragon’s Lair and The Bard’s Tale both fail this test miserably in my book. This sin is still around today in the form of RPGs with cutscenes that last 15 minutes, turning your game into a (often not-very-good) movie. 

On the subject of games that require clue books to finish, The Bard’s Tale gets a special place in Hell for having a clue book that doesn’t even describe how to finish the game to the end! That clue book is structured as the story of an adventuring party (much like your own) who gets very close to lifting the spell of eternal winter, but never makes it because their thief runs off with a vital quest item. I didn’t make it either. On looking at the clue book today, I suppose that a more determined player could have made it, but after all of those endless dungeon levels I was through.

I don’t like games that require maxed-out stats to win (like the aforementioned Pools of Darkness, but on the flip side, it is just as bad to have character advancement happen too slowly or to not really have much affect on your character’s effectiveness.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Gnoman			

			
				May 13, 2017 at 10:22 pm			

			
				
				“Most of the fights in Pools of Darkness are effectively unwinnable if you don’t have “extraordinary” characters, in that they come down to quick-draw contests to find out whether your party or the monsters can fire off devastating area-effect magic first.”

This problem is so endemic at higher-level Dungeons And Dragons (and some other tabletop RPG systems) play that a special term has been created for it in the community. This term is “rocket tag”, where the first side to land a hit wins. 

The term is a fairly useful one.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Pedro Q.			

			
				May 14, 2017 at 7:49 pm			

			
				
				Another issue i remember with puzzles were their “regionality”. I think it was mm4 that had one about “working hours” for which the solution was to set a dial to 9 and another to 5. I would never have gotten there, not only because I was a minor then, but also because 9 to 5 is not a concept (or a normal work schedule!) in the country I’m from

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Mayhaym			

			
				May 14, 2017 at 8:53 pm			

			
				
				Regarding save games, in the last few years I’ve taken to restricting myself to 1/3/5 save slots that I then cycle through. Usually I go with 3 one “old” which I regard as very safe, one for tough decisions I might want to try other options for and the last one for throwaway/placeholder saves.

I find it makes me play the games differently, where I try to be more thorough and am more anxious about death/defeat. 

It adds to the suspense for sure.

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Kate Willaert			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 1:37 am			

			
				
				I saw this and thought of this post:

https://twitter.com/sarahcandersen/status/863400828291489793

Thanks so much for posting those letters, amazing finds!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				David Scotton			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 2:14 am			

			
				
				_”The placing of time limits on a game sounds to me like a very dangerous proposal. It was tried in 1989, the year after Irby wrote this letter, by The Magic Candle, a game that I haven’t played but that is quite well-regarded by the CRPG cognoscenti. That game was, however, kind enough to offer three difficulty levels…”_

Majora’s Mask is the game that came to mind when I read this. I think it probably handled about as well as it could be done – you do have real time pressure to get things done before your 72 hours is up, but rather than ending the game you always just go back to the beginning, losing some of your progress if you hadn’t finished what you were doing.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jesse Fuchs			

			
				May 19, 2017 at 3:27 pm			

			
				
				The Persona games — or at least 4 and 5, which I’ve played — find a reasonable middle ground by having chunked time limits: that is, you have a specific time limit to complete each dungeon, but completing it right at the deadline doesn’t really affect your overall playthrough, as it just means that you’re doing the out-of-dungeon stuff while you wait for the next chapter to kick in. It does end up feeling a little contrived, in that if you defeat the dungeon super early the person you rescued/changed the heart of ends up just being in a limbo of “oh, they’re resting, I hope they get better/confess their crimes soon” for a couple of weeks, without anyone seeming to worry unduly about their weirdly lengthy recovery. (Also, while in Persona 4 the time limits are cleverly and organically tied to the weather, in 5 they tend to be less so—a lot of “this evil person wants you expelled, but for some reason they have to wait for the monthly faculty meeting to bring it up” type stuff. 

While I of course want Jimmy to focus on the history he’s so goddamn good at, if I were to recommend a modern game for him to check out, I would go with Persona 5: not so much because it’s great, although in some ways it is, but because it’s such an CRPG palimpsest—cutting-edge stylishness and au courant narrative tropes at the surface, straight-line derivatives of SMT/Pokemon 90s RPGs in the broader mechanics, and then at its core, the unkillable non-positional turn-based die-rolling dungeon-crawl-with-the-occasional-puzzle-but-it’s-mostly-about-managing-your-spell-capacity heart of Wizardry. I’ve read some interesting takes on the game, but none from anyone who can really put it in the broader context that someone like Jimmy (or Chester Bolingbroke) could.

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				MrEntropy			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 4:59 pm			

			
				
				If it hasn’t been mentioned (it might have been; my eyes are tired), the first Fallout game came with a time limit to find the water chip. It was later patched out (or extended enough that it didn’t matter). I know that, after the patch, there was a Post-It type note on the PIP Boy that showed how many days were left but I don’t remember if it was there before the patch.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				KJK::Hyperion			

			
				May 29, 2017 at 9:44 am			

			
				
				Star Control 2 had a timer too, although it was pretty generous, had ample warning and as it got closer to the end, it made puzzles easier. I don’t think it was even disabled or made configurable in the open source re-release (The Ur-Quan Masters)

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Michael Russo			

			
				May 15, 2017 at 7:26 pm			

			
				
				Thanks for this sort of “catch-up” post – if you think of any other POVs that are interesting and relevant, don’t hesitate to go back in time for a bit and explore them!

				


			

			

	

		
		
						
				Jacen			

			
				May 16, 2017 at 10:00 pm			

			
				
				“Rinse and repeat for the new few entries in the series” next few?

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Jimmy Maher			

			
				May 17, 2017 at 6:36 am			

			
				
				Thanks!

				


			

			

	





		
		
						
				Tom			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 3:44 pm			

			
				
				Regarding this:

Just why so many angry, intolerant personalities are so attracted to computer games is a fascinating question,

Several notions come to mind:

A. Angry, intolerant personalities want to feel like they’re in charge of something, and real life doesn’t offer as much of that as they’d like. A computer game, on the other hand, gives them that opportunity.

B. Said people oftentimes don’t like dealing with actual people. Single-player gaming is by definition a solitary activity, and multiplayer, unless you’re doing a party game, is rather more solitary than the name implies.

C. It might also be the case that the angry, intolerant people in computer gaming are more visible to you, as this is your field of study and it’s also on the Internet, where publishing is extremely easy and linking to other people’s articles is even easier.

Also, just wanted to say that I stumbled across this website a couple of weeks ago and I’ve been going through the archives ever since. This is fascinating stuff.

				


			

			

	
		
		
						
				Carlton Little			

			
				May 18, 2017 at 6:27 pm			

			
				
				Thanks for weighing in.  Great points!  I suspect you’re very close to the mark.
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Boat Dock
Phase Five of the campus renovation involues rebuilding the boat house on
this spot. Houever, Phase Five hasn’t occurred yet, so we vere able to reuse the

author’s favorite picture fron "Spellcasting 11," bravely shrugging off the
worry that we might be criticized for being cheap and recycling old artuork. But
Legend is the kind of bold, visionary company that takes those sorts of gutsy
chances.

Pending the renovation, this is a rotting wooden dock, jutting into the river
to the south. Curving paths lead back to the canpus to the north and east.
Nearby, to the northuest, on a gentle knoll at the edge of the river, stands the
~ MORE -
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If we don't get a vaccine down there soon,
that colony's history.





OEBPS/assets/2017-01-s101_004.png
@ @D
D @)

lousenaster’s Suite 2:!
This is the housenaster’s apartnent. It has been severely vandalized:
paintings destroged, walls defaced, curios broken. A stair leads down to the

student rooms.
You see a BLUBBA spell box here.

open box
A finger of energy leaps from the spell box to the spell book, dazzling your
oyes. When your vision returns to normal, you see that the spell box has
vamished .

[Your score has just gone up by 9.1
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produces a large envelope from under his fin and presents it to the frog
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Storyspace

[cover

<l v o

< There was a businessman in Delhi (she says) a filthy man, really-- he smelled of
stale cooking oil and rose pomander, and had greasy nails -- a regular client. He kept
white tigers in a chrome steel cage surrounded by orchids. Afternoons his servants
would walk them through the gardens on long leashes.

< You can't believe the excess among these people! There was one man who
had a gold-plated radio next to his bed. One of those old humpback Philco's with art
deco dials, the whole thing plated over with gold. He used to listen to a program of
show tunes on Armed Forces radio while I sucked him off. He would gouge my back
for pleasure, dragging his nails through until I cried and bled. When I wept, he
would ring a bell and call a servant to rub the wounds with ointment. The servant
was always naked, a thin young man with a lavender penis and huge, swollen balls. >
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Tower Prison

Tower Prison

This lofty cell, in its drab draftiness, reminds you of your own bedchanber
prison in Port Gekko. The only exit, besides the window, is a flinsy trap door
in the floor. The trap door is closed.

A long uooden lever is nounted on the vall.

You see a purse and a pendulun here.

get purse
You take the purse.
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4:26p T

Social Hall
You see a punch boul here.
In the punch boul you see sone punch.
Eve tags along.

naughty

You are now in Naughty mode. Enjoy it while you’ve got it; SPELLCASTING 381
probably uon’t have a Naughty node —— by then, the Rehnquist Court will have
bamned such dangerously anoral fun.
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Yes, sir! You won't be sorry!
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@ The Problem

T met Chase Murchison in the offces of his firm in which he
continues to practice, although he no longer serves as its

Partner. He is a hearty and affable gentleman. His hair
is white, his smile broad, his handshake firm, and his school tie is
old. Even today, one can readily see the athleticism and
intelligence that, years ago, made him so formidable on the ball
field.

Murchison recalls that Dr. Sprague asked him to open the
‘meeting with a concise explanation.

“Miss Polly Xena was a student at the Academy;a senior. In
fact, she had been appointed Senior Prefect earlier that year by
Dr Sprague. She was not in other respects of much note, the
daughter of a country physician, Dr. Thomas Xena of
‘Edmundson, a very small place located perhaps thirty miles
northwest of Holls. Her mother had a modest career as one of
the better class of mechanics or engineers, but had died several
years ago in an accident involving mining machinery”

Tasked Murchison if he had put the matter before Dr. Sprague in
quite those terms. “If anything, I believe I was more explicit. A
‘number of The Academy’ scudents are children of influential
people, people in whom the new government and Security
Service might perhaps take an interest. Polly hardly scemed a
likely prospect for scrutiny. My staff and I had spent the previous
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afeteria
Batguano Court

read spell book
"LeBosko Brand (tn) All-Purpose Spell Book
Your level 1 spells:

BIP (produce soft nusic)
our level 2 spells:

SKONN (increase bust size)”

cast bip
A feu measures of romantic music floats through the air.

cast skonn on me
Nothing happens.

n
Cafeteria

You have entered the school cafeteria, known as the "Cup and Sorcerer.” It
is also knoun by a few other nanes, none of which can be repeated even in a
crude, conscienceless gane like this. Since its not a neal tine, no food is
being dispensed, and the cafeteria is pretty empty. Exits lie to the north and
south.

Y |
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plctures and conversation, which is just as well realy, as there’s never [blue aress] shoes]
enough room leftfor boring old words
Why couldn't Dinzh have come with us today, you wonder drowsily to [hite spron
yourselt. She’s far more fun then Emily even though she’s only a cat.
Anyveay, Emily’s too old and sensible to be any fun,
Why is i, you muse, that cats while away the entire winter siting by the fige
and yet guard their chosen spor of shade with en equal degree offerocious A —
fanaticism in mid-summer? Strange animals, cats, I g W
River Bank s
You are on the souther bank of a river whose waters flow lezily by vith g\ Pl e

trickle-and a ripple 50 soothing you could almost go right off o sleep. To th]_ 7 >
southwest you can just see the beginnings of a winding country lane, whilst o tree]
eastwards s a pear grove. Emily, your sister, i siting here reading a book.

>z

Time passes.

e

Pear Grove.

You are in a grove full of pear trees, their branches laden with fuit busy

ripening in the sunmer’s sun. Most of the pears are out of your reach but one

particular branch is 5o weighed down with frui that you might just be able to

reach a solitary pear hanging invitngly just a fev feet above the ground. 9|
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President’s Quarters 4:45p Sun
On the desk you see a DEPLUMIT spell box.

>u
President’s Quarters

Hillary Tickingclock, President Tickingclock's extraordinarily young wife is
sitting on a settee. She is wearing a full-length bathrobe, and is suilling wine
and munching fron a box of chocolates.

Hillary looks up as you enter. "Ernie? It’s UONDERFUL to (hic) see you
againt” She reclines on the settee, and her robe falls open. "So, sorcerer boy,
samna help me make up for lost tine?"

Y |





OEBPS/assets/2017-02-falstein-300x260.jpg





OEBPS/assets/2017-03-u6le-209x300.jpg





OEBPS/assets/2017-03-ultima6_004.png
Kneeling, the hordes suay and chant as a
statelg winged nightmare steps foruard






OEBPS/assets/2016-12-soundstage-300x177.jpg





OEBPS/assets/2016-11-EdwardMannock1-230x300.jpg





OEBPS/assets/2017-03-tac_000-300x225.png





OEBPS/assets/2017-03-game_002-300x225.png





OEBPS/assets/2016-11-ww1_000023-1-300x175.jpg
A
N e WL
1 —






OEBPS/assets/2016-12-NEC-TurboGrafx-16-CD-FL-1-300x236.jpg





OEBPS/assets/2017-04-wing5-1.gif
_\,E
e

Knight, Paladin, some others, they must be cat
lovers...or pacifists.
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Welcome back, Honegr un. Looks like you survived
i

your First trip out.
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Meadow, on the surfboard
[Chelp ) # grassy neadow runs right to the uater’s
dge. A large sign has been erected here,
learly to catch the ege of angone arriving on
he island. Paths leave the neadow to the
ortheast, cast, and southeast.

A fire is burning intensely in the center

of the neadou.

leadow
cast kabbul on blaize
A gust of wind extinguishes the fire, leaving behind a red-faced man with
flaning orange hair. He shakes your hand varnly, and departs.
[Your score has just gone up by 1.1

Meadou, on the surfboard

A grassy neadow runs right to the uater’s edge. A large sign has been
erected here, clearly to catch the eye of anyone arriving on the island. Paths
leave the meadou to the northeast, east, and southeast.

The fire has left part of the hayfield blackened and sooty.

Lying in the field is a leg joint uhich seens to have sustained sone damage
~ MORE -
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Colonel-sama is most pleased with your
performance thus far.
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Hangar deck.
17:00 hours, 2b54.141.
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Address Location Type  Function
(in Hexadecimal)
00000 on System Board RAM  BOS interrupt vectors
00080 i BIOS avalabie inter-
rupt vectors
00400 BIOS data area
00500 workspace memory
10000 (decimal 64 K) o memory card workspace memory
40000 (256 K) ot avatable now: proposed workspace
reserved for future memory
expansion
ADD00 (640 K) 2 2 reserved
'A4000 (656 K) on video boards RAM  reserved for a forms
of video display (note.
1
C0000 (786 K) 2 2 memory expansion
F0000 (960 K) 2 2 reserved
F4000 (976 K) on System Board ROMPROM 8 Kbyte siot available
for user programs
FB000 (984 K) " ROM 40 Kbyle BASCin
FOM
FE000 (1016 K) “ BOS code in ROM
Note 1: ot all tis space is currently n use. The memory for the monochrome adapter
card starts at hexadecimal BOODD (704 K byles), and tne memory for the
Golorlgraphics card starts at hexadecimal BEODO (736 K byles).
‘Table 6: Memory map of the IBM Personal Computer.






OEBPS/assets/2017-04-wing4-1.gif
Terran Research Colony,
MeAuliffe VI.
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1:35p Sat
You can alnost feel a shock of mutual attraction as the woman flies into your
enbrace. Then, in a voice every bit as magnificent as her figure, she coos,
"Surely there are places uhere ue could be more... intinate

For a moment, there’s nothing in the entire world but this woman’s beautiful,
deep eyes, and then you are puzzled to realize that you are no longer on the
beach. . .

Hotel Roon

You’re not sure how you got here, but are quite content to lwwriate in this
clegant, expensive hotel suite, with its white carpets and fur-lined uhite
leather couches and breathtaking view of the ocean and very large, very plush,
very king-sized bed.

The wonan loosens the strings of her bikini and curls up, catlike and
alluring, on the uhite silk of the canopied bed. She grouls deep in her throat,
~ MORE -





