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Can you remember what kind of score you got 
the first time you played Donkey Kong?

I don’t remember the score of my very first game, but I 
do remember I could not pass the first board.

How has your life changed thanks to Donkey Kong?
Things were a little hectic after I first broke the world record 

because of the media frenzy, but I don’t think anything is different. 
I’ve met some great friends because of Donkey Kong, 

but that’s about it.

How many times have you felt like smashing your fist through the game’s monitor due to frustration?
Pretty much every time I play I get frustrated. I’ve never had the urge to punch the monitorbut I have slammed 
my fist on the control panel several times and I curse at the machine pretty routinely. I try to control 
myself when I’m recording though - you never know where those recordings are going to end up!

Why did you decide to take on Wiebe and Mitchell rather than focus on a different world record?
There’s a common misconception that I saw The King of Kong and decided that I wanted to break the world record. That’s not how it 
happened. I was just curious about the game and decided to play for fun. However, I just kept getting better and better. 
It really wasn’t until I knew I could get the record that I made it my goal.

Do you think there is a perfect score on the
game and if so, how close are the top players to reaching this now?

There isn’t really a perfect score. It’s a lot like asking what’s the farthest you can hit a baseball. 
There must be some theoretical maximum but no one will ever reach it. I think the realistic maximum 

is about 1.2 million. The arcade score is still far away from that but 
Dean Saglio is coming close on the MAME version.

 What lessons can playing Donkey Kong teach the youth of today?
 I don’t think it is a great game for the very young because of its difficulty and it involves a bit of 
 strategy. For adolescents I think it can show them that you don’t need impressive graphics or sounds  
 to have great gameplay. How many games of today will still be played 
 30 years from now?

The King Speaks

Current Donkey Kong 
world record holder 

Hank Chien shares his 
thoughts about the game.

Donkey Kong was the first game to tell a story through cut-scenes.
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A game entitled Utopia for the Mattel Intellivision is considered to 
be the first game to incorporate city building concepts. However, 
by popularising the idea SimCity is rightfully regarded as the 
inception of this new genre. Strange though it may seem 
however, the genesis of the original SimCity was in fact a shoot 
‘em up. Will Wright developed Raid on Bungeling Bay for the 
Commodore 64 back in 1984. The game had you controlling a 
helicopter and bombing munitions factories. Bungeling Bay was 
good fun, but Wright rather preferred playing with the game’s 
map editor. To quote Mr Wright himself, “I found very quickly that 
I was having more fun creating these islands in this little 
program than I was bombing them in the game. And that was 
what evolved into SimCity.” 

The city building sub-genre has always remained popular and 
numerous other games series such as Caesar, The Settlers, 
CitiesXL and Anno have all taken the SimCity ethos and 
expanded upon it. “City planning just doesn’t sound that 
interesting, but when you’re actually the one making all the 
decisions and deciding where to put the freeways, all of a 
sudden it gets extremely interesting” exclaims Wright. The 
freedom to create is apparently within all of us and SimCity 
affords the player the toolset required to make and manage a 
city of dreams. 

Many games facilitate this kind of play, the aim being to construct 
the most impressive city possible within strict financial constraints. 
The player has control of planning, taxation, growth and 
transport. Unlike many games though, the computer does not 
work against the player. Instead it simulates reality and how  
appropriately the player can react to this determines their 
success. Each sequel expanded on the concept and improved 
the immersion and realism. By the time Maxis released the third 
sequel SimCity 3000, they had pretty much perfected the 

balance between in depth city simulation and enjoyable 
gameplay. Many players consider SC3000 to be the pinnacle of 
the series. I however wish to argue the case for the fourth game, 
SimCity 4.

“I think the idea of having a game based on reality is compelling 
right off the bat because everyone has some experience with the 
subject of the game.” observes Wright. This grounding in reality is 
at the core of the SC4 gameplay experience. SimCity blurs the 
line between game and educational software and at times it even 
verges on becoming a tool for political use. For years 
Governments have used complex simulations to test the impact 
of new policies on society. Paul Starr, a writer for The American 
Prospect states “In their infancy, simulations and related advanc-
es in computer technology were nurtured by government grants 
for both military and domestic policy purposes. In their maturity, 
they are being turned by private initiative and investment into a 
phenomenon of popular culture.”

SimCity as a franchise has certainly embedded itself into popular 
culture, but SC4 was designed for the fans. “We were still 
appealing to this core SimCity group. It had gotten a little 
complicated for people who had never played SimCity.” considers 
Will Wright. This is true - SC4 is a complex game, with a steep 
learning curve. Nonetheless, if you enjoy managing and creating 
something, then watching it function; if you like depth and 
complexity, total control and the ability to create anything your 
heart desires, then SC4 is the game for you. “The complexity 
of simulation in SimCity teaches the management of complex 
systems based on ‘intelligent scanning’ of streams of constantly 
changing information.” explains Paul Starr. For me though, it is 
this complexity and attention to detail that makes SC4 such a 
fascinating and educational experience.
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In addition to the ‘game’ aspect that simulates life in a real city, 
SC4 also allows the player to replicate the look and feel of a city. 
“The computer simulation game is an art form; when combined 
with three-dimensional graphics and sound, it is an extraordinarily 
powerful one.” says Starr. Many players spend hours perfecting 
the appearance of their city, agonizing over the realistic texture of 
rock formations and rivers, the perfect alignment of town houses 
on a hill and the accurate representation of spaghetti junctions. 
The aim for realism and artistic perfection permeates the 
community of fans that surround the game. SC4 has now 
become more than a game; it has evolved into a hobby.

This evolution is no more obvious than when visiting one of the 
community websites that support the game. The original release 
of SC4 was a flawed masterpiece of design. The Rush Hour 
expansion included in the deluxe version fixes some of the 
problems. However the greatest improvements have been made 
by the modding community. Maxis and EA released free software 
that enables fans to create custom content for the game. “It’s 
gotten to the point now where I surf the fan sites everyday and 
download cool things the fans have created, which is really ironic 
in a way!”, Wright enthuses. This community has revolutionised 
SC4. They have created thousands of new buildings, parks and 
transport options. New maps, regions and modifications correct 
errors in the core functionality of the original game. The depth and 
breadth of these developments is astounding. Fancy building a 
city on Mars? Go for it. Want a Pyramid in Paris? Oui monsieur, 
pas de problème. 

At this point, if you haven’t done so already, I suggest you take 
a look at the pretty pictures adorning these pages. As you can 
see, the variety of landscapes, buildings, flora and fauna is quite 
staggering. SC4 is a digital canvas of expression, allowing you 
to create almost anything you wish. In the hands of a talented 
player, the blank canvas that SC4 represents can truly be turned 
into art. “Now it’s the fans out there that are entertaining us, the 
developers, with their creations!” enthuses Will Wright. If your 
interest is mainly in the recreation of cities, towns and country-
side in miniature hobby form then SC4 is a dream come true. It 
is arguably the greatest virtual railway set available - take that 
Hornby!

The community developments go much further than pure eye 
candy however. SimCity works as a game because the 
developer has made assumptions about how a city operates. To 
be successful involves learning and mastering these assumptions. 

In SimCity the player must learn how to budget, they need to 
drive land value to maximize demand and consider environmental 
and social implications, such as pollution and crime. These 
assumptions and rules are what makes SimCity a game rather 
than a toy. A lot of work has been done by the community to 
turn what was once a game into a realistic simulation, by either 
limiting or completely negating these rules.

Hardcore players tend to play free from monetary constraints, 
affording them the luxury to create wondrous landscapes and 
that pixel perfect replication of life. From idyllic rural mountain 
retreats to densely populated commercial city centres. They also 
use modifications to adjust transport demands, environmental 
implications and desirability requirements. Only once you limit 
SC4’s gameplay demands can you turn what was once a game 
into a bedroom hobbyists dream.

I would argue that SimCity 4 is the best of games, because it 
transcends beyond its own niche. No longer do I consider SC4 
to be a game - it is plastic Lego blocks and a train set and toy 
cars. It is educational and artful and complex. But above all it is 
social. With the advent of City Journals it has become possible for 
players to share their creations and tell stories. City Journals are 
essentially blogs, chronicling the developments of a city through 
descriptions and screenshots. Some players even choose to 
elaborate and create detailed back-stories, enriching their city 
with emotional tales. These journals turn what was once a single 
player experience into a shared endeavour and take the game 
far beyond even the developer’s expectations.

At the end of the day it is fair to say that if you don’t enjoy 
SimCity games, then SimCity 4 won’t change your mind. But 
if you’ve ever dabbled with any of the previous games in the 
series and fancy building the next great Megalopolis, then give it 
a try. If you find yourself hooked, don’t forget to logon to one of 
the game’s many websites and share your experience with The 
Casual Hardcore.

“Instead of putting players in the role of Luke Skywalker, or Frodo 
Baggins, I’d rather put them in the role of George Lucas.” – Will 
Wright

Happy Planning!
Mayor Pete.

Developer: Maxis
Genre: Construction and Management Simulation
Platform: Windows / Mac OSX
Release Date: January 14, 2003

 A mighty erection!

 Oops!

 Moooooo’ve over!
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In the early nineties Virtual Reality stormed into popular culture. TV shows like GamesMaster and 
Tomorrow’s World reported on it extensively and predicted a bright future. Twenty years on, Dorian 

Farrimond takes us through the past, present and future of a technology that may finally live up to it’s 
billing…

VR 1.0
VR was a technology with mainstream appeal – the idea of 
entering and interacting with a virtual world holds a fascination 
for almost all of us. Even Hollywood got involved with the 
Lawnmower Man movie – a fairly implausible tale of the 
potential of VR, and its dark sides. Although it took a different 
angle, Tron did a much better job of showing how a human 
could exist in a world contained within a computer system.

The concept of VR and its endless possibilities captured 
people’s imaginations. This was technology that offered us 
the chance to escape the reality we live in, where actions 
have consequences. If we ‘went virtual’ we could fall a long 
way and not get hurt, and crashing the Ferrari wouldn’t be an 
expensive nightmare. We could shoot somebody and not get 
arrested, even if we used a BFG-9000 and took out lots of 
innocent bystanders. People fantasised about living alternate 
lives as superheroes, astronauts, celebrities or possibly 
something more dark and deviant.

We found ourselves asking whether it might be better to all 
move to a virtual world where we’d be free to indulge 
ourselves rather than live in the boring old real world with its 
rules, constraints and ever-present barriers to enjoyment. 
Perhaps this was the next step in human evolution?

Sadly, it wasn’t to be, because there was a big problem with all 
of this - the technology was desperately immature.

VR systems were hugely expensive and consisted of a heavy 
headset with flickering displays featuring primitive images and 
the graphics hardware wasn’t even capable of basic texture 
mapping. Environments were modelled using a limited 
number of polygons, filled with solid colours. The technology fell 
way short of being able to deliver the kind of experiences our 
imaginations were creating. What we got were basic games 
and technology demonstrations, set in simplistic worlds with 
checker-board floors.

A killer app, must-have game or compelling mainstream 
hardware didn’t arrive. That’s not to say the big names of 
gaming didn’t try though…

The big console manufacturers of the day started developing 
products that would integrate VR  technology into consumer 
systems. Sega announced their VR product in 1991, an 
add-on headset for the Megadrive with colour LCD screens 
and motion sensors to detect head movements. The system 
spent a long time in development, and was last shown at the 
CES in 1993. In the following year, the project was dropped 
with the official reason being that the experience was so real, 
people could be injured by moving around in response to the 
images they saw inside the headset. The realism argument is 
not generally accepted, and it’s more likely that Sega couldn’t 
crack the practicality problems of their design.

In 1995 Nintendo released their interpretation of VR with the 
Virtual Boy, a headset-based system with a thoughtfully 
designed handheld controller. The system had the advantage 
of not using headset or body motion sensors for controls, 
working around the safety issues of bumping into things in 
the real world while trying to play a game. An unusual display 
technology inside the visor generated 3D images, but only in 
red and black. The system itself prompted for breaks during 
gaming to try and ward off headaches and nausea.

Despite some interesting ideas, the Virtual Boy was not really 
that virtual at all and certainly does not deserve the VR tag. It 
was a psuedo 3D console that will always be remembered as 
a disaster for Nintendo. It sold in very low numbers and was 
withdrawn from the market after only twelve months. History 
has been kind however, and today the Virtual Boy is a cult 
collectable.

In the end, what we might call VR 1.0 found limited use in 
engineering applications. It proved effective at visualising the 
interiors of buildings that hadn’t been built yet, helping 
architects sell ideas to their clients. It’s best to think of these 
early efforts as a glimpse into the future – a hint of what might 
be to come. You could say that it served a purpose, getting 
us to think in advance about the experiences and worlds we 
might one day be able to build.

The Lawnmower Man

Virtual… yes. Reality… No
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The New Messiah?

“By the turn of the millenium a technology known as VIRTUAL 
REALITY will be in widespread use. It will allow you to enter 
computer generated artificial worlds as unlimited as the 
imagination itself. Its creators foresee millions of positive uses 
– while others fear it as a new form of mind control” - The 
Lawnmower Man (1992, Columbia/Tri-Star)

If you think about why VR 1.0 wasn’t good enough, it pretty 
much boils down to two main problems. Firstly, the visuals 
failed to produce anything like an immersive experience, and 
secondly – as Sega claimed to have found – there were the 
practical and safety issues of expecting users to make 
physical movements while being blind to the real-world 
environment around them because of the headset.

If we think about those issues and then look at what seventh 
generation consoles have given us over last five years, things 
start to knit together in a very interesting way. The XBOX 360 
and PS3 produce incredible graphics, and titles such as LA 
Noire and Heavy Rain push the hardware to produce 
spectacular imagery. The Wii delivered something novel by 
making full-range body movements part of the control system 
of the game, but without the risks of early VR systems.  Now 
Sony and Microsoft in particular have built on top of Wii 
control system innovations with more advanced offerings.

Hooking up an Xbox 360 or PS3 to even an entry-level HD 
projector throws out a pretty big image – somewhere 
between eight and nine feet diagonally. Combine this with 5.1 
surround sound in a darkened room and an open-world game 
like GTA IV and it becomes hugely immersive. Even without 
the motion control and headset, it starts to feel like virtual 
reality at times. Having a few (real) beers and then heading to 

one of Liberty City’s lapdancing bars is a pretty full-on 
experience if you’ve got enough virtual cash in your wallet. 
Sections of Uncharted 2 can  trigger a fear of heights so 
realistic that I have stopped playing and turned away from 
the precipice!

Although the graphics capabilities of current consoles are 
dated by comparison to the latest PC hardware, they are still 
good enough to render impressive imagery and with Kinect 
and Playstation Move we have some very advanced image 
recognition and motion detection features. The latest 3D 
advancements in display technology immerse us even further, 
particularly now that consumer products are regularly 
featuring 3D capabilities.

Combine a huge projection display with 3D, powered by a HD 
console and full motion control, running a first person 
shooter and the effect would be incredible. Amazingly, the 
technology to deliver such an experience all exists today. We 
are just waiting for someone to join up the dots with a solid 
gaming title.

It gets even more interesting when we consider that with 
technology we are always building on what came before, and 
the pace of change is getting quicker. Taking that into 
account, we could be getting scarily close to the original 
dream of VR within a decade. When we get there, I just hope 
the lessons of Lawnmower Man have already been learned - 
and I don’t just mean the casting of Jeff Fahey in a lead role! 
(DF)

Lockheed Martin are developing 

VRsolutions for the Space Shuttle!

Was Wii Sports our first REAL

 taste of VR

Playstation Move is like the Wii 
on steroids!

Beach Volleyball in now 
possible in suburbia

Wielding a virtual lightsaber

“The name Virtual Reality and the technology it comprised brought meaning to a dream that  had been floating 
around in the minds of  visionaries for a surprisingly long time. In Queen Victoria’s era, artists created wraparound 

paintings that you could step inside and be transported to another world.”
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From the Spectrum to Arkham:

25 Years of the Batman

He may not have any actual powers to speak of, but an 

extraordinarily large bank balance and natty utility belt has 

allowed Batman to stay one step ahead of the pixellated  

super-villains for 25 years. Fresh from fishing around the 

dusty archives of Wayne Manor, Stef Kozakiewicz chronicles the 

history of Batman’s adventures in the world of videogames...  

From the Spectrum to Arkham:

25 Years of the Batman

Riddle me this… 
What do you call a millionaire playboy cum-superhero, with a 
rubber fetish and a morbid curiosity with flying rodents? Batman? 
Bruce Wayne? The Caped Crusader? The Dark Knight? The 
Guardian of Gotham?

Call him what you will, but Batman’s presence in video games 
history is no joke(r). The release of the critically acclaimed 
ARKHAM ASYLUM in 2009 and the subsequent wait for this  
autumn’s ARKHAM CITY has seen many retro gamers blowing 
the dust out of old cartridges and scouring eBay in search of 
their fix of super villain master-minded crime fighting. But are all 
those Batman licensed games worth a pull on the instant  
costume change lever, or are they best left forgotten under a pile 
of dusty batarangs?

Batman first thrilled readers in 1939 with his debut appearance 
in Detective Comics #27, which can now sell at auction for over 
$1m. However his video game debut was almost 50 years later 
in 1986 with Ocean Software’s BATMAN (Amstrad CPC, MSX, 
ZX Spectrum). Batman was a fantastic adventure game from the 
isometric era featuring a portly Dark Knight on a rescue mission 
to save his Dynamic Duo sidekick Robin. An early example of 
a game which allowed the player to restart from a checkpoint, 
this well received Batman adventure earned programmers Jon 
Ritman and Bernie Drummond (Head over Heels, Monster Max) 
an impressive rating of 93% from Crash magazine on its release 
and it is still held in high regard today.

Two years later in 1988 we saw the release of BATMAN: THE 
CAPED CRUSADER (Amiga, Apple II, Amstrad CPC, Atari ST, 
Commodore 64, PC, ZX Spectrum), another Ocean offering and 
another rescue attempt for a kidnapped Boy Wonder. This time 

gamers were treated to a side scrolling view in which a comic 
book panel opened with each new location. There was also the 
option of taking on either The Joker or Penguin in separate 
campaigns. Developers Special FX were hired this time and 
delivered the goods in spades, receiving a rating of 92% and a 
‘Sizzler’ from ZZAP! Magazine.

Many rumours surrounded the movie Batman, released in 1989. 
Actors apparently considered for the role of the Dark Knight 
included Alec Baldwin, Kevin Costner, Tom Cruise, Bill Murray, 
Bruce Willis, Arnold Schwarzenegger and even Michael J Fox! 
David Cronenberg reportedly turned down the chance to direct 
before Tim Burton finally received the offer. An amazing 50,000 
letters of protest against the casting of Michael Keaton in the 
lead role are believed to have been sent to Warner Brothers by 
disgruntled comic book fans. Willem Dafoe and David Bowie 
were supposedly amongst those considered for the role of The 
Joker before Jack Nicholson made the part his. One thing that 
cannot be questioned however was the huge success of the 
movie. It beat Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade and sequels 
to both Back To The Future and Lethal Weapon, taking the title 
of highest grossing movie of the year. It would have been crazy 
not to produce a tie-in game, and in actuality there were several. 

Ocean were first past the post with BATMAN: THE MOVIE 
(Amiga, Amstrad CPC, Atari ST, Commodore 64, GX4000, 
MSX, PC, ZX Spectrum). Bundled with the Amiga A500 
computer until September 1990 and released on nearly every 
gaming system of the time, it was a huge hit with both 
gamers and the press. Versions varied between systems but all 
are highly praised. Of particular note are the Amiga and 
Atari ST’s wonderful representation of the Batmobile and 
Batwing. 
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Sunsoft quickly followed with their own BATMAN (Gameboy, 
Megadrive, NES, PC-Engine) in 1990 with four different games 
for four different consoles. The NES version was the weakest, 
with poor graphics and very average gameplay. The Gameboy 
release though was simple and fun to play, but the graphics 
were typical of the early releases for Nintendo’s handheld. The 
best of Sunsoft’s offerings was the Megadrive version which was 
an enjoyable, varied platform game recommended by gamers in 
general, not just fans of the Caped Crusader. A completely 
different approach was taken with the PC-Engine version 
however. Viewed from an overhead perspective with gameplay 
set inside mazes based on locations from the movie, this game 
drew more comparisons with Pac-Man or Bomberman rather 
than the platformy antics of Ocean and Sunsoft’s other efforts.

Follow up BATMAN: RETURN OF THE JOKER (Gameboy, 
Megadrive, NES) was released in 1991, AKA REVENGE OF THE 
JOKER on Megadrive. Sunsoft took a slight step away from the 
movie by basing this game on the comic book series. However, 
inspiration from the film could been seen throughout the game. 
Batman’s costume appears to be based on Michael Keaton’s, 
and the Batmobile is similar to the one in the movie. This was 
another typical platformer, but it is notable for being regarded 
by fans as one of the best looking games ever released for the 
NES. Even so the gameplay was disappointing for many, with 
the inability to switch weapons and use gadgets being the main 
frustration. The Gameboy version of course altered from the 
console releases, improving on the previous handheld game with 
better graphics and smoother play.  

The summer of 1992 once again belonged to Gotham’s greatest 
with the big screen release of Batman Returns. It was a huge 
success, taking $47.7m in its first three days alone - a record 
at the time. Michelle Pfeiffer apparently worked her way through 
sixty Catwoman costumes during the six month shoot, at a cost 
of $1,000 a time. Michael Keaton received a massive hike in 
pay, and Tim Burton only agreed to direct the sequel when his 
many demands on the screenplay were met.   

BATMAN RETURNS (Amiga, Atari Lynx, Game Gear, Master 
System, Megadrive, Mega-CD, NES, PC, SNES) would be the 
imaginatively titled video game tie-in. Konami took the reins for 
the NES, SNES, Amiga and PC versions. The SNES release 
was seen as the best of them all and received excellent reviews. 
Gameplay comparisons to Streets of Rage are easy to justify, 
with the bright, crisp colours and impressive sound adding to the 
thrill. It was awarded best licensed game of 1992 by US 
magazine Electronic Gaming Monthly.
Sega looked after their own, taking care of the Megadrive, 
Master System, Game Gear and Mega-CD versions. 
Unfortunately none of them came close to matching the 
standards set by Konami. 
Any initial praise for the great graphics and control that Atari 
received for their Lynx version was overshadowed by the 
notoriously difficult gameplay. Frustrated gamers were quick to 
air their annoyance at only having one life to serve them the 
entire game. 

A year later, Konami returned with BATMAN: THE ANIMATED 
SERIES (Gameboy) receiving fair reviews. There was a good level 
of diversity between stages, and players could play as Robin for 
some of the levels in this action-adventure platformer based on 
the cartoon series of the same name.  

1994 saw the release of THE ADVENTURES OF BATMAN & 
ROBIN (Game Gear, Megadrive, Mega-CD, SNES), also based 
on the animated series. Konami took care of the SNES version, 
a well received side-scrolling action game that closely followed 
the style of the cartoon. Sega produced a shooter for both 
Megadrive and Game Gear, and a Batmobile driving adventure 
for the Mega-CD. The Megadrive Contra-esque run and gun 
boasted slick graphics and good control but proved too 
difficult for some. The Mega-CD proudly displayed  
animated cut-scenes that were created specifically 
for the game by the artists behind the series.

IIn 1995, Tim Burton and Michael Keaton passed 
on their roles of director and leading man onto 
Joel Schumacher and Val Kilmer for the cinematic 
release of Batman Forever. The film was far more 
family friendly and featured Jim Carrey as the 
madcap Riddler. Ironically future Gotham hero 
Christian Bale failed in his audition for the part 
of Robin, losing out to The Three Musketeers
actor Chris O’Donnell. 

Acclaim picked up the
video game duties with 
the release of BATMAN
FOREVER (Gameboy, 
Game Gear, 
Megadrive, 
Playstation, PC, 
Saturn, SNES). 
The Playstation, 
Saturn and 
PC versions 
were all a 
poor quality 
side-scrolling
beat ‘em up, 
whilst the 
Gameboy, 
Game Gear, 
Megadrive and
SNES versions 
played like 
Mortal Kombat 
with platformer 
elements thrown in. 
The SNES release 
was perhaps the 
preferred version of them 
all, but still disappointed 
gamers and critics alike.  
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1997 saw George Clooney pull on the Batsuit alongside 
O’Donnell (reprising his role as Robin) and Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger as Mr. Freeze. The resultant film was universally panned for 
its camp, almost pantomime approach. Batman & Robin went 
on to receive 11 nominations at the Golden Raspberry Awards, 
including the ultimate shame of Worst Picture. The all too public 
failure prompted Warner Bros. to cancel the planned follow up, 
Batman Triumphant. 

Acclaim and Tiger Electronics both produced games based on 
the film, BATMAN & ROBIN (Game.com, Playstation). Acclaim’s 
Playstation outing was a 3D adventure and also a critical and 
commercial failure. A launch title for Tiger’s own Game.com 
handheld console, their game was solid, but the console itself 
saw little success.

BATMAN BEYOND: RETURN OF THE JOKER (Gameboy Color, 
Playstation, N64) was published by Ubisoft in 2000 to coincide 
with the release of the popular animated film of the same name. 
The game was another disappointment for fans. Again it shared 
similarities with Streets of Rage, but in no way reached the 
standards of Sega’s classic series. 

Ubisoft returned shortly after with the release of BATMAN: 
CHAOS IN GOTHAM (Gameboy Color) and BATMAN: GOTHAM 
CITY RACER (Playstation), both inspired by the animated series 
The New Batman Adventures. Chaos In Gotham was a much 
better attempt than Return Of The Joker with fluid visuals and 
varied gameplay earning it solid reviews. Gotham City Racer 
allowed players to get in the driving seat of the Batmobile and 

Batcycle, taking to the streets of Gotham in search of escaped 
prisoners. Ubisoft had taken a step in the right direction and had 
produced a reasonably fun gaming experience.  They followed it 
up six months later with BATMAN VENGEANCE (Gameboy 
Advance, Gamecube, PC, PS2, XBOX), also inspired by The 
New Batman Adventures. The console outings were well 
received largely due to the varied gameplay, although there 
was criticism for the first-person elements. The graphics and cut 
scenes were extremely satisfying and looked very much like the 
TV series. Most gamers were happy, however PC owners were 
left disappointed with the controls.

BATMAN: DARK TOMORROW (GameCube, XBOX) was 
released in 2003 by Kemco.  The game was panned by critics 
on its release. It was honoured with the ‘Shame of the Month’ 
award by US magazine Electronic Gaming Monthly and currently 
holds a rating of 2/10 on IGN’s UK site. Playstation owners need 
not concern themselves with this title as its release on Sony’s 
console was cancelled before any more suffering could take 
place. 

Also in 2003, Cambridge based publisher The Learning 
Company brought Bruce Wayne and co. into the realm of 
educational games.  BATMAN: JUSTICE UNBALANCED and 
BATMAN: TOXIC CHILL (Mac, PC). These were puzzle games 
aimed at 7-10 year olds with the aspiration of pleasing both 
parents and kids with their learning is fun mantra. 

Bad luck to the kids who got one of those games in their 
Christmas stocking instead of BATMAN: RISE OF SIN TZU

14



Gameboy Advance, GameCube, PS2, XBOX). Once again 
Ubisoft returned to The New Batman Adventures, only this time 
gamers got to see new character Sin Tzu in action for the first 
time. Award winning comic book artist and writer Jim Lee had 
created the character, only to be disappointed with the 
lukewarm reception he received from fans. The game received a 
similar reaction with some critics and gamers happy to praise the 
beat ‘em up, while others were not so keen. Camera angles and 
bad controls received the biggest complaints, but the soundtrack 
and visuals went down well.  

Before Batman was cast for his next big screen adventure 
several actors were asked to audition for the role, including Jake 
Gyllenhaal, Joshua Jackson and Cillian Murphy. The role was 
finally awarded to American Psycho actor Christian Bale, but 
Murphy impressed enough to find himself cast as The 
Scarecrow, beating off competition from Marilyn Manson and 
Ewan McGregor. Batman Begins returned Gotham to its dark 
roots and fans around the world showed their appreciation at 
the box office.. 

BATMAN BEGINS (Gameboy Advance, GameCube, Mobile 
phones, PS2, XBOX) was released days before the film hit 
cinemas in June 2005 and was written by Splinter Cell creator 
JT Petty. Petty borrowed heavily from his own creations with 
stealthy gameplay. The storyline of the game followed that of the 
film and fans were very pleased to hear the real actors from the 
movie voice the characters in the game. Developers 
Eurocom and publishers EA saw mostly positive reviews with 
praise directed towards the graphics. Movie magazine Empire 

 Developer Traveller’s Tales 
followed their releases of 

LEGO Star Wars and Indiana Jones with 
LEGO BATMAN (PS2, PSP, Nintendo DS, 

PS3, Wii, Windows, XBOX 360). The 
game was very similar to TT’s other

 releases - the environments, objects and 
creatures were all made out of LEGO 

and the player controls one of a range
of characters in a third-person 

puzzle-solving, item-collecting adventure. 
The game sold extremely well and was 
a fun, worthy romp through the Batman 

universe even if only to see your favourite 
characters receive a makeover with

 everyone’s favourite childhood building toy.

BATMAN: ARKHAM ASYLUM (PS3, XBOX 360,
 Windows) hardly needs an introduction. Considered

 by many to be the best comic book game of
 all time, the Rocksteady and Eidos 2009 release has

 won countless awards, receiving rave reviews and 
even bagging itself a Guinness World Record for Most 

Critically Acclaimed Superhero Game. The inclusion 
of Mark Hamill, reprising his Batman: The Animated 

Series role as the Joker, was a masterstroke and with
 its brutal combat, stealth elements and atmospheric 

design, Rocksteady raised the bar not only for Batman 
games, but for the entire Superhero genre.

Hearing the news that we would have to wait over 2 years for 
a sequel (BATMAN: ARKHAM CITY) was like hearing you are 
about to share a prison cell with Victor Zsasz. At the time of 
writing Arkham City is still a short while away from release, 
however artwork and trailers suggest that Rocksteady will not let 
us down and the much expanded game will be worth the wait. 

BATMAN: THE BRAVE AND THE BOLD (DS, Wii) would act as 
a filler in 2010 for Nintendo owners looking for a Batfix, but PS3 
and 360 owners would have to go cold turkey. By contrast, 
WayForward Technologies delivered a game that was a far cry 
from Arkham Asylum, serving up a 2D side-scroller with cartoon 
visuals based on the TV series. It was a move that paid off. The 
Brave and The Bold received high praise, including a rating of 
83% from Official Nintendo Magazine.

Over the years, the Caped Crusader has also appeared in 
many games outside of the ones which have his name printed 
on the box. REVENGE OF SHINOBI offered up an 
unauthorised appearance, but we have also found him in the 
JUSTICE LEAGUE videogames as well as MORTAL KOMBAT 
VS. DC UNIVERSE  and DC UNIVERSE ONLINE.

It seems irrelevant whether or not the game we are treated to 
next (THE DARK KNIGHT RISES perchance?) is of high 
quality. From Ocean’s first foray into Gotham, right up to this 
year’s Arkham City, after a quarter-century of digital detective 
work the Batman is justifiably here to stay. (SK)

reviewed the game and 
stated that “the dramatic, 
movie-style presentation 
puts Metal Gear Solid to 
shame”. They gave it a 

rating of 4/5
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Everyone loves their Granddad right? We love his generosity, his mannerisms, his Werther’s Originals and certainly his stories. 
Well this story involves a Granddad, the Granddaddy of home video games consoles nonetheless, the one that arguably 
started it all. The machine that instilled an inherent love of video games in people all over the globe. A love which is still 
apparent to this day - you wouldn’t be reading this if it wasn’t! 
So get yourself comfy and allow Simon Burton to pull up the 
rocking chair and tell you the story of his first love…

This system was my first real foray into interactive televisual 
entertainment. Yes I had a Binatone ‘multi game’ system, but 
playing three extremely similar black and white pong derivatives
and two ‘shoot the white blob’ games was not my idea of cutting 
edge technology, even for 1976. To be honest it was fun but even 
then I wondered where this new fangled technology could lead us. 
As an excitable eight year old I hadn’t heard about the new 
fledgling industry that was beginning to take shape across the 
Atlantic. I mean it was on the West Coast, which was even further 
from Blighty. I was too young to visit arcades and with no Internet or 
magazines to refer to, what happened next was like a bolt from the blue.

I awoke one morning, which I did pretty much most days, and as usual would pop next door to my mate Mark’s to see if he wanted to go 
and play footie or whatever. Today  though, Mark looked at me with the ball in my hand and just shook his head, beckoning me inside. 
Upon entering the living room Mark’s dad Mick (who owned a local TV and electronics shop) was tinkering around behind the TV. He 
eventually popped his head up, and after a quick “Alright Si” he sat down on the floor and started fiddling with the front of the TV. It was 
then I noticed this strange black box with an intriguing wooden strip across the front that Mick was now tinkering with, flicking switches on 
and off. Then, after what seemed like an age, Mark shouted “Its on!” and it certainly was… 

I looked up and what I saw was absolutely incredible, a green and fawn screen with shapes laid out across it and on each side of this screen 
were two simple but distinguishable tanks. Before I could utter a sound Mick shoved a strange square box into my hand. It had a bright 
orange button to one side and a stick protruding out from the top. Mark picked up another and Mick shouted “3… 2… 1… GO!” 

Suddenly the screen came to life with the noise of tanks trundling their way across a battlefield. We both started firing at each other with a 
deranged determination to outwit the other and win the war. Suddenly I had a clear shot, and hit the button like a mad war mongering 

General. With a bang and then an explosion Mark’s tank was spinning on its axis. A number one appeared in my colour at the top of the 
screen. By the time I had stopped whooping in a celebratory manner 

I was already losing 2-1 and all too soon the game was over. We quickly hit the re-set switch and off we went again. If all this excitement 
was not enough, Mark started flicking the game select switch and unbelievably the screen changed to a sky and our tanks transmogrified 

into planes, with a whole new control method! 

As I reflect back on my life so far, that day stands out as a defining moment in my own personal history. It instilled in me a love for what we 
all hold dear, a love for something that can bring fun, excitement, competitiveness, but also a 

community spirit that can bring together people from all
 over the globe and from all walks of life. 
To be a part of this, this group of kindred 

spirits, means the world to me... 
until it is destroyed by 

some alien war fleet that is!  

Oh, by the way Ladies and Gentlegeeks,
 in case you hadn’t already realised, I am of 

course talking about the commercial 
behemoth that is the Atari VCS 

(or 2600 if you wish). In the following pages
 I will give you some of my personal 

choices for games that defined this wonderful 
system.  But please bear in mind that these 

are my personal choices, so boo sucks 
to you if you don’t agree!  (SB)
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Air Sea Battle (1977) 

I suppose after all that nostalgic guff earlier you would have 
thought I would have chosen Combat, but although that was 

my first ever experience of the VCS, it is my second ever game 
(by about an hour) that I have chosen. The thing about Air 
Sea Battle is the way it brings out your competitive nature. 

You are both striving to shoot the same objects on the screen, 
which evokes a different set of emotions than controlling the 

object that can be destroyed (although the final game 
variation of the 27 on offer, Polaris Vs Bomber, offers up 

Combat like one-on-one action). The clean, crisp and colourful 
graphics do well to portray the style and the whole package 

offers basic, yet fun and challenging gameplay. The game 
variations were a common way of adding variety to a simple 
concept and in Air Sea Battle it is the Shooting Gallery that 

emphasises this most. The simple game mechanic of making 
the ducks, rabbits and other targets change direction makes 
the challenge on offer all the more engaging and adds to the 

whole Air Sea Battle experience.

Adventure (1979) 

When Atari launched the VCS in the fall of ‘77, it arrived with nine  cartridges 
available. Apart from Combat, which came with the machine, and Air Sea Battle, the rest 

were not very complex in their structure. This was understandable given the fact that the 
VCS was new technology, but by late ‘79 things were improving dramatically and this is 

when Atari dropped Adventure on to us. A new genre for a console, it had you finding keys 
to open castles, grabbing enchanted chalices, avoiding (or killing) dragons and rescuing 

princesses. Oh wait, no princesses here, just treasure. Pity...

What is great about Adventure is not the graphics, which although adequate are far from 
cutting edge even for the time, but the whole feel of the game. Level one set the mood, 

but level two introduced extra rooms, the White Castle, invisible maze and the Red Duck, 
err I mean Dragon. But just like the change of direction mechanic on the Shooting Gallery 

in Air Sea Battle, the Bat adds a whole new dimension to Adventure. That little blighter 
caused no end of cursing, shouting and thoughts of smashing the joystick into a thousand 
pieces, just to teach him that I was in control, and all because he had the cheek to grab an 

item off you just when you needed it most. 
Adventure will be remembered by many as the very first game to contain a hidden 

‘Easter Egg’ (a secret room with programmer Warren Robinett’s name in it) but to me it will 
always be about the Bat… Git!

Space Invaders (1980) 

No “Best Games” article would be complete without the 
cartridge that sold over a million units in the US alone and 
in doing so put more Ataris  into American homes than any 

game before or after. Yep, you guessed it, prepare to get 
invaded...  

Taito’s 1978 smash hit arcade game proved massively 
popular and was a prime target (see what I did there?) to 

be ported over to the best selling home video games system 
at that time, and that was Atari’s aim (see, I did it again!) 

Space Invaders appeared on the VCS in 1980 and proved to 
be the smash hit that Atari wanted and more. The game was 

graphically and aurally competent, the sound of the flying 
saucer a particular delight, and although it had fewer invaders 

on screen (36 as opposed to 55 in the arcade version) it had 
much more variety on offer. In its 112 game variations it 
offered zig-zag bombs, invisible invaders, moving shields 

and a simultaneous two player mode among others. This 
made it a must have cart. 
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Superman (1979) 

I was unfortunately in Dublin staying with family when I found out I had received a VCS 
for Christmas. The problem being that my brand spanking new Atari was at home in Kent. 
Within an hour I was badgering my mummy to let us get the ferry back to Holyhead. What 

made my excitable fervour even more intense was that my parents had wrapped up an 
Atari catalogue as a pre-pressie warm up, with the promise that I could choose any game 
from those within. I eagerly waded through it and for some strange reason I plumped for 

Flag Capture as my first new game when I got home. 

A week later (my parents had turned a deaf ear to my request to cut short the trip) and I 
was standing in the Sidcup Silica Shop, my second home for the next six years or so… 

Actually who am I kidding, my first home! I was trying out Flag Capture and to be honest 
I was a bit underwhelmed. But then I noticed a poster on the wall depicting the Man of 

Steel. Even better, the bottom of said poster announced “Out now for the Atari VCS”. My 
first game purchase was sealed less than ten minutes later... 

Superman on the VCS is an underrated game in my opinion. The graphics aren’t brilliant 
(although Supe’s flapping cape looks ace) but it was what the game was trying to achieve 
that had me hooked. Its premise was to repair the Metropolis Memorial bridge that Lex 

Luthor had blown up and catch Lex and his gang, whilst avoiding kryptonite and snogging 
Lois Lane. These mission based objectives were really ahead of their time, and the 

inclusion of the Bat from Adventure (this time dressed up as a helicopter) was a 
welcome addition and added nicely to the game’s puzzle elements. For me just playing 

as the Man of Steel was enough, but if you’re still not convinced, anyone up for a game of 
Flag Capture?

Warlords (1981) 

I really couldn’t end this rambling nonsense without including this gem, the game 
that pretty much started the multiplayer party. Its legacy so great that it is now 

woven into the fabric of retro gaming event competitions! 

Atari released the arcade version Warlords in 1980, taking Breakout’s premise of brick 
walls being destroyed by balls and improved upon it with the main trick up its sleeve, 
four player gameplay. Each player has a castle in one corner of the screen and must 

defend their king using a paddle to either deflect the fireballs into another player’s wall 
or actively catch the fireball and then deliberately aim it at another player. The strategy 
elements are deeper than it first appears - do you attack your neighbour for a quick kill 
so they cannot attack you, or do you go for the player who is winning the overall best 

of five matches? It is easier to dispose of your horizontal or vertical aligned neighbours, 
but your diagonal opponent is whole different kettle of fireballs!

The VCS version did away with the graphical enhancements of the original and only 
one fireball is on screen at any time (the arcade allowed many balls to fly around the 

battlefield at the same time which levelled the playing field somewhat) but the 
gameplay is still top notch and provides spot on paddle controls and party friendly 

action.

I have always loved Warlords, but until I started attending retro gaming events such 
as Replay I hadn’t played it for decades. To rediscover this amazing game and to not 

only play it with enthusiastic and likeminded individuals, but also introduce it to a new 
audience is what keeps the game and this aging gamer alive!

Pitfall! (1982) 

When Atari got a little bit too big for their boots and started to treat their staff, how 
shall we say… less than courteously (especially when it came to royalties and programmer 
credit) one of their most talented programmers decided enough was enough. Along with 

several other disgruntled colleagues, David Crane resigned from Atari, but instead of 
turning their backs on the VCS they realised that this was a still a profitable games 

system that had not yet reached the zenith of its popularity. Making games was what they 
did best and so they decided to develop their own games for the VCS, and lo and behold 

Activision was born. 
Activision was the most prolific and well respected third party developers at the time 
(with Imagic a close second). They produced many classic games such as River Raid, 

Stampede, Chopper Command and Plaque Attack (a particular favourite of mine) but the 
game that will be remembered until the end of time is Pitfall! 

When I first saw this incredible program, again in Silica Shop, there was a crowd around 
the Atari VCS. This meant that something special had landed. I took the opportunity to 
have a quick play on the Intellivision whilst waiting for the crowd to eventually thin out. 
I was then able to lay my eyes on what all the fuss was about and boy was I blown away. 

Just one look at Pitfall Harry swinging across a pond full of crocs with Tarzan call bellowing 
out had me hooked. Collecting treasure and avoiding nasty creatures above and below 

ground, this was a game I played to death. Literally. I died over and over trying to jump on 
the crocs only realising decades later that if you stand on their heads and not their mouths 

you don’t fall in. Pitfall! was a triumph, with the gameplay, graphics and sound blending 
into an adventure experience we did not think was possible. But David and his buddies 

had proved us all wrong and in turn made Pitfall! one of the all time classic video games.
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Replay Expo is a unique event on the UK video gaming calendar, 
celebrating both the classics and the very latest titles. The event’s 
roving reporter Leila Johnston offers up some of the reasons why 

Replay Expo is something a little different from the standard, more 
corporate expo scene… 

It’s not every day you get to see a woman asking TV presenter Iain Lee to sign her décolletage, but lots of weird, unusual things were 
happening at the first ever Replay Expo. Twitter was receiving messages from a modified ZX Spectrum. Folk were playing games they 
hadn’t played since they were thin. And every so often, from the hot centre of an excited huddle of nerds, a world record was getting 
broken.

I was lucky enough to speak to some of the exhibitors and visitors, so I hope you enjoy reading some of the things they said to me.

Fingers a-flutter on a BBC Micro keyboard, retro game fan Luke told me, “This is one of my favourite old-school games, Chuckie Egg. 
I’m on level three. I used to play it about 15 years ago on the Dragon 32, but I’m a bit out of practice now.” That’s what they all say!

Meanwhile, the UK Pinball League chaps took a moment out of the deafening pinball alley area for a chat. “We’ve brought Gorgar, 
which was the very first pinball machine with a person’s voice on it, so it actually spoke to you. I think it can say eight phrases – we’re 
not sure though, it’s a bit garbled! I think these machines bring back your childhood in a way. One of the lads on the team has a saying -
‘How many pinball machines should you have? It’s however many you’ve got, plus one.’”

Gary from gaming apparel website www.RetroGT.com found his lovely T-shirts flying off the shelves: “The event’s a lot bigger than I 
expected, we’ve been really pleased. Every quarter of gaming is represented, so every T shirt’s selling well.”

I asked Jon Hare (co-founder of Sensible Software) if he was worried about taking on a fan at his own game later that day in the Sensible 
Soccer ‘Beat The Creator Challenge’. “I’m quietly nervous! But don’t tell anybody, cos they’re normally intimidated. For the first half they 
think I’m going to be great, then they realise they’ve been playing it for the last few months and I haven’t even looked at it for two 
years.”

Retro gaming telly presenter Iain Lee was an entertaining host and was particularly excited about the new Repton game being 
showcased at the event. “I love Repton. I’ve got Repton on my iPhone! I was with my eleven-year-old nephew and I said ‘Look at this,  
you’re going to love this’ and he went ‘No, it’s rubbish,’ and walked off. I was a little bit upset, then I realised it’s the equivalent of my 
Grandad showing me a stick.”

www.beefjack.com were particularly impressed by the huge stage area…“It wasn’t used for bands and celebrity presenters, but had 
three massive screens, projectors and a bunch of seats. There was no need to sign up for anything or wait in line; you could just go up 
sit down and play Bomberman on a big screen. It summed it up because people who had never met just went up, sat down and played 
together for the fun of it. And that’s the pure, unsullied image of gaming that Replay so clearly wanted to convey.”

There are many excellent videos and reports out there in YouTube land, but few will have documented the event quite as magnificently 
as Handbaked Arcade, who covered the event using a Gameboy camera! 

Many events claim to offer something for everyone, but with casual and competitive tournaments, guest speakers such as the legendary 
Archer MacLean (IK+, Dropzone) and Jeff Minter (Tempest 2000, Llamatron), classic games, modern games, pinball, traders, charity raf
fles and tombolas, a live music performance from gaming supergroup Stuck In Da 80s and the lights and sights of Blackpool, Replay Expo 
is one of the few that can deliver on that promise. 

Whether you are a computer geek wanting to play Manic Miner on a ZX Spectrum or Doom on a 486; a console fan looking for some 
Sega Master System fun or Super Mario Kart action; a modern gamer looking to outgun the enemy on Halo Reach or outscore the 
opposition on FIFA; or even a pinball fanatic wanting to shoot the silver ball through the rapids of White Water or stop the machines 
rising on Terminator 2 – Replay really does have it all! (LJ)
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A Brief History of
Accessible Gaming

According to the United Nations, everyone has the right to play. Unfortunately not everyone who wants to 
can play video games, at least not until the barriers that are disabling them are removed. Happily efforts to 
make play more accessible for us all have been seen since the black and white TV days of 1971.

Lack of access to video games prior to ‘71 was just about universal. 
The few games that did exist ran on expensive computers housed 
in science labs and universities, or were wiry prototypes running in 
the workshops of genius TV engineers. So unless you were a lucky 
lab-rat or brainiac academic, you were a disabled gamer. You had 
no access.

Things started to change when two Californian entrepreneurs, Bill 
Nutting and Nolan Bushnell, found a way to squeeze a 
coin-operated video game out of the affordable electronics of the 
time. That game was Computer Space. If you lived on the West 
Coast of America, and knew the right bar to go to, you might even 
have been able to play it. You probably wouldn’t have liked it 
though!

Getting the cost down was a massive factor in making gaming accessible to the masses, but Computer Space bombed. It 
was far too complicated for the general public who were new to this kind of thing. Undeterred, Bushnell took his 
rumoured $250 total profit, split from Nutting, formed Atari and released the all-conquering Pong in 1972. People 
understood it and Bushnell made a fortune. It was a true game for the masses.

 

For young people with 
disabilities, the majority of 
video games are simply too 
quick or too difficult to play. 
Barrie Ellis of accessible 
gaming charity SpecialEffect 
charts the developments 
that have fought to open up 
the gaming world for those 
whom traditional control 
methods are not an option.
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That same year, television engineer Ralph Baer finally saw his dream of home TV games become a reality with the release of the 
Magnavox Odyssey. With the Odyssey and Pong riding high, inevitable clones began to appear. Some featured the ability to change 
the bat size and speed of the ball, which opened things up more. But still some people just could not get on with the relatively precise 
control and fast reactions needed.

For those longing to join the revolution but left as passive observers, alternatives to try weren’t long in coming. The Fairchild Channel 
F in 1976 and most significantly the Atari VCS in 1977 brought interchangeable games into people’s homes. Games surfaced that could 
be played with a variety of simple control methods, as simple as a single button. Most titles also carried on the best features of the 
home Pong machines, allowing you to adjust the difficulty level to make play fairer and more fun.

1978 saw Space Invaders prick the world’s consciousness, kick-starting the golden age of video gaming. Imagine the frustration though 
for wannabe gamers who could see this revolution happening before their eyes but were shut out from the likes of Asteroids, Defender 
and Pac-Man through disability. 1981 heralded the UN’s International Year of Disabled Persons. Did everything suddenly become more 
accessible and equal in 1982? Of course not, but it may have spurred on a lot more awareness and developments in the field of 
accessible gaming.

‘81 was also the year that Atari introduced a new feature on a number of their top games, starting with Super Breakout, offering a 
much easier game variation for players. Atari also started to pass on requests from frustrated disabled gamers to a flight sim engineer 
called Ken Yankelevitz. Ken used his skills to build bespoke controls, sometimes enabling people to play for the first time, sometimes 
re-enabling people who had lost the ability to play through illness or accident. His work continues to this day, even though he is now in 
his seventies. 

Atari went on to dabble with a number of weird and wonderful projects during the VCS era, including hands-free gaming with the Mind 
Link and a communication device for severely disabled people called the VidCom1, but little made the light of day.

One project that did make it to market was the Atari Kids Controller linked to a small number of Sesame Street themed games. The 
controller was a large blue numeric touch pad, to which you fitted an overlay that masked off any unnecessary buttons. It was designed 
for very young children who struggled with traditional joysticks and paddles. 

This was great for very young kids, but disabled kids and adults in the know wanted access to all of the wonderful games out there. 
Some people found their own solutions, like John Dutton’s simple two elastic bands and a pencil adaptation to a standard Atari joystick 
that allowed him to rack up great scores on the likes of Pac-Man, despite his Muscular Dystrophy.   The pictures below were published 
in the Februrary 1983 Atari Age newsletter.
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Accessible Gaming Web Favourites
•	 SpecialEffect.org.uk
•	 GameBase.info
•	 OneSwitch.org.uk
•	 IGDA-GASIG.org
•	 AudioGames.net
•	 DeafGamers.com
•	 Hustle-Club.com
•	 AbleGamers.com 

 

It	wasn’t	all	Atari	when	it	came	to	making	video	games	more	accessible	in	the	80’s.	The	
biggest	strides	forward	were	coming	from	the	home	computer	revolution.	When	schools	
started	to	adopt	the	likes	of	the	BBC Micro	and	Apple II,	the	market	for	assistive	
technology	started	to	take	shape.	We	started	to	see	touch	screens,	text-to-speech,	gated	
joysticks,	CPU	slowing	devices,	touch	sensitive	’concept’	keyboards	and	switch	interfaces.

Brilliant	Computing	was	one	British	company	amongst	these	early	pioneers,	bringing	
hugely	accessible	touch	screen	and	one-switch	slowed	down	games	within	reach	of	those	
who	had	previously	been	excluded	from	the	fun.	

	
	
	

In	1985	Namco	Japan	began	marketing	AAC	(Augmentative	and	Alternative	Communication)	assistive	technology	for	those	finding	it	hard	
or	impossible	to	communicate	clearly.	They	would	later	go	on	to	create	a	Re-habilitainment	division,	which	adapted	arcade	and	Playstation	
hardware	for	use	in	a	physiotherapy	setting,	long	before	the	Nintendo	Wii.

Blind	and	visually	impaired	people	to	this	point	had	text	adventure	games	that	could	often	be	played	using	text-to-speech	devices,	and	
some	would	get	along	fine	with	the	naturally	high	contrast	graphics	found	in	games	like	Pong	and	Space	Invaders.	However	something	
completely	new	came	in	1988	from	Qsound,	a	PC	sound	card	manufacturer,	when	they	released	the	game	Wumpus.	This	showcase	game	
for	stereo	sound	was	playable	with	a	joystick	and	headphones	alone	-	no	screen	required!

In	1989	Nintendo	released	a	Hands Free Controller for	the	NES	in	North	America.	This	enabled	paralysed	players	to	use	their	chin	to	
move	a	joystick,	and	to	sip	and	puff	(soft	or	hard)	to	access	the	remaining	four	buttons.	Nintendo	continued	to	support	accessible	
gaming	by	backing	PDG	Developments	with	their	switch	interfaces	for	the	NES,	SNES	and	N64.

The	1990s	saw	a	number	of	firsts	such	as	
Regret of the Wind by	Warp	for	the
Sega	Saturn	(the	first	audio	game	for	a	console)	
and	Zork: The Grand Inquisitor	for	the	PC,	
the	first	game	with	subtitles	for	dialogue	
and	sound	effects.	

As	time	passed	the	number	of	accessibility	
hardware	hackers,	empathetic	programmers	
and	disgruntled	gamers	started	to	build,	albeit	
in	isolation.	The	explosion	of	the	World	Wide	
Web	in	the	late	90’s	would	see	them	start	to	
find	one	another,	feel	less	isolated,	share	
knowledge	and	rapidly	press	forward	for	
greater	access	in	all	games.		(BE)



SpecialEffect is a charity dedicated to helping ALL disabled 
people enjoy computer games. They support such people, 
their parents and their friends to find out which games they 
CAN play, and how to adapt those games that they can’t. Here 
are some of their projects...

The SpecialEffect Loan Library and Games Room

	 	 	 					The	aim	of	the	Loan	Library	is			
			simple	-	to	help	everyone	with	a		
				disability	to	find	a	way	to	play	
			games	they	love.	Without	specialist	
			help,	it		can	be	almost	impossible			
			for	parents	and	the	young	people	
			to	match	the		game	that	they	would	
			like	to	play	with	a	control	device	
			that	they	need.		As	a	result,	many	
			can	only	sit	and	watch	while	their	
			brothers,	sisters	and	friends	have	
			all	the	fun.	The	SE	Games	Room	
			provides	somewhere	to	come	and	try

out	new	games	and	accessible	controllers.

Through	the	SpecialEffect	Loan	
Library	and	Games	Room,	control
devices	and	games	that	can	be	tried
out	or	loaned	by	any	disabled	person
so	that	they	can	test	them	out	before	
purchasing.	They	can	even	build	
specialised	controllers,	such	as	the	
light-weight	Wii	controller	used	by	
Ellie	(left-picture)	to	keep	her	playing
Just	Dance!

 
 SpecialEffect StarGaze Plus

	 StarGaze	Plus	builds	on		
	 SpecialEffect’s	hugely	
	 successful	StarGaze	project		
	 which	was	run	to	find	out	the	
	 extent	of	the	need	for	gaze		
	 controlled	computers.	Within	
a	very	short	time	of	starting	this

project	it	soon	became	apparent	that	the	project	was	so
important	that	it	had	to	become	a	service.

StarGaze	is	perhaps	the	most	labour-intensive	and	demanding	
element	of	SpecialEffect’s	work.	A	huge	amount	of	care	and	
sensitivity	is	required	to	ensure	that	the	gaze	controlled	computer	
system	is	personalised	to	meet	specific	and	often	complex	needs	
of	the	individual	and	to	also	ensure	that	those	supporting	them	
locally	are	fully	trained.	Ongoing	high-quality	support	is	also	
provided		whenever	it	is	needed.

Adam	(pictured	above)	is	a	great	example	of	this	project.	Adam’s	
family	got	in	touch	with	SpecialEffect	after	a	stroke	left	him
paralysed	and	unable	to	speak.	Through	the	StarGaze	Plus	
Project	he	was	loaned		an	Eye	Control	computer	which	enabled	
him	to	independently	search	the	internet,	control	his	DVD	player	

and	talk	with	family	through	the	use	of	his	eyes	alone.	Adam	had	
been	very	frustrated	by	not	being	able	to	speak	but	this	has	given	
him	a	way	to	communicate	again…	and	a	reason	to	smile.	The	
Eye-Gaze	system	became	so	invaluable	to	him	that	it	was	even	
fixed	onto	his	wheelchair	for	use	while	he	was	on	holiday.	

SpecialEffect Roadshows

Roadshows	see	
SpecialEffect	Team	
members	and	volunteers	
hitting	the	road	to	enable	
a	huge	number	of	young	
disabled	people	to	find	a	
way	to	play	to	computer
games,	many	of	them	for	the	first	time.	The	aim	is	to	provide	
greater	inclusion	for	the	young	people	involved,	as	well	as	the	
obvious	ways	to	have	fun!	

Between	2011	and	2013	SpecialEffect	
Roadshows	will	be	held	for	
organisations	such	as	Great	Ormond	
Street	School,	Stoke	Mandeville	
Hospital,	The	Children’s	Trust,	ROSY	
(Respite	Nursing	for	Oxfordshire’s	Sick	
Youngsters)	and	Helen	and	Douglas	
House	Hospice.

The Accessible GameBase

An	online	database	for	sharing	game	accessibility	information	can	
be	found	at	www.gamebase.info.	Here	you	can	find	and	contribute	
to	the	reviews	section,	forum,	video	area,	podcasts	and	a	friendly	
and	receptive	community.		Furthermore,	through	GameBase	they	
are	also	encouraging	game	developers	to	add	accessibility		
features	to	their	games,	to	give	fairer	access	to	more	potential	
players.

All	too	often	many	of	the	people	SpecialEffect	help	feel	trapped	
in	their	own	bodies.	Whilst	their	minds	are	very	active,	their	bodies	
can’t	enable	them	to	do	the	things	most	of	us	take	for	granted.	The
organisation	supports	disabled	people	to	gain	more	freedom	and	
independence	in	their	leisure	pursuits,	and	to	have	FUN!
SpecialEffect’s	aim	is	to	help	these	people	to	be	able	to	play	(or	
create)	for	themselves	when	they	feel	like	it,	without	having	to	rely
on	someone	
else	to	do	it
with	or	for	
them.	This	
can	have	a	
profoundly	
positive	
impact	upon	
their	mental	
wellbeing	
and	their	
overall	
quality	of	life.	

SpecialEffect	can	be	found	at	www.specialeffect.org.uk,	e-mailed	
at	info@specialeffect.org.uk	or	called	on 01608 810055.

SpecialEffect: 
Gaming for All
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Beat’em Ups were all the rage in the late 80s and early 90s and more than any others, 2 titles were at the forefront of this 

bone-crunching genre. Rich Hopkins grabs a knuckleduster and heads into the seedy part of town, as he brings us the low down 

on the two big hitters of the fighting world - Final Fight and Streets of Rage.  

SNES fans were ecstatic that Capcom had chosen to provide for their machine rather than Sega’s, because 

Final Fight was the pinnacle of beat’em up gaming at that point and in theory it would help to give 

Nintendo the edge over Sega in the console wars of the time. They were clearly very happy about this and wasted no time in 

taunting Megadrive owners about the fact. Sega fans weren’t to go without though and when Streets of Rage appeared the console 

wars took a new turn as now both machines had killer beat’em ups and the Sega fans hit back taunting SNES owners about Final 

Fight’s deficiencies. It was all-out war then, but looking back, which game was actually better? 

FINAL FIGHT 

Final Fight’s plotline is definitely a murky one. The Mad 

Gear Gang have kidnapped Mike Haggar’s Daughter Jessica, 

in order that the Mayor of Metro City is complicit in their demands 

as they try to keep their control over the city. Clearly Haggar is not happy and enlists some help 

from Cody (Jessica’s boyfriend) and Guy (Cody’s friend). The 

vigilantes set out on a path to save Jessica and rid Metro City of Mad Gears 

influence, working through the slums and the city’s Subway system among other 

landmarks to achieve their goals. 

Final Fight on the SNES has massive sprites, 

a fantastic array of moves and enemies to Fight, and great controls. However, it is missing one of the 

main characters of the game (Cody or Guy depending on the 

version of the game you play)and has levels removed from its arcade counterpart. It is also 

censored in parts with characters being renamed and covered up leaving it feeling empty. Having 

said that, the SNES does a pretty good job of 

representing the action of the arcade game.

STREETS OF RAGE

Streets of Rage’s plot line, is also a somewhat downtrodden affair offering 

little in the way of salvation initially. Mr. X and his criminal fraternity control a 

city causing havoc when and where they choose. The Police have been corrupted 

through bribes and Mr. X’s gang rule with something of an Iron Fist. Adam Hunter, 

Axel Stone and Blaze Fielding, the games main protagonists, are incorruptible 

police officers who out  to combat the sleaze and criminal activities by creating 

a special attack force to deal with Mr. X and his cronies. Thwarted by the 

ongoing corruption in the Police, the three heroes set out on their own, turning 

vigilante to rid the city of the shadow that Mr. X has cast. 

Streets of Rage is an original Sega property, and though it clearly borrows from 

Final Fight in a number of ways, it is more than just a clone. The game has 

inventive bosses, great level and character design and a killer sound track by 

Yuzo Koshiro. The addition of a super move that calls in the police to help 

Fight off the bad guys further highlights the differences between the two.
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Weapon Use 

Neither Final Fight, nor Streets of Rage expected you to defeat 
the hordes of hoodlums unaided. Instead, there are a plethora of 
different items to aid you on your path. 

To defeat Mad Gear Final Fight lays on knives, pipes and katana swords that can 

help you in your quest. In one of the boss-Fights a good hit 
will see your foe drop his Katana swords, which you can 
subsequently use against him. 

Streets of Rage, employs similar weapons, with pipes, baseball bats and glass 

bottles all readily available. Intriguingly though, you can also 
use pepper pots to incapacitate Mr. X’s gang by making them sneeze.

Other Versions

Both games have appeared on a number of formats with Final Fight 
turning up on the NES, Sega Mega-CD, Gameboy Advance and various 8 
and 16-bit home computers. The Mega-CD version is the only way to 
play the game on a Sega machine and is by far the best version. 

Streets of Rage received a conversion to the Sega Master System 
and Game Gear and fared well on both despite some changes 
compared to the original game, including different levels and 
bosses. In Japan, Streets of Rage is known as Bare Knuckle. 

Fighting Force (1997) was originally developed for PS1, PC and N64 as a Streets of 
Rage title before Sega pulled the plug on the tie in and a new name was arranged. 

Set several years after the original, Final Fight: Streetwise (2006) on the PS2 
stars Cody’s younger brother Kyle, who roams the streets of his 
hometown on the search for his captured brother.

Sequels

Final Fight got two SNES only sequels called Final Fight 2 and Final Fight 3. They 
suffered a little from not having an arcade game to be converted from, but are 
worth checking out as they are becoming increasingly hard to get hold of. 

Streets of Rage was followed by Streets of Rage 2, which is widely regarded as 
one of the best games on the Megadrive, and Streets of Rage 3. Like Final Fight 
on the SNES, Streets of Rage 3 suffered horribly from censorship and design 
changes for a western audience. Therefore should you want to complete the 
trilogy, you are recommended to seek out the Japanese version, Bare 
Knuckle 3, which remains unchanged. 

So which game is better? 

Of course it is all personal opinion, but despite Final Fight’s heroic effort in bringing the arcade home to the SNES, Streets of Rage has to be a 

clear winner for me. Streets of Rage has something that Final Fight on the SNES does not, and that is the ability to have co-operative two 

players. This means that you and a friend can Fight off the hordes of Mr X to save the day, rather than having to Fiy solo and save Metro City and 

rescue Jessica alone. This is more than enough to tip the balance in Streets of Rage’s favour. (RH) 
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Awesome name... Awesome game!
You Can Judge A Game By Its Cover!

ZOMBIES ATE MY NEIGHBORS  (1993), SNES (also available on Mega Drive).

Many other catchy titles were banded around the boardroom before 
Zombies Ate My Neighbors was decided on for LucasArts 
run-and-gun monster romp… Zombies Invade Suburbia, Ghouls Just 
Want To Have Fun and Return Of The Teenage Son Of The Bride Of 
A Zombie Part 2 were all considered, among others. However the 
name they finally decided on still faced some rather harsh censorship 
from the committees of several European countries (including the UK) 
and was forced to be re-titled simply Zombies. Disappointment aside, 
LucasArts and Konami served up a killer feast of fun. 

Inspired by classic B-movie monsters as well as more recent horror 
movies like The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and Friday The 13th, 
ZAMN delivered a more than generous 55 levels filled with token 
horror characters. Zombies, chainsaw maniacs, mummies, vampires, 
martians, lizard men and more are all on the rampage and its up 
to you (and a friend if you have a spare controller) to rescue your 
neighbours. Seen by some as a precursor to the much more current 
Dead Rising games, players have an arsenal of exploding drinks cans, 
plates, squirt guns, ancient artefacts and bazookas to assist them on 
their rescue mission. 

By 1993 LucasArts already had a impressive back catalogue. Gamers 
had been playing Maniac Mansion as well as the Indiana Jones and the 
Monkey Island adventure games for a number of years. They were 
not about to lower their standards for an arcade game and its clear 
to see the thought in every detail. The gameplay is hugely enjoyable, 
action packed and addictive. It is a testament to the developers that 
considering the size of the game it never gets dull. This is largely due 
to the many different creatures and locations in the varying levels. 
The graphics are also extremely good and received much praise from 
critics.  ZAMN's music was composed by award winning children's 
music creator Joe McDermott, who created a fun and enjoyable 
soundtrack that complements the on screen action perfectly.

Perhaps the greatest thing about ZAMN though is the humour. 
LucasArts had their tongue firmly in their cheek, noticeable from the 
creation of characters, levels and music right through to the cover 
art and instruction manual. Its this attention to detail that really 
separates this game from many other churned out shoot 'em ups. 
Players are even treated to a run around the LucasArts 
headqua-ters in the final stage of the game, meeting with the 
developers and even George Lucas himself!

The game was not an instant hit on release despite the glowing re
views it received from critics. Scores of 8 and 9 were commonplace 
with most praise received for its two player mode. Those who did 
pick it off the shelves often found themselves hooked. It only takes a 
few minutes to sink its teeth in and it certainly has a contagious bite, 
living on in the form of the 
Wii Virtual Console. Make no
 mistake - this little slice of 
16-bit action is brilliant fun 
and has the whole package.
An absolute must purchase
if for some reason its 
missing from your collection. 

ZAMN received a sequel in 1994 entitled Ghoul Patrol, an enjoyable 
game that unfortunately didn't quite match the standards set by its 
forerunner and as such didn't receive as much praise and attention. 
Fans will be interested to know that a film version of ZAMN is now in 
development, with writer/producer/director John Darko seemingly 
at the helm. 

Picture the scene. You are at your local videogames store and all around you is an endless sea of bland titles, all sequels or overused 
franchises. But then, out of the corner of your eye, a game stands alone, taunting you with its kitsch artwork and comical name. 

Replay sends Stef Kozakiewicz on a mission to find out if you really can judge a game by its cover... 
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(1994), Mega Drive (also available on 3DO, Amiga, CD32, CD-i, SNES, PC, Game Gear).

The name Rise of the Robots is enough to strike 
fear in the hearts of gamers. The infamy that the 
game has garnered is second only to E.T. on the 
Atari 2600 (which is seen as the catalyst for the 
great videogames depression of 1983!). But at its 
release many would have been caught under its 
spell. The world was still entranced by the movie 
Terminator 2 when the game was announced and 
the thought of robots rising to take over the 
human world was one that the country were all 
too eager to embrace. But oh how we can get 
it wrong! 
As punishment for some awful puns in her 
Batman article, Replay sends Stef Kozakiewicz 
into a darkened room to see if the game really is as  
bad as we remember...  

This is how my session with Rise of the Robots went:  

•    Cartridge in, power on. "This looks pretty cool, and the  
     music reminds me of the music from The Terminator game"
•    Power off. Cartridge out. Terminator cartridge in. "Its  
     almost identical to the Terminator music!"
•    15 minutes of playing as Kyle Reese. "I love this game"
•    Power off. Cartridge out. RotR cartridge back in. 1 player  
     training mode selected. 
•    "Ok, what are the controls? A button is punch. B button is  
     punch. Erm… C button is also punch"
•    Reading of manual. "No, that's correct, but I can kick if I  
     press up at the same time!"
•    Special move practice. "These are hardly what I'd call   
     special, and this game is so unresponsive"
•    Select 1 player mission. "Ooh, nice little animation of my  
     opponent" 
•    Four rounds in. "This is like Chinese water torture!" 
•    Power off. Cartridge out. The Terminator cartridge back   
     in.  "That is 30 minutes of my life I will never get back!"   
 
RotR was developed by Mirage and published by Acclaim in 1994. 
The idea was simple - combine two great things to make one really 
great thing. Mortal Kombat and Street Fighter were multi-million 
selling franchises. Cyberpunk culture was all the rage and proving 
this were sequels to The Terminator and Robocop on the big screen.

  So it was a simple equation, Fighting +  
  Robots = Rise of the Robots.  It should have been 
  a recipe for success. It wasn't. What Mirage  
  delivered was in fact an almost perfect example  
  of style over substance. 

  Before release RotR had generated quite a buzz  
  for its super-advanced graphics. Instead of the 

usual pixel art, Mirage was boasting  
  pre-rendered sprites. Nobody could deny how  
  good this game was going to look. To see it  
  sitting on the shelf in the shop would also have  
  been hard to ignore.  The bulging muscles of the  
  blue cyborg on the cover, the moody shadows, 

the title itself - all things that invoke visions of 
machines rising up and taking over. Judgement day was here it 
seemed to suggest. This is the future, right here in your hands!  

But it was an empty promise. Unresponsive controls, no choice of 
characters for the main player, extremely limited actions, weedy 

special moves and impossibly difficult in places. 

Nearly every magazine review of the
time read the same. Despite awarding
high scores in the looks department, 
RotR just lacked too much in  
gameplay. Rather controversially  
though, Computer & Video Games 
magazine awarded it a score of  
90%, losing much credibility as  
an honest and independent  
information source in the process.

Despite the game's almost universal 
failure, a sequel did appear in 1996 
called Rise 2: Resurrection (PC, 
Playstation, Saturn). But 
whilst most of the original's 
issues were addressed, 
gamers once bitten were
twice shy and Rise 2 bombed.
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Over the last 35 years we’ve seen the release of dozens of video games systems. Hardware manufacturers looking to push 
the limits of technology and provide innovation in their new consoles. The likes of Nintendo, Atari, Sony and Sega have been 
hugely successful. However, even the best companies sometimes get it wrong and there are plenty of others that never got it 
right in the first place!

Mat Corne takes a look at some of the most unusual, ill-conceived and sometimes plain useless systems that companies 
worldwide have tried to make their fortunes from…

Coleco Telstar Arcade
In the late 70’s Coleco entered the fledgling videogame market with their range of Telstar 

Pong systems. Undoubtedly the weirdest product to come from this range was the Telstar 
Arcade, a triangular monstrosity with the obligatory faux woodgrain finish.

This unique piece of hardware featured controllers on all three sides – the first contained 
the usual Pong paddles and the second housed a fairly authentic looking pistol, but the third 
side was certainly the most impressive. With a large steering wheel and gear shifter, this was 

one of the earliest realistic driving controllers to grace home videogames.

Unsurprisingly given its multi-function controls, the unit contained a selection of Pong, 
target shooting and driving games. These were supplied on another oddity for the time – a 
removable game cartridge. In keeping with the design of the console, the cartridges were 

triangular in shape and were connected to the top of the system at the summit of the three 
sides. Three additional cartridges were sold separately featuring sports, shooting, driving and 

even pinball games.

Coleco’s console range may not have been the most successful but there’s little argument 
that in the Telstar Arcade they created one of the wackiest and most memorable systems.

Japanese Dedicated Systems
Many people will tell you that Japan gets all the best technology first, and here are two early examples 

that prove that. The rest of the world had to make do with a plethora of Pong systems featuring the same 
limited options of tennis, soccer and squash. But in Japan they got these odd-looking but undeniably cool 

offerings.

First up is Nintendo’s Block Kuzushi TV Game from 1979. This dedicated system offers six different 
variations of Breakout and is a notable piece of Nintendo history for two reasons. It was the first machine 

to bear their now instantly recognisable logo, but more significantly the console’s striking shape and colour 
was the brainchild of a certain Shigeru Miyamoto in one of his earliest design projects for the company!

The second system is Epoch’s ominously named TV-Vader, launched in 1980. As the name suggests, this 
is a dedicated Space Invaders TV game – how cool would that have been in 1980!? The compact unit houses 
four colourful game variations and even features a start button for arcade-style authenticity. Sadly it is rather

hamstrung by the world’s smallest joystick and an uncomfortably-placed fire button. There is however no 
denying that compared to the dedicated TV games available in the West at that time, its pretty impressive.

Sharp Twin Famicom
Following the success of the 8-bit Famicom (better known as the NES on these shores) Nintendo launched

 the Disk System add-on in Japan that allowed you to play games recorded on 3” disks. Disk games were a lot 
cheaper than cartridges since the media was less expensive, and in electrical shops there were kiosks where 

you could insert a blank disk and buy a game to put on it.

The Twin Famicom is a licensed hybrid of Nintendo’s Famicom and Disk System, released by Sharp in 1986. It 
has both a cartridge port on the top and a disk slot on the front of the console, plus a little switch to go 

between disk and cart mode. Like the original Famicom, the system came with two hard-wired controllers.

The system is popular with import gamers because there are hundreds of Japanese exclusive games for 
both the Famicom and the Disk System. Highlights include the true sequel to Super Mario Bros, and Otocky,

 a rhythm-based shoot em up that is seen as a precursor to Rez.

Clearly given the success of the Famicom this doesn’t fall into the ‘woeful’ category but it is certainly weird, not least due to the eye-catching bright red 
version that really stands out from the crowd as an example of Japanese 80’s console cool!
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Action Max
Worlds of Wonder was a company that specialised in electronic toys and games in the 80’s. Their 
most famous products were Laser Tag and Teddy Ruxpin, but they were also one of the early 

distributors of the NES in the USA. Once their deal with Nintendo expired they decided to launch 
their own games system in 1987 called the Action Max.

The Action Max is special, and not in a good way. Rather than use cartridges like other systems of 
the era, Action Max games come on VHS videotapes. Setup of the system involves plugging the base 
unit into your video recorder, attaching the supplied lightgun to the base unit and also connecting a 

large red lamp to the corner of your TV screen with the provided suction cup.

Gameplay consists of watching the videotape and whenever you see a white target blob on any of 
the characters in the ‘game’, you try to shoot it. On the rare occasions you actually hit the target, the 

red lamp lights up and you score a point that is registered on the base units LED display.

It goes without saying that with the games on videotape it doesn’t matter whether you hit the 
targets or not as the story plays out exactly the same every time. The base unit serves no purpose 

other than to keep score and the gun is so poorly made that frequent firing actually hurts your trigger 
finger! The 

selection of games is limited to half a dozen frankly dreadful tapes with titles like Sonic Fury and 
The Rescue of Pops Ghostly. This all made for one of the worst consoles in the history of videogames 
and unsurprisingly it was a total flop. Amazingly the Action Max has recently been given a new lease 

of life as it has appeared in discount stores across the UK with a DVD version of the pack-in game – its 
still crap though!

Konix Multisystem 
This one is a bit of a cheat because it is “the console that never was” but it still warrants 

mention, especially as a British contribution to our games console freakshow.

Stories about the Multisystem began to circulate in 1988. The system was to be the 
result of collaboration between popular joystick manufacturers Konix and little-known 

hardware developers Flare Technology. Flare consisted of several former Sinclair 
employees who were working on a powerful games system with specifications and 

performance far in advance of the 16-bit computers of the time.

With Flare providing the technology, Konix providing the appealing design and a host 
of software developers on board, the future looked bright for the Multisystem. The first 

prototypes were showcased at the Earl’s Court Toy Fair in early 1989. Along with the unit 
itself, which could be configured as a driving or flight controller, Konix demonstrated
exciting peripherals including a lightgun and the impressive Power Chair, designed to 
mimic popular hydraulic arcade cabinets like OutRun and Space Harrier. With MIDI 
support, network play capability and a suggested RRP of under £200, the Multisystem 

looked set to take the gaming world by storm.

Unfortunately financial problems hit Konix with employees not being paid and final 
development on the system grinding to a halt. The company sold off its joystick range to 
try and generate cash to bring the console to market, but in the end it was to no avail. 
By Autumn 1990 the company went under and the Multisystem passed into history, its 

potential never realised.

Barcode Battler
Epoch’s Barcode Battler was launched in Japan in 1991 and released worldwide a year later. 

This handheld system was shipped with a number of collectible cards, each featuring a barcode. 
Each barcode could be swiped to generate attributes for the character on the card, which would 
then be pitched in battle against another character in a marginally more hi-tech version of Top 

Trumps.

The unique selling point of the system was that any barcode could be scanned to generate a 
character, allowing you to answer the eternal question of who would triumph between a 

can of Spaghetti Hoops and your sister’s Take That CD! While it was undoubtedly a clever use 
of barcode scanning technology, the lack of any serious gameplay and the popularity of proper 
handheld consoles like the Gameboy and Game Gear pretty much signed the Barcode Battler’s 

death warrant in the West.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the system was far more popular in Japan where consumers loved 
the quirky idea and let their imaginations run wild with the different items that could be 

scanned. A second version of the unit was released that could be interfaced with Nintendo’s 
Famicom and Super Famicom, with games developed for both systems that made use of the 
Battler and special card packs released featuring characters from Nintendo’s famous Mario 

and Zelda games. For the rest of the world however, the novelty wore off very quickly and the 
Barcode Battler was soon consigned to the bottom of toy cupboards and store bargain bins.
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Megadrive Mutations
Sega’s Megadrive was obviously one of the most popular and successful consoles of all time, so its no surprise that 

many third party companies wanted to get in on the action. Sega certainly didn’t seem to mind selling their technology 
on to be used in all manner of unusual inventions, as these examples show.

Launched in 1993 and produced here in the UK, the Amstrad Mega-PC placed Megadrive hardware inside a desktop PC 
giving what Alan Sugar hoped would be the ideal combination of a business computer and a cutting edge games machine. 
Can you really imagine your employer considering these hybrids as a viable option for the office? We didn’t think so! With 

the rapid evolution of computer hardware the PC part of this unit became obsolete far faster than the Megadrive part, so it 
wasn’t a big seller despite offering the only easy way to play Megadrive games on a VGA monitor.

One of the rarest and most desirable variations is the Aiwa Mega-CD, released towards the end of the Megadrive’s 
commercial life. The unit combines a CD Boom Box with a Megadrive add-on unit and includes an unusual sky blue 

controller. As the name suggests, it is capable of playing Mega-CD games, but bizarrely rather than build the interface 
between the Megadrive and the CD player within the unit, you have to use a cumbersome cable in the back to connect 

them.

As odd as the aforementioned items may be, they pale in comparison to the Sega MegaJet. This curious-looking unit 
began life on Japanese airlines as part of their in-flight entertainment system. The MegaJet was offered to travellers to 

allow them to play Megadrive games on the TV in their seat. In 1994 it received a retail release, effectively becoming 
the first portable Megadrive system, but one that had no internal TV screen and could only be powered by the included 

AC adapter. Needless to say, with its unwieldy look and limited practical use the MegaJet was a commercial failure. Several 
months later however the design was reused as the basis of the Nomad, a true handheld Megadrive with a built in TV 

screen and battery power, albeit with a brutally short battery life.

Bandai Playdia
Now this is a shame – the Bandai Playdia really could have been something special. Its got a cool 

blue colour scheme. It has an appealing compact form, rather like the Dreamcast which was released 
five years later. It even has a wireless controller, the first console to be shipped with one, over a 

decade before the Wii. Basically the Playdia is a great looking system that appears to be way ahead of 
its time. That is until you switch the thing on…

Clearly not recognising the potential and inherent coolness of the system they’d designed, Bandai 
filled the Playdia with mediocre hardware and marketed it as a console for young children. Effectively 

it is little more than a glorified Video CD or Laserdisk player, with the simplistic controller acting as 
a remote control for a modest selection of interactive cartoons and edutainment titles featuring 

Bandai’s popular TV show characters.

Designed solely for the Japanese market this was never going to be a massive success and one 
suspects Bandai never intended it to be a big seller, but you can’t help thinking that if they’d invested 

a bit more in it, it could have been so much more.

NEC PC-FX
If you wanted a single system to encapsulate both weird and woeful then the PC-FX is probably it. Launched exclusively in Japan 

at the end of 1994, NEC’s follow up to the hugely successful PC-Engine was rush-released to challenge the Sega Saturn and Sony 
Playstation. You can probably guess what happened!

Although it boasted 32-bit hardware and used CD-ROMs for storage medium, the similarities to its competitors ended there. 
Housed in a bizarre mini PC tower style case, the PC-FX had no 3D capabilities (although a later 3D expansion card was promised) 

and instead offered a unique selling point of far superior Full Motion Video quality compared to any other fifth generation consoles.

The net result was a curious looking system with superb 2D capabilities but nothing to compete with the 3D technology offered 
by Sony in particular. Developer support for the console was almost non-existent and out of desperation NEC allowed an 
abundance of dubious Hentai titles to be released alongside a large selection of text-heavy strategy and RPG offerings and a 
few decent action games. The limited software library ensured a release of the PC-FX outside of Japan would never happen.

With just 62 games released and under 100,000 units sold, NEC discontinued the PC-FX in 1998 and pulled out of the 
console market, leaving their final piece of hardware as a stark warning of the perils of backing the wrong horse.

Funtech Super A’Can
On the face of it the Super A’Can looks like a decent console. Released exclusively in China, at first 

glance it appears to be a SNES clone but the hardware is actually comparable to the Sega Megadrive. 
This would have been the basis for a powerful console and a serious competitor in the early 90’s 

console war, but the A’Can was launched in 1995 when the Playstation was on the verge of bringing 
3D gaming to the masses!

If missing the hardware boat wasn’t bad enough, development of games was both rushed and 
complicated. Just 12 bug-ridden games are known to exist for the system and are typically clones of 

popular SNES or Megadrive titles such as Sonic, Street Fighter, and Bomberman.

The A’Can was such an abject failure that it lost Funtech over $6million. The company eventually 
sold the remaining systems to the USA as scrap parts and as a result the console is now incredibly 

rare, with boxed examples fetching over £100 on Ebay.
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Modern and retro gamers alike should look to the 3DS as a new dawn. Whilst it may not be perfect and greedy publishers will undoubtedly cash 
in with lazy 3D ports of their previous wares, it is a milestone; a beacon of sorts, hailing the end of Nintendo’s (and the gaming industry as a 
whole) efforts to bring three dimensional gameplay to the masses. A journey taking them over two decades, on a path built with foundations laid 
by other visionaries.

The gaming industry’s dalliances with the third dimension hail back to the halcyon days of the late 70’s and early 80’s arcades. Arcade games 
like Battlezone and Star Wars used simple wireframe vector models to give an impression of solid structures, even though they were running on 
screens only capable of displaying 2D images. In the early 80’s Atari tried to remedy this when developing the Cosmos, a tabletop LED game that 
tricked you into seeing 3D images using a combination of holograms and mirrors. The Cosmos never 
saw the light of day, though there are alleged working prototypes in existence and the holograms were 
actually produced and can occasionally be found on eBay. A similar method would be used almost ten 
years later for Sega’s 1991 arcade release Time Traveler, a LaserDisc based machine that produced a 3D 
effect using a curved mirror and standard CRT display.

At around the same time as Time Traveler, the Virtuality Group released their line of amusements. A visor 
would be worn over the user’s head containing two LCD screens - combined these would provide 3D imagery 
much like the classic red and blue glasses. The image of these visors would be forever linked with the idea of 
Virtual Reality, unlike the units themselves which had declined in popularity by the latter half of the 90’s. 
Movies such as The Lawnmower Man predicted that Virtual Reality was the future of entertainment, but as 
we now know the actual reality was far from this.

While the arcades attempted to further push the boundaries of entertainment, the 8-bit console generation 
would be home to its fair share of 3D gimmickry. Sega released a set of 3D glasses for their Master System 
console in the late 80’s (supporting only 8 games) and Square experimented with red/cyan glasses with the 
NES games Rad Racer and 3D World Runner.

In the early 90’s Reflection Technology successfully developed a stereoscopy solution combining elements
from the attempts that went before. A visor much like that of the Virtuality setup would contain banks of 224 
LEDs per eye. These would shine light onto a mirror spinning 50 times per second, scanning an image to each 
eye and giving the illusion of 3D. This method of drawing an image on a screen was not new - in fact the Entex 
Adventure Vision was a tabletop console released in 1982 that worked in the same way (the difference being 
that the Adventure Vision was only 2D, containing a single vertical row of 40 red LEDs).

 
      

However, it is Nintendo we are here to discuss and in the late 80’s they 
charged Gunpei Yokoi (creator of the Game & Watch and Gameboy 
handheld consoles) with designing a portable 3D gaming system. Upon 
seeing Reflection Technology’s solution, Nintendo entered into a 
$5million licensing agreement for their next portable console. The 
intention was to use Reflective Technology’s solution with a 
combination of $5million licensing agreement for their next portable 
console. This would use a combination of red, blue and green LEDs 
to provide a colour display for the unit. However, the cost of LEDs put 
those ideas to rest. In the end, red LEDs were used in the final unit - 
this is thought to be because they contrasted better against a black 
background, and crucially required less power to run. The 32-bit 
portable console made its first public appearance at the 1994 
Shoshinkai trade show in Japan. Codenamed VR32, it was similar in 
aesthetics to Virtuality’s visors. It stuck with the red and black theme 
for its colour scheme, and instead of being worn on the user’s head, 
the unit was attached to a tripod with the user looking into the visor.

Warioland

Mario Clash

Goldeneye (unreleased)
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Warioland

Mario Clash

Goldeneye (unreleased)

To demonstrate this new console there were unplayable tech demos, 
as well as unfinished playable versions of Mario VB (a typical Mario 
platformer that was never released), Space Pinball (later renamed 
Galaxy Pinball) and Teleroboxer (a robot boxing game in the vein 
of Punch Out!). It is said that many were unimpressed by the new 
machine, and already the complaints of headaches from gameplay had 
started to arise. Despite this, Nintendo were still adamant that they 
would sell 3 million systems and 14 million games within the first year. 
They had already rounded up a group of third parties (including 
leading British coders Ocean Software) and were planning for this 
venture to be a success.

As most of us know, this was far from the case. Released in Japan and 
America in 1995, the Virtual Boy was a colossal flop. Its officially 
supported life was nine months, and its failure prompted Gunpei Yokoi 
to leave the company. It’s argued that the failure of the Virtual Boy 
was a turning point for Nintendo, a company at the top of the games 
industry but faltering due to poor decisions, and Sony’s emergence as 
a gaming superpower. Earlier this year, Satoru Iwata (Nintendo’s 
current president) revealed in one of his regular ‘Iwata Asks’ 
roundtable discussions that the Virtual Boy unit was released in an 
unfinished state, so that resources could be allocated to the impending 
Nintendo 64 launch.

It suffered from a lack of third party support, a variety of poor design 
choices and no sign of a true Super Mario title (although a follow up 
to the popular Wario Land series appeared, which is one of the best 
titles on the system). By the end of the system’s life 22 games were 
released in America and Japan, some of which were unfinished and 
barely playable. 

In hindsight it’s easy to dismiss the Virtual Boy as a terrible idea. But it 
was a concept that was truly ahead of the curve, a victim of a rushed 
launch and technology that was too far in its infancy to be a viable 
consumer product. It gave us a controller with two D-Pads, no doubt a 

precursor to the dual analog stick configurations we see in modern 
console gaming. With a couple of years more development time and a 
greater level of third party support it could have been a great system. 
Instead we are left with an interesting piece of gaming history; a rare 
blemish on Nintendo’s almost perfect record.

Unknown to the rest of the world, Nintendo went back to the 
drawing board on their 3D endeavours. It later emerged (once again 
from ‘Iwata Asks’) that there was a version of the Gameboy Advance 
SP in development that featured a similar screen to that used in the 
Nintendo 3DS. A working prototype was developed, but in practice 
wasn’t viable for public consumption. Iwata noted that the GBA SP’s 
screen was not of a high enough resolution to be effective. Later on 
when developing the Gamecube, circuitry was contained within that 
allowed the display of 3D images when fitted with a specially made 
accessory. Cost of the LCDs required for this accessory prevented 
release of this interesting experiment, but launch title Luigi’s Mansion 
was actually released with support for the experimental hardware. 
It’s a shame that such technology was out of the public’s grasp, as 
the possibilities could have been mind-blowing. Imagine playing the 
Metroid Prime series or Zelda: The Wind Waker in full 3D!
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In the mid-part of the last decade, cinema was home to another 
revival of 3D. Three dimensional film has been around in various 
guises since the end of the 19th Century, occasionally becoming 
popular for a short time and then disappearing again. This time 
around however, the 3D movement was spearheaded by various
 technology standards such as Real3D and IMAX, becoming the 
most successful adoption period of 3D viewing so far. Glasses were 
once again required (polarised as opposed to the red and cyan lenses of old) but to a far greater effect with a better picture quality and lower 
colour degradation than previously available. 

Then came James Cameron’s Avatar in 2009, filmed entirely with high end 3D cameras. Audiences worldwide were wowed with how 
effective these new techniques were. With every big budget movie following Avatar’s lead, either being made with 3D in mind or being 
converted in post production, 3D was here to stay. Cinema trends would eventually make it to the home market with the advent of 3D 
televisions, 3D Blu-Ray discs and their respective players. UK television network Channel 4 experimented with an evening of 3D programming. 
PC graphics innovators nVidia would release technology for the computer market that enabled games to be in 3D using shutter glasses, and 
console games such as Batman: Arkham Asylum would also implement basic 3D imagery using the standard cardboard glasses with different 
coloured lenses.

All of which brings us up to 2010 and the announcement of the Nintendo 3DS. Many were quick to make comparisons to the Virtual Boy, as if 
the mistakes of the past were to be repeated, but a few months later the 3DS would get its unveiling at Nintendo’s conference at the annual E3 

trade show. The press would see the console and its revolutionary technology in the 
flesh, and comments were very positive. Looking at the 3DS design it’s easy to see 

that lessons had indeed been learnt from the past. Technology had matured 
enough for 3D images to be viewed without additional peripherals such as 

glasses or visors and in an inspired move, Nintendo saw fit to allow 
users to switch off the 3D effect for those who can’t see 3D or don’t want to. 

This new technology (used previously in some digital cameras) works with a special screen 
containing LCDs that split the onscreen display into two images, one for each eye, creating 

one of the most effective 3D images available. The concept of 3D is one well suited to a 
portable medium that is held directly in front of the user, removing the issue of viewing 

angles.  With no expensive televisions or peripherals required, an affordable solution with 
pixel sharp quality became possible. Because the 3DS doesn’t require visors or glasses 

that would otherwise hinder normal vision, it’s far more suited as a portable device 
than the Virtual Boy was.  While electronics companies rush to develop larger screens 

        similar to that of the 3DS, it will be a long time before both their  
        cost and availability are suitable for the consumer level  

marketplace.
 

        After over a century of technological breakthroughs in the 
        moving picture, the concept of gaming in the third dimension  
        has finally come to mass-market fruition. It will be interesting 
        to see where the idea can go from here, but in 15 years time 
        history will almost certainly be kinder to the Nintendo 3DS 
        than it was to the Virtual Boy! (LG)

What about the competition?

At this year’s E3, Sony furthered their advances in this 
market with the announcement of a low-cost 3D 

television. The 24-inch Playstation branded TV will be 
bundled with a 6-foot HDMI cable, a copy of Resistance 3 for 
the PS3, and one set of 3D glasses for the cost of $500. This 

particular television has a unique feature when used with the 
PS3 - when playing selected two player games, the TV will use 
stereoscopic display technology to show both players screens 

at once. The idea behind this is that when both players are 
wearing 3D glasses they will only get a 2D view of their own 
screen. This allows two players to play a full screen game on 

the same console and television, without resorting to 
split-screen gameplay. 

Of course this is in addition to Sony’s already strong 3DTV 
support, in which the Playstation 3 is already capable of 

displaying 3D imagery when connected to a 3D television. As 
a result both supported games and 3D Blu-Ray movies can be 

viewed in 3D.

While Microsoft has yet to jump completely onto the 3D 
bandwagon, many XBOX 360 games support 3D through more 

lo-fi methods. Games such as Batman: Arkham Asylum and 
the brilliant Enslaved support 3D through technology supplied 

by TriOviz. This is delivered through glasses with purple and 
green lenses,much like the classic red and blue of old. While 
this is not as effective as the 3D televisions available today, it 
is an affordable and easy to implement solution for those not 

willing to spend the money on a new TV.

On the PC side of things, 3D gaming has been available for 
quite a while, thanks to NVIDIA’s 3D Vision. PCs with a 3D

Vision supported graphics card, monitor/television plus 
glasses allow players to enjoy hundreds of games such as 
Resident Evil 5, Dead Rising 2 and Civilization V by simply 

downloading new drivers. 
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LAN gaming is an extremely popular and competitive area of the 
gaming scene. It is currently dominated by two events; Multiplay’s 
Insomnia Series and the European Gaming League. EGL’s Chris 
Marsh explains the differences between these events and how UK 
competitive gamers are now taking on the world.

Insomnia is a PC gaming event, mostly aimed at social gamers and 
offers 24/7 gaming, as well as some very competitive tournaments. 
Thousands of gamers turn up with their own computers and compete 
to be named as champion of the UK’s top PC gaming event. It is the 
longest running LAN series in the UK and recently held its 43rd event in 
Telford. The I-series has played host to many great tournaments and is 
especially known in recent years for some big name teams competing in 
Counter Strike: Source. A long running rivalry between Reason Gaming 
and Birmingham Salvo offered up possibly the most memorable finals in 
recent history.

Whilst relatively new, the European Gaming League (previously known 
as the European Console League) mostly focuses on console 
competitions but now also offers Starcraft II tournaments. With a strong 
UK pedigree and the most competitive tournaments outside of North 
America, entrants compete for prize pots of up to £7,500 on their 
chosen game. EGL is one of the most important events for European 
console gamers and the Call of Duty: Black Ops tournaments have 
been the biggest spectacle, especially due to a rivalry between the 
French and British based teams. 

As a nation, the UK has had mixed results when competing 
internationally. On major titles like Starcraft, Counter Strike 1.6 and 
Halo, the UK teams have always fallen short of rival nations. The US, 
Sweden, China and Korea have established themselves as the most 
successful eSporting nations in the world, though the UK has not been 
without its fair share of success. In 2005 Britain’s most famous FIFA 
player Chris Bullard first entered the scene and quickly bagged himself 
the title of FIFA Interactive World Cup champion. This was the first and 
only time a British player has taken the honour.

When the Championship Gaming Series exploded on to our televisions 
in 2007, two UK teams, London Mint and Birmingham Salvo, were 
formed and took on the best the nation had to offer on titles such as 
Counter Strike: Source, Forza Motorsports, FIFA and other titles. After 
a reasonable showing in the first season, Birmingham Salvo (lead by 
Team Dignitas owner Michael ‘ODEE’ O’Dell) had a team that could 
truly rival any other nation, and after sweeping aside their British coun-
terparts they went on to take the International scene by storm. The team 
especially shone in Counter Strike: Source and Forza, with Forza expert 
David Kelly taking home the tournament MVP award. This was a huge 
achievement for British eSports and it showed that Brits were not one hit 
wonders, but rather had true pedigree over a number of titles.

In 2007 the UK won its first ever gold medal at the World Cyber Games, 
when Shaun ‘Apollo’ Clarke won the Command & Conquer 3: Tiberium 
Wars tournament. Shaun beat a strong field of international gamers to 
take gold, while other British competitors also scooped silver in the Tony 
Hawk and Gears of War events.

Britain only had to wait one year before achieving another gold at the 
World Cyber Games when George ‘Monkey’ Boothby shot onto the 
scene, taking the Guitar Hero III competition by storm. In 2010 Britain 
saw gold again when David Kelly dominated the Forza competition.

While PC gaming is where it all began in the UK, the landscape has 
very much changed and a large portion of today’s gamers have turned 
their focus and talents to the console gaming world. Britain’s 
ascension in this scene has been rapid, and while America continues 
to lead the way, Britain continues to snap at their heels. Over the last 
couple of years a few British teams have come close to toppling the 
American supremacy on games such as Gears of War but ultimately fell 
short due to America’s huge talent pool. Britain’s hands were firmly on 
the gold medal though when the team formally known as TCM bagged 
the Modern Warfare 2 GameStop world title. The US got a second 
shot at the Call of Duty world title when California played host to the 
Modern Warfare 3 World Championship. This time Britain only managed 
silver as the US landed the title on home soil in what turned out to be a 
closely fought contest.

The domestic gaming scene has seen significant change over the 
years. Four Kings were the original pioneers of gaming organisations. 
Like many organisations of their type, Four Kings brought together 
talented teams and players from a variety of different games under one 
united brand to increase their marketability. Four Kings were the UK’s 
first real international superstars and they soon housed some of the 
world’s best professional gamers on titles like Warcraft III and Counter 
Strike. Four Kings soon had their title coming under threat however by a 
new organisation. Team Dignitas had a different way of doing business, 
and rather than focusing on the big eSports title, they instead shared 
their focus between some of the smaller titles. This business model 
soon paid off and saw them land the biggest sponsorship in UK eSports. 
The shift in power spelled the beginning of the Four Kings downfall.

In the current era of gaming, Team Dignitas have many new rivals to 
their title of the UK’s top gaming organisation. While old school 
organisations like Infused, TCM-Gaming and Reason Gaming have 
steadily made their way up the rankings through years of persistence 
and support from the gaming community, new organisations like Power 
Gaming and LiNK Gaming have formed, with a dream of making it to the 
top and fast. Both organisations have invested heavily into the eSports 
scene and continue to do so in an effort to establish their names. What 
we’re left with is a highly competitive, highly volatile gaming 
environment, with a fanbase increasing in size. Competition does not 
only exist between the teams and their players but the rival 
organisations as well.

A relatively new addition to competitive gaming events are retro zones, 
with Replay Events staging tournaments at EGL on older systems, such 
as Halo 2 on the original Xbox. The opportunity for UK gamers to do 
battle on the titles that got many of them into the scene is too good to 
miss and competitive retro gaming is growing in popularity with each 
new show. (CM)
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“Come on James, we’re going to Blackpool!” These were 
the words I longed to hear from my grandmother. As a 
seven year old, I’d count down the days to each school 
holiday and to hear them stirred such excitement in my 
belly. But this wasn’t for candy floss, nor the beach, but 

for the myriad of seafront arcades

Those arcades with their flashing lights, strange sounds 
and rows of people stood in front of glowing machines. 
All deep in concentration, eyes fixed on the screen and 

hands moving swiftly over the controls, trying desperately 
to avoid that ghost, missile or barrel so that when the 
inevitable happened and the words “GAME OVER”  
appeared, they could immortalise themselves on the  

electronic hall of fame with their initials.

The history of the arcade game is well documented; 
Bagatelle, Pinball, Computer Space, Pong, Space 

Invaders, Pac-Man, Donkey Kong, Star Wars, Outrun and 
so on. As the years went on the technology evolved. The 
games got bigger, with environmental cabinets, moving 
cockpits, bigger screens, better graphics, better sound, 

surfboards to stand on, bikes to sit on and squares to 
dance on.  

You wouldn’t be blamed for thinking that the giants who 
produced these machines were on a roll that could go 

on forever. But sadly as the machines got bigger their pull 
seemed to diminish. The immersion increased but so did 

the cost and the addictive quality that their blocky, bleepy 
grandfathers had in droves seemed to dwindle, taking with 

it the crowds and the profits.

From my first very first experience of the videogame 
arcades in 1980 I was hooked. Where I lived there were 

no arcades apart from a seedy looking place in the 
corner of town that time had forgotten. A place where 

youths would congregate and “get up to no good” as my 
dad would say. My addiction had the classic symptoms 
- a fidgetiness to return to the arcades, followed by an 
adrenaline rush when I arrived and a horrible withdrawal 
when leaving. My holiday trips as a young boy had only 

one question about where we were going - “are there any 
arcades there?”

The invaders came from space, landing in our youth clubs and arcades. Their aim was to 

conquer our time and when they’d consumed our coins, they left quietly, almost to be 

forgotten, spoken of only by our fathers and grandfathers. James 

Brindle wipes a nostalgic tear from his eye and recalls a misspent youth...
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As time moved on and operators bought newer machines, 
inevitably they failed to maintain the older ones. It became 

commonplace to see an entire row of machines with 
something not quite right, be it a broken joystick, a stuck 
fire button or a monitor that was slightly out of focus or 
had no colour. This resulted in the gamer’s most feared 
words being on display. Words more feared than “to be 
continued...” on a TV show. “OUT OF ORDER”, usually 

scribbled in thick marker pen and stuck to the screen with 
tape that would leave a mark. The coin slot taped over 
and the machine running its attract mode over and over 

without a player, seemingly left to die ungracefully - 
disappointing to the visitor and disappointing to the 

arcade’s income.

Blackpool has its famous Golden Mile which used to be 
littered with arcades, the southern end being the Pleasure 
Beach and the northern end being Blackpool Tower and 
North Pier. Between them were many a brightly lit haven 
containing what we now see as the classics, but back 

then they were the greatest of the time. The same can be 
said for most of the seaside staples such as 

Scarborough, Brighton, Weston Super Mare and Great 
Yarmouth, all once filled with wondrous videogame 

arcades.

The big draw of the arcades was the challenge. The fight 
to get your name on the all important high score table or 
to beat that screen or level that had been crushing you. 

People who lived near the arcades had an unfair 
advantage, they could go anytime they wanted and 

spend their pocket money. I had to wait months between 
visits, so season after season I’d visit the same arcades 

as the last time. My lust to get past the fifth or sixth screen 
on Pac-Man unquenched, I’d leave each time excited that 

I’d made progress and knowing that next time I would 
surely get that bit further. It soon became harder to find 
my favourite games though and slowly I realised, as their 

landscape changed, that sooner or later the seaside 
arcades would lose their magic and I would have to find 

another way to spend my summer holidays.

At the time it seemed like the arcades thrived for an 
eternity, but in reality it was a frighteningly short period of 

time and by the mid-eighties, the colourful dedicated 
cabinets with all the artwork slowly started to disappear. 
The trend was now for sterile looking generic machines. 

These JAMMA (Japanese Amusement Machinery 
Manufacturers Association) cabinets were the industry’s 
attempt to reduce cost and rekindle the failing arcade 
sector. Unfortunately, all they did was to lessen the 

coin-op experience and visitor numbers continued to drop. 
With dwindling player turn out, many arcade owners 
upped the difficulty level and price per play to try and 

balance out their return. 

There was a brief revival, when we could solve our 
differences like men and get away with it, or at least on 
screen we could. Out of the blue machines started to 

sport more buttons than we had fingers! The Street Fighter 
revolution had arrived and with it came the idea of 

multiplayer games with time limits and a cost per play that 
would eat your allowance in minutes. But not even Street 

Fighter could stop or reverse the decline.
The arcades were there for our amusement but they are 
businesses after all and they had to find another solution.
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Operators finally realised that having a monstrous machine virtually 
filling a wall wasn’t as profitable as having rows of machines with a 

person every two and a half feet shovelling money in like the 
engineer on a steam train did with coal.  So would this see a 
resurgence of those greats that had been forced into damp 

basements, storage rooms and landfill?  Sadly not. The operators 
saw a more profitable solution, one where they thought they could 
keep the whippersnappers away and the profits high. Our arcades 
were about to be invaded for a second time, but this time not from 
the skies above but the earth below... and the earth bareth fruit!

Rows upon rows upon rows of fruit machines quickly replaced the 
video greats, encircled in ropes bearing “18 only” warnings. They 

landed seemingly overnight in our seaside resorts and were 
patronised not by the young this time but by those seeking a return 

on their own investment. With cleverly designed multi-gamble 
machines, undecipherable win lines, multipliers, skill climbs and repeat 
jackpots the reward sounded great and it certainly helped keep the 
operators afloat. But it was the final nail in the videogame arcade 
coffin. The life and excitement had gone and so had most of the 

people.

These days a trip to the arcades reveals a lifeless fruit-fest staying 
just the right side of family fun by having lower jackpots on some 
machines and kiddie rides out front. A saddening sight that brings 
a little tear to my eye as I stand in a corner of an arcade that still 
stands but is so different. There are adults of today who have no 
idea who Pac-Man is. No idea that Mario was at war with a gorilla 
and that 10p is all it cost to play your favourite game, or that there 
was a place where you could immortalise yourself with the use of 

three simple initials. 

But where do arcade addicts go to be cured?

For some of us we use emulators on our modern computers, or for 
the lucky few actually built into an old arcade cabinet. Some 

others (with a bigger disposable income!) collect original
 circuit boards and swap them in a single cabinet 

as if they were cartridge for a home system. 
There are even those with their own private 
arcades with original machines restored to 

their former glory. But for the average Joe on
 the street it is events and shows like the 

Replay Expo that allow the arcade to live on. The 
machines breathe life again, the neon glows 

and the invaders return to taunt 
the masses once 

more. (JB)
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Four games of football on one floppy disk - what more could a young lad 
need? Peter Forson grabs his Quickshot 2, slams the disk into his trusty old 
Spectrum+3 and instantly loads one of the worst (and best) games ever made…

Released across a variety of platforms by budget kings Codemasters, 4 Soccer 
Simulators unsurprisingly includes four different variations of football, with 
each alternate version of the game having its own set of rules. 11-a-side is 
played on grass and represents regular football. Indoor Soccer is enjoyed on laminate flooring, and has smaller goals with no 
corners or throw-ins - the ball simply bounces back into play. Soccer Skills replicates a typical training session, with 
options for dribbling and shooting practice. And finally Street Soccer takes the beautiful 
game to the grimy inner city pavements. 

On the surface all this makes the overall product appear quite good value. However, just 
like Millwall, the problem comes when you actually try to play football. Due to their 
inherent rubbishness all the games play identically. Whether in possession or 
not, the footballers all run like Jan Molby and tackle like a raging Scholes (slow
and out of control). In addition the ball stays glued to the players boot, allowing 
for miraculous on the spot turns. This makes passing utterly pointless and 
ensures each game degenerates into a series of end-to-end John Barnes style 
miracle dribbles and tap-ins. 

So at this point, dear beleaguered reader, you would be forgiven for wondering why 
I have made a specific point of bringing this game to your attention? Well, have you ever curled a ball round some dustbins, 
between two garages and over a parked Ford Cortina? I have! Street Soccer, the only ray of light in Codemasters near disaster 
of a game, is without doubt the most realistic simulation of kids mucking about ever created. Simply put, it is bloody awesome! 

Street Soccer takes place in a cul-de-sac, round the back of the houses. The pitch is littered 
with garages and parked cars to avoid, the goals are scratched onto walls with 

chalk and there is no referee to be seen. With no consideration for formation or tactics 
all the kids chase the ball like they’re playing for Northwich Victoria. If you choose

 to fly in with the ‘reducer tackle’, no worries, it’s all fair game. Losing 5-0 and had enough? 
Just punt the ball into some trees and see the game abandoned! The keepers are also 

completely pathetic, replicating the fact that Tunnel Vision Timmy always got picked 
last and was made to go in goal. The sense of realism is astounding! Street Soccer is

 the computer game equivalent of Jimmy Hill’s chin - hilarious yet beautiful. 

At this point it would be easy to conclude that 4 Soccer Simulators is less than a game
 of two halves, resulting in a 3-1 win to the bad games. But that would do it a grave
 disservice. Whereas 11-a-side, Indoor and Skills are all a steaming pile of Hotspur, 
Street Soccer still has one last David Fairclough on the bench. In a game of Street 

Soccer it is possible, although not easy, to lose the ball down a manhole. At this point all 
the players start arguing (via speech bubbles) and the dispute quickly spirals into petty squabbling 

until the kids eventually go home for tea, abruptly ending the game. Upon first discovery, this amusing incident is a revelation 
and every subsequent game then descends into a  manhole hunt. The quest for lost ball 
brilliance and childhood innocence! 

I urge you all to give 4 Soccer Simulators a punt. It may contain three terrible interpretations of 
the greatest sport on earth, but it also brings you the best and most realistic computer football
game ever made! You can keep your FIFA and your Pro Evo, Street Soccer is King and I care not
if you choose to object, because it’s my ball and I’m going home! (PF)

Editor’s Note: We would like to apologise to any Millwall and Northwich Victoria (though not Tottenham) fans that are offended by Peter’s comments. If 
it’s any consolation, Peter himself supports Exeter City so knows terrible football when he sees it!

11-a-side

Indoor Soccer

Soccer Skills

Street Soccer - it’s a kids mucking about simulator!
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