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Dedicated to

John Harris, creator of the game Jawbreaker, ported (in a fashion) to the Atari VCS. He is not me, but people continue to think we might be the same person. No one seems to know what happened to him. Wherever you are, I hope you're well.


Introduction

The Atari Video Computer System, aka VCS, later renamed the Atari 2600 after its model number (CX2600), was the first popular programmable home video game console. That's multiple qualifying words there. Allow me to explain each of them.

Popular: There were game units before the VCS. I'll explain about them shortly, because they reveal a great deal about the VCS and how it is what it is, but although some of them (non-programmable units) did well, none of them came close to matching the VCS in popularity.


Programmable: That doesn't mean the user could write his own software for the system. "Programmable" here means that end users could replace the software that the system ran by exchanging cartridges. The carts could actually do more than that; by including some more powerful circuitry along with the simple ROM chips in a cart, they could improve the system's capabilities to an extent, a feature which would play a critical role in increasing the VCS' longevity. This is the overriding advantage of cartridge-based hardware, allowing a manufacturer to not just include different programs but additional chips in a cart, and it would also play a role in the longevity of the NES and SNES consoles. Anyway, the Atari VCS was not the first programmable game system; the first true programmable game system is generally agreed to be the Fairchild Channel F.

Home: The VCS was intended for home use, not for arcades or other venues. The VCS wasn't Atari's first home console either; they made dedicated home versions of Pong and other games for home use. And Atari wasn't the first manufacturer to market a game console for home. Famously, this was Magnavox with the original Odyssey console series, which they patented and eventually sued Atari for infringement.

Video Game: The hobbyist electronic market was already well underway in 1975 with the release of the Altair 8800 home microcomputer, but it was not capable of displaying an image on a screen. Any computer system, left unguarded, will eventually be turned towards entertainment use in some fashion, but without an image display you'd be hard pressed to call such a device a video game.

Console: The word console implies a relatively self-contained and simple-to-use device. Radios and stereos were sold as consoles. So were TVs. The Altair's bare circuit boards might appeal to hobbyists, many of whom had pieced them together themselves from a kit, but they weren't appealing as a part of a living room's entertainment array. Still, the VCS was far from the first here.

Severe Limitations



The VCS wasn't the first in any area except one: it was the first really popular programmable home video game console. Sales of the VCS were gigantic. Atari would ultimately move 30 million units, and the machine remained in production until 1992. It lasted a venerable 15 years, and survived long enough to compete against the SNES. And it did all this with a hardware set that could at best be described as ludicrous.

The VCS (I'm going to call it that throughout; it's slightly less abstract than "2600") has 128 bytes of RAM memory. Not giga-, mega- or kilo-, just bytes. For most games released in the VCS' lifetime, everything the game program has to track during play has to fit within that paltry memory space. (It was possible to use similar tricks to include extra RAM in cartridges, but for complex reasons it was tricky to write to.) Its ROM space is a bit roomier, it can address up to 4K of game program at once, and after a few years they devised "bank switching" circuitry that allowed the game to switch out the section of its program that was visible to the processor, allowing for theoretically unlimited program size, but even with those tricks the largest commercial game made during the system's lifetime was only 32K.

Four kilobytes is kind of abstract. How big is that? For comparison's sake, here are the sizes for several different games, for the VCS and otherwise, with some other forms of data mixed in:

1K: About the size of one screen-full of text on a 40-column, 25-line terminal display, like that of the Commodore 64.

1.8-2K: About the size of one full page of text in a normal-sized hardcover book, encoded in ASCII.

2K: The size of VCS Combat; also the size of one screen-full of an 80-column screen of text like on the classic IBM PC.

4K: VCS Space Invaders, VCS Pac-Man.

8K: VCS Asteroids, Arcade Asteroids (yes, their ROMs are about the same size), VCS Mario Bros.


16K: VCS KLAX (the last official release for the system, a port of Atari's 1990 arcade game), Arcade Pac-Man.

24K: Mario Bros. and Pac-Man, both for NES (yes, NES Pac-Man's ROM is larger than the ROM chips of arcade Pac-Man).

32K: The size of Fatal Run, the largest "official" cart for the VCS.

33K: Arcade Mario Bros. (derived from adding up ROM sizes)

40K: The total size of all the ROM in Super Mario Bros. for the NES.

128K: KLAX for NES.

640K: The free "conventional" memory of a fully-expanded MS-DOS system, of which Bill Gates infamously said should be enough for anyone.

768K: Arcade KLAX.

Why the VCS Is What It Is

Many people have remarked upon the weirdness of the VCS' design. To understand it, one has to go back and understand the hardware and software ideas that inspired it, back in the nearly-forgotten first age of console gaming.


I don't wish to diminish the accomplishment of writing a playable game. But, in terms of difficulty, the challenge of producing a video game, at that time, was largely that of getting a computer to display a stable picture on a television screen. That was sufficiently difficult of itself that it was novel to users. Just being able to display arbitrary images on a TV screen was cool; the gameplay could afford to be secondary.

Back then, TVs were designed as Cathode Ray Tubes, or CRTs, a complex bit of hardcore analog electronics capable of displaying an image in your living room designed four decades before you could get any kind of computing device in the same space. Televisions are ultimately an electric machine that, amazingly, turns a one-dimensional signal, coming in over a wire, into a two-dimensional display. How does it perform such a feat? The answer is timing.


TVs, in standard use, use signals coming from broadcast sources to direct the television circuits to aim an electron beam, a stream of sub-atomic particles, onto a phosphorescent surface that glows when struck by it. The stream is aimed by a magnetic field produced by a current flowing through a coiled wire. The strength of the signal produces the brightness of the picture at a given spot. (This is only a description of how a black and white TV works; color is similar but directed onto a tinted mask.) The beam sweeps horizontally from one side to the other, then back to the left and a step down. In this way, the beam's trail resembles the progress of another forgotten device of the age, a typewriter. According to the NTSC television standard, it completes a full scan of the display 60 times a second. (50 times a second is the standard in PAL standard countries.)


Two specific signals sent by the broadcast source reset the beam, one called HBLANK to reset its horizontal progress to the left side of the screen, and one called VBLANK to reset its vertical progress to the top. These signals give structure to the beam's output and map its linear progress across a two-dimensional field: the slightly-bulging bubble of the TV screen. (For a more in-depth treatment of how CRTs create their picture, I suggest watching this video from YouTube channel Technology Connections.)


That's how a CRT's picture is constructed. Making a device that can do all that automatically is a good trick, especially since TVs were invented and existed years before the advent of higher electronics like transistors (invented in 1947) and computer chips. And TVs are only half of the problem; the other half is constructing a signal that TVs can display. TV cameras did it, and there had long been character generator equipment that could produce flat graphics that could overly a live or recorded broadcast, by whiting or blacking out the signal at specific times along the broadcast stream.


Largely, then, the challenge of making a video game that can display on a CRT is akin to making a character generator that can display arbitrary images, things with no prior optical existence. The fidelity of the display, the detail of those images, all comes down to how quickly and finely a device can manipulate the signal. In a sense, the more rapidly you can manipulate the signal, the better the resolution. A 60th of a second to construct each frame was a challenging target for computer hardware at the time, but not impossible.


We'll return to this issue shortly. In the meantime, how about the games? Those were often (but not always) provided by a game program run by a very complex chip called a processor, sometimes microprocessor, that reads instructions stored in other chips called memory in order to find out what it has to do. Most video games use such a system. The biggest exceptions come during the period we're talking about, the era of discrete logic video games....


Yikes, that's a lot of jargon, and our purpose here isn't even to tell you how the VCS works! Try to bear with me for a bit. If you start to drift off, just skip ahead to the next section.

What Games Once Were

Of course, there are other kinds of arcade games than video games. There are pinball machines, which for decades used mechanical solutions to gameplay problems. There were other types of coin-op amusement device too, like crane games, itself a venerable genre. There were as many kinds of coin-operated amusement machines as inventors could create using mechanical parts and simple circuits. This is a fascinating era to study, when the limitations of classical physics and manufacturing forced designers to come up with many varied solutions using physical mechanisms.

As a result, some "video games" of the time don't actually have many computer parts. Pong is a computer game, but it doesn't use a processor. Instead it is implemented using what is called discrete logic. To explain....

The processor at the center of most computers consists mostly of a bunch of logic gates. There's a small number of kinds of these gates. There's AND gates, which have two leads going in and one coming out. If the two leads going into the gate both have power, then the one coming out will also have power, but not if either or both of the inputs are off. Then there's the OR gate, which has power coming out of it if either or both of the input leads are powered. Gate functions are easy to remember: they're named after what they do. An AND gate is on if this and this other wire are on. An OR gate is on if this or that wire are on. There's a few other types as well, like the NOT gate, which flips a line from off to on, or vice-versa. These gates are the foundation of computing. Modern computer chips contain arrangements of thousands, millions, billions, even trillions of them, but in principle that's still what they are made of.

When I say a wire is "on," that could be taken to represent a binary digit, or "bit." If you think of them that way, you can actually do math with these gates if you arrange them in sequence the right way, not just the Boolean math of logic, but arithmetic too, and from there you can build up to higher types. There are also clever ways that you can use them to store data, like for example the shapes of a ball and paddles, and the numerals in a score counter. This is the essence of computing, and you don't actually need a processor to do it, although it'll take up a lot more space and probably use more power.

Most computers nowadays use a "general purpose" processor, running a program. A video game these days is such a computer running a game program. If you switched out the program, you could run a different game, or even something that isn't a game. But Pong doesn't have a program; it's implemented using logic gates entirely. Its "game" is hard-wired into it, so it can't run anything besides Pong.

Pong produces the image on its screen using logic gates, arranged and timed so the simple playfield elements are drawn by the game's CRT monitor (old-style television set) at the right time. It's very clever. It was so clever that when Ralph Baer invented it first he patended, which resulted in prominent lawsuits a while after.

A lot of early arcade and home games were implemented this way, as discrete logic. In the history of arcade gaming, some of them were made surprisingly late. Sega's Monaco G.P. (1979), released the year after Space Invaders, was one of the last; while it uses ROM chips (a form of memory) to hold graphic data, it still doesn't have a processor at its core, just a bunch of logic gates. 

The development of home consoles, which we'll talk about a bit more in the Combat article, mirrors that of the arcades. The very first generation of home gaming units started with the Odyssey line from Magnavox. Atari made a home version of Pong. Other companies jumped in, including, prominently, Coleco with their wide-ranging and popular Telstar line. All of these games were hard-wired to play just what they came with. In fact, companies existed like General Instruments, who miniaturized and condensed the circuits into custom ICs, computer chips, that performed most of the computing functions of the game in a single chip, and sold that to other manufacturers who wanted to build the other necessary parts of a console around it. To read about this amazing early age, i recommend the website pong-story.com, which even hosts a PDF of one of GI's later parts catalogs.


It is into this world that the VCS, and its competitors the Fairchild VES/Channel F and Bally Professional Arcade/Astrocade, emerged.

Notes On Inclusion

This is generally a book of reviews of interesting Atari VCS games, but there are some important caveats. For inclusion, the most playable version of the game has to be for the VCS. For example, the VCS port of Missile Command is a very good game. But the arcade version is much better: it has three bases instead of one adding a touch more strategy to it, it has missile "matchbooks" that let you use one explosion to touch off others, there are more and more varied types of enemies, and it's generally just a better game overall. You're about as likely to be able to play the VCS or Arcade versions these days, so, why not play the arcade one? This also rules out a host of arcade conversions.

In a few cases, the stars of programmer skill and hardware capability combine in such a way that the version on the lowly Atari VCS, a machine with 128 bytes of RAM and ludicrously primitive display capability, is actually a competitive version, and sometimes it is superior in one or more ways. Two games this is true for is Asteroids (whose game variations provide interesting ways to play the arcade doesn't try to match) and Space Invaders (the two-player co-op versions of which make it actually more interesting than the arcade).

Since the VCS was in production, there has been a small but talented group of homebrew developers working on the hardware. Some of these games are excellent. CHAMP Games' versions of arcade Scramble and Super Cobra have to be seen to be believed. These games are also not cheap: each of those two titles costs $50 ordered from AtariAge. But those games cheat, a little. They have decades of program design development behind them, and they may also make use of special hardware that were either not available during the age of the VCS, or would have been prohibitively expensive. So I'm not including homebrew.

Notes on the Word "Atari"

There are at least four companies that can, or could, rightfully be called Atari.

The one most often referred to in this book is Atari Inc., founded by Nolan Bushnell, which made Pong, Tank, Asteroids, Missile Command, Centipede, the VCS, and other games, consoles and home computers. It lasted from 1972 to 1984, at which time it was split up by then-owners Warner Communications into two companies. Atari Corp., which made home electronics and computers, and Atari Games, which focused on arcade gaming. Both of these entities went on for a while.

Atari Corp. was bought by Jack Tramiel, formerly of Commodore, and made the Atari XE and Atari ST computers, re-released the Atari 2600, then made the Atari 7800, Lynx and Jaguar consoles before eventually being bought out and going bankrupt. Its assets are currently held by that localized gravity well of moolah called Hasbro. The later games in this book were released by Atari Corp., not the earlier Atari Inc. An in-depth history of original Atari and Atari Inc, can be found at http://mcurrent.name/atarihistory/tramel_technology.html.

Atari Games went on to do much sterling work in arcades, making games like Marble Madness, 720 Degrees, Toobin', KLAX and Rampart. In 1985 they were bought by Japanese arcade company Namco, with whom they had a good relationship. Later they were bought by WMS Industries, formerly known as Williams, who also owned Midway and Bally. Near the end of their life they were briefly renamed Midway Games West before being shut down for good when WMS got out of consumer gaming. Their properties eventually gravitated back to Warner Bros. Entertainment.

Confusing things a bit is the rise of the modern Atari. They are actually a company once called Infogrames that bought rights to the Atari name and "Fuji" logo, apparently because people would confuse them with the gaming powerhouse of the 80s. They went through a period of bankruptcy that ended in 2013. The company did release some compilations of classic Atari games, but these days doesn't seem to have much to do with the older companies other than wearing their trademark and logo.

There is also Tengen, which was a subsidiary of Atari Games formed to publish games for various consoles. Also, while the two Ataris were split for the most part, they still retained some ties, as ports of Atari Games' arcade titles were popular fixtures on Atari Corp's Lynx portable game system.

In this book, we use the names "Atari" or "Atari Inc." to mean the original company, "Atari Corp." to mean the post-split home electronics company, and "Atari Games" to mean the arcade manufacturer. By the way, if the word "Atari" sounds Japanese, it's because it's a term from the game of Go, used to warn the opponent in a friendly way that a group of their stones is in danger of capture. Although the word is Japanese, and multiple Ataris have used the Fuji logo, Atari was not a Japanese company, unless you could the period during which Atari Games was owned by Namco, and even then they maintained a distinct corporate identity.

Linking Policy

Some people think ebooks shouldn't have hyperlinks. I think that's silly. Hyperlinks are a great idea that, satisfyingly, hit it big. Lots of great things in this world get ignored, so when one of them does get widely accepted, enjoy it!


I include lots of hyperlinks in my electronic writing. I do have standards though. At the time of writing, I have verified that every link:



	works,

	represents what I said it was,

	is not overly burdened by ads,

	doesn't host pop-ups or crypto-currency miners that I know of (that said, you should browse with a good ad blocker, it's just not optional in this age),

	doesn't have malware,

	and, finally, is not behind any kind of paywall, including Patreon. I'm sympathetic to people trying to make a living, but my responsibility is to my readers. I might link to a shop page though, or to someone's Patreon account with a description of content so you can decide for yourself if it's worth supporting. These I will note in the text.





For videos, I have made an effort to find the closest thing to the described item as possible, without intros, extreme ads or voiceovers. Sometimes this means a video link will actually be to the middle of a video. It's not always possible to find something without distracting elements, though.

It is the nature of internet hyperlinks to break. I try to keep them updated through later versions, but can't say for sure when that will happen. If you follow a link and it's broken, you can let me know at johnwh@gmail.com. In the meantime, try the Internet Archive's Wayback Machine to see if they have a copy of the linked page. The Internet Archive is a noble effort; please consider supporting them!




Classic Atari Timeline


For brevity, not all Atari arcade releases are mentioned, especially once the company is split in two. Releases from Kee Games, an Atari subsidiary created to get around distribution issues, are mixed in with these.

1971



	The release of Computer Space, the first commercial video game and arcade game, was released by Nolan Bushnell and Ted Dabney's company Syzygy Engineering and manufacturer Nutting Associates.






1972 



	Pong, Atari's first "coin-op" arcade game and the first popular commercial video game, implemented using discrete logic (no CPU).


	The Magnavox Odyssey, the first home video game console.






1973



	Space Race, Atari's second game.






1974



	Atari arcade releases: Quadrapong, Pin-Pong, Doctor Pong (aka Puppy Pong, made for doctor waiting rooms), Tank and Gran Trak 10 (foundation of the long-running Sprint series, predecessor of VCS game Indy 500)





1975



	Home Pong, Atari's first consumer product and the first home version of Pong, is first sold.






1976



	General Instruments begins selling their Pong "system on a chip," greatly decreasing the cost of producing a Pong clone. National Semiconductor releases a similar chip. A horde of such units would soon follow from many manufacturers, for playing Pong and other games. (More information: http://www.pong-story.com/gi.htm)


	Atari arcade releases: Breakout, Night Driver, Sprint 2, Tank 8 (supported eight players!)





1977



	Coleco Telstar Arcade, among the most advanced of the Pong systems and which also plays other games.

	Atari arcade releases: Super Bug, Sprint 4 and Sprint 8 (also supported eight players)

	In September, the Atari Video Computer System (VCS) is first sold, and with it nine compatible games, including pack-in Combat.



1978


	Atari arcade releases: Super Breakout, Atari Football, Sprint 1, Ultra Tank and Fire Truck

	Elsewhere in arcades, Taito released Space Invaders in June, followed by Midway's licensed US release the next month. Space Invaders proved to be a mega-hit, sold gigantic numbers of machines and, in an oft-reported story, caused a coin shortage in Japan, where there would be whole arcades dedicated to Space Invaders.

	Atari released Adventure for the VCS, a hint of the complexity the system could support. They also released a home port of Space Invaders, which was very popular and helped establish the VCS as a good system for arcade ports.




1979



	Atari arcade releases: Lunar Lander and Asteroids. Both vector games, Asteroids became a mega-hit, one of the most popular arcade games of all time.

	Atari released a port of Asteroids for the VCS, which also sells very well.

	Dismayed that their efforts resulted in millions of dollars of profit for the company with little reward for them, a group of developers left Atari and founded Activision, the first third-party developer both for the VCS and in the console game industry.

	The electronics division of toy giant Mattel, who saw great success with their line of handheld LED games, jumped into the home console market with VCS competitor Intellivision, available in test markets.



1980



	Bally released a licensed version of Namco's Japanese arcade game Puck-Man, rebranded as Pac-Man. It would become the most popular game before the crash, selling over a hundred thousand arcade units.

	Atari arcade releases: Battlezone, Missile Command, Centipede and Warlords.

	Activision released six games for the VCS: Boxing, Bridge, Checkers, Dragster, Fishing Derby and Skiing.

	The Intellivision sees full release in North America and sells moderately well. The console is seen as generally superior to the VCS, with not only with a fair bit more RAM but also 7K of built-in ROM supplying reusable graphics data and useful routines.



1981



	Williams Electronics released Defender, a ludicrously difficult arcade game that, nevertheless, attracted a huge following. It was quite advanced for its time, incorporating a 16-bit CPU, a multitasking OS and "blitter" graphics circuits, supporting high-speed scrolling on framebuffer-based hardware.

	Atari arcade release: Asteroids Deluxe.

	Atari released Warlords for the VCS, a port of a four-player arcade game, as well as original software Haunted House and Yars' Revenge. Yars' Revenge turned out to be one of the console's best-selling games. Also popular was a port of Defender, considered to be a huge technical achievement.

	Activision released a number of new games, including popular titles Kaboom!, Stampede and Tennis.

	Sensing opportunity, a few other companies begin to produce their own third-party software for the VCS, notably Apollo.







1982



	Atari released the Atari 5200 Supersystem. To make it seem like a successor to the VCS, it is renamed the Atari 2600.


	Atari arcade releases: Tempest, Quantum (designed by GCC), Gravitar, Millipede, Black Widow and Space Duel. They also made licensed games from Namco, Dig Dug and Pole Position.

	VCS releases: Star Raiders (a port of a home computer game), and Raiders of the Lost Ark and E.T., based on popular movies. But in particular they released a port of Pac-Man, riding a wave of national enthusiasm. VCS Pac-Man would become the best-selling game for the system despite being widely regarded as a terrible version of the original game (it was made in five weeks), diminishing user expectations for the system.

	Activision released Chopper Command, Megamania and Starmaster, but particularly notable are River Raid, a foundational vertical-scrolling shooter, and Pitfall!, an early and highly influential platformer and huge seller.

	Mattel, makers of the competing Intellivision console, decide to get in on the VCS market. Not only do they make an add-on for the Intellivision that lets their console play all VCS games, they found the M-Network label to make their own VCS games. While most of their games are inferior ports of Intellivision software, a couple ended up superior, particularly the M-Network version of Astrosmash, titled Astroblast. (Mattel would make two separate attempts at producing a home computer add-on for the Intellivision. The details are outside our scope, but can be read here.)

	Other notable third-party companies that joined the VCS bandwagon this year are Imagic (another company founded by ex-Atari programmers), Starpath (producers of the Supercharger add-on), Parker Bros. (who made several excellent games and ports), Telesys, 20th Century Fox and CBS Electronics,  and the infamous Mystique, makers of X-rated VCS games like Bachelor Party and Custer's Revenge.

	Longstanding thorn in Atari's side Coleco finally jumped in on the programmable gaming market with their ColecoVision. The system immediately built a huge amount of buzz, with superior hardware and excellent home ports of many arcade games, including its pack-in game: Nintendo's Donkey Kong. Increasing its desirability, the system had its own VCS compatibility module.



1983 (The year marks the beginning of the Great Game Crash, which decimated the arcade and home console industries)

	Atari arcade releases: Food Fight (designed by GCC), Star Wars, Major Havoc and Crystal Castles

	Atari released a plethora of arcade conversions at this time for the VCS: Crystal Castles, Dig Dug, Galaxian, Gravitar, Joust, Jungle Hunt, Kangaroo, Mario Bros., Moon Patrol, Ms. Pac-Man (a much better game than VCS Pac-Man) and Pole Position, as well as at least one of the Swordquest games. (They were a projected series of four games around which Atari centered a media blitz, which included pack-in comic books from Warner Communications subsidiary DC Comics, and a huge contest involving expensive treasures constructed by also-subsidiary, the Franklin Mint. With the crash already underway however, sales were poor, the contest was aborted in progress, and the last Swordquest game was never released.)

	Activision releases included The Activision Decathlon, Dolphin, Enduro, Keystone Kapers, Pressure Cooker and Space Shuttle. Pitfall II: Lost Caverns, a much-improved sequel to Pitfall, may have been released this year or the next. Perhaps seeing the direction the winds were blowing, many of their 1983 releases were also made for other consoles and even home computers.

	In Japan, Nintendo began production of a system that would eventually signal the end of the game crash, the Famicom. it is rumored that Atari was in talks with Nintendo to handle distribution of the system in the US, but various events would scuttle the deal.

	Coleco introduced the Adam personal computer, also available as an add-on for the ColecoVision. The device was never popular and ceased production in 1985.



1984



	This year, owner Warner Communications split Atari Inc. into separate entities Atari Corp. (makers of home electronics like the Atari 400 & 800 home computers and later consoles like the 7800, Lynx and Jaguar) and Atari Games (makers of arcade games, who would also eventually make games for other systems via subsidiary Tengen). Atari Inc. was sold to Jack Tramiel, former owner of calculator and computer manufacturer Commodore. Atari Games would be owned by Namco for a while, then eventually sold to Midway.

	Tramiel was not fond of the console market and he ceased development of new console software and halted the production of the Atari 5200. The Atari 2600, however, did not cease production at this time.


	Before Tramiel ended development Atari released the VCS games Gremlins, Millipede, Pengo and Stargate (an amazing game, much improved over its predecessor, VCS Defender). Later Stargate would be re-released as Defender II.

	Atari Games arcade releases: Cloak & Dagger, I, Robot, Marble Madness and Return of the Jedi.

	Activision only released three VCS games this year (four if you include Pitfall II): Ghostbusters, H.E.R.O and Private Eye.

	Mattel decides to abandon the console gaming market, selling the Intellivision business to one of their executives. The resulting company, INTV, would continue making new Intellivision games until 1992, but ceased to be a major player in the marketplace.







(from here on, Atari Games arcade releases are omitted, as are all of Activision's, who had ceased to make new VCS games and pursued other platforms)

1985



	Nintendo begins the first tentative introduction of the Nintendo Entertainment System into the US market. Some considered the move foolish. Retailers are reluctant to touch a game system after getting burned with large amounts of unsold software (sometimes sold far below cost at $3 a game or lower), so famously, Nintendo positioned their device as a component of a home entertainment system.

	Production of ColecoVision consoles ceases. Coleco would limp along with other products until 1988 when they declared Chapter 11.







1986



	Nintendo fully launched the NES in North America with pack-in Super Mario Bros., one of the most popular and admired games of all time, proving that video games were not just a passing fad, at least among kids.

	Atari Corp. produced an updated edition of the 2600, dubbed the 2600 Jr. While mostly compatible, a couple of games have problems with some versions of the console.

	Reflecting the redesign, Atari Inc. released a handful of new VCS/2600 games: Jr. Pac-Man, Midnight Magic, and Star Raiders follow-up Solaris.

	Atari Corp. also released the GCC-designed Atari 7800 console in this year to compete with the NES. Despite backwards compatibility with the VCS/2600 and a much lower price, it lagged technically behind the NES (it was designed two years before) and didn't sell nearly as well.



1987

	The popularity of the NES skyrocketed. Nintendo released versions of Donkey Kong, Donkey Kong Jr., and Mario Bros. for their system, all much improved over the VCS and even ColecoVision versions. A few licensed third-party games are released. Because the NES contained a lock-out chip to prevent use of unlicensed software, and Nintendo demanded the rights to manufacture all NES cartridges, companies had to pay Nintendo a substantial cut of their sales, which made the system very profitable for its manufacturer.

	Abandoned by third parties, three more VCS games were produced by Atari Corp.



1988

	The NES had its best year, seeing the release of Castlevania, Kid Icarus, Mighty Bomb Jack, Rygar, Solomon's Key, Arkanoid, Elevator Action, Metroid, Lode Runner, Double Dribble, Raid on Bungling Bay, Mike Tyson's Punch-Out!!, Kid Niki, Star Force, Top Gun, Mega Man, Wizards & Warriors and, especially and significantly, The Legend of Zelda.

	Perhaps buoyed by the success of the NES, the VCS saw a few more releases, among them Dark Chambers (a version of the Atari Games' arcade hit Gauntlet) and a re-release of Stargate as Defender II.



1989



	The NES continued to break records. VCS releases included a sad version of Ikari Warriors, joystick-only Breakout variation Off The Wall, a home version of Atari Games' arcade Road Runner, and the Legend of Zelda-inspired Secret Quest.



1990



	The NES begins to wind down. The last classic-era VCS games are released in North America: Fatal Run, MotoRodeo, Sentinel and ports of the arcade games KLAX and Xenophobe.



1991



	Nintendo released the successor to the NES in North America, titled, in predictable fashion, the Super Nintendo Entertainment System or SNES.







1992








	The Atari VCS/2600 finally ceased production, fifteen years after its introduction. While not the longest-lived console of all time (that distinction belongs, incredibly, to the Sega Master System, which as of 2015 was still in production in Brazil), it had an extremely long life for its industry, and remains one of the most popular game consoles ever made. The fact that it began production at a time when people expected video games to mean Pong and Tank clones, and lasted into the age of the SNES and fighting games like Street Fighter II, must give one pause. And then....



An age passes. Trees grow, rain falls. People are born and die. The Berlin Wall falls. The Internet happens. Windows 3.1, 3.11, 95, 98, ME, XP, Vista, 7, 8 and 10 occur. There is the smartphone revolution. Streaming supplants broadcast television. And then....




2018

	The company formerly known as Infogrames, which has bought the rights to the name, logo and some of the games of old Atari Inc., prepares to release a new console into a crowded market. Called the Atari Box, few expect it to do well, but it is worth noting that on March 30, 2018 they decided to rename their product-in-development. They decide to rechristen it the Atari VCS.






I. Classic Atari Releases

Games released by Atari from the introduction of the VCS through to the Game Crash of 1983.


Combat

2 players, joysticks. 2K in size.

Programmed by Joe Decuir and Larry Wagner. Based on the arcade game Tank, published by Kee Games (a subsidiary of Atari). Published in 1977 by Atari.

Accessibility (how easy is it to learn to play the game): 5/5

In a sentence: It's the VCS' original pack-in game, and a prime example of how much fun a game can be if it gets itself out of the way and just gives the players an even battleground on which to kill each other.
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Combat Context

Magnavox kicked off home console gaming with the Odyssey series, and patented it JUST TO MAKE SURE WE ALL KNEW. But apparently their advertising misled people into thinking it only worked with Magnavox televisions, so sales were poor. If this is true, in hindsight, I would have to proclaim it as a huge marketing mistake.


Some time after Atari, fresh from their success with Pong and other arcade games, developed and marketed a home version. It wasn't long before other companies joined in with their own Pong clones. Companies like Texas Instruments, National Semiconductor and General Instruments sold chips that could provide all the functions of a Pong-playing computer by itself. They would make this "Pong-on-a-chip," other companies would buy them in bulk, and they would clamp a console housing and remaining necessary electronics to it and sell it for around a hundred bucks. For a year or two, this was the video game industry. Someone please inform the makers of Hyperdimension Neptunia; I'm sure they'd jump at the chance to draw a scantily-clad Pong Girl.

Other games from these manufacturers followed: Tank games (based on Kee Games/Atari's Tank), air battles, gunfights, driving games and more, soon saturating the market. It's worth noting that several of the VCS' launch games were either direct competitors to the games provided by these chips or ports of Atari's own arcade games.

Atari's biggest competitor in this age was probably Coleco, makers of the popular Telstar line of dedicated game consoles. Named after a communications satellite (probably because it sounded technical and computery), the Telstar line sold millions of consoles in its day and poised Coleco as a leader in recreational electronics. While the company name sounds technological to current-day ears, it actually stood for COnnecticut LEather COmpany. Later they would make VCS competitor ColecoVision. They also produced the Cabbage Patch Kids dolls for a while, but eventually fell victim to multiple products failing at once and declared bankruptcy.

One of the consoles in the Coleco Telstar line was "Combat!" with the exclamation point. It's notable for beating the VCS, and thus VCS Combat, to market. Here is a commercial for it. And here's a screenshot from their commercial compared to the dedicated "Battle" game chip sold by General Instruments:
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It's hard to see in that second image, but the playfields are the same. I don't know where General Instruments got the idea to make a tank battle game, but Kee Games/Atari's Tank arcade game was probably a factor. And Atari themselves used GI chips in their own dedicated game consoles.

General Instruments' ability to rapidly clone arcade games and then mass produce chips for a plethora of competitors was probably a unique moment in the history of gaming. Even the programmability (that is, ability to run interchangeable games that could be provided separately) of the VCS was probably not enough, in itself, to save Atari from becoming a mere packager of chips GI made; not only had at least two programmable systems made it to market before them, but soon after the release of the VCS, General Instruments announced a programmable version of their systems-on-a-chip designs. A catalog they had printed in January 1978 (hosted at pong-story.com) offers it for console manufacturers as well as their own cartridge chips for them.

And yet... when you compare Atari's Combat to the version GI made and sold through Coleco's Combat! console, it is superior most ways. The GI Battle game, a close variant of Tank, is fun for a few minutes, but Atari's Combat is a game for the ages.
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The Game

What sets Combat apart from GI's Battle game?

Well for one thing is the walls are solid. In Tank and Atari Combat walls bump back when you collide with them. In Battle/Coleco Combat, both tanks and shots sail through. They're just there to block sight and provide visual interest.

But the main thing is game variations. Many dedicated consoles would offer variations on the included game, usually switching between the number of players or turning off features, but Combat arguably goes overboard with them. In what would be a pattern with many VCS games up to the system's middle era, the cartridge would offer so many variations that a chart had to be included in the manual to describe them all. In retrospect, these variations are a key characteristic of VCS gaming. The NES era largely abandoned them, and now games are at the point where there might be a major mode or two, and a choice of difficulty, but nothing like the dozens of modes your standard VCS game would have. Combat has 27 game variations.

These are three different styles of mazes, bouncing shots (including modes where a shot must bounce to score a hit), and invisible tanks that appear when they make a shot. To fill out the cart, there's several air battle games that happen to be feasible using the tank engine with some minor adjustments. Plus, there are those little touches that show that Atari's version saw a lot more playtesting. For example, after a hit is scored, not only is the targeted tank knocked back but the one who fired is randomly adjusted one angle to the side to decrease the chance of it scoring another quick point.

The basic Tank game is simple enough for multiplayer party play, easily learned by people who don't ordinarily play video games. Once they've mastered that version, instead of having to buy a separate console to be able to continue to play, the variations add complexity that invested players could graduate to. And if players are uninterested in the relatively slow tank battles, the faster-paced, more chaotic air games adds minor confusion to the game, allowing less-skilled players to win sometimes.

Combat is, still, not much evolved beyond the age of the dedicated consoles, and that should be remembered. It's said that it and Pong are the two games the system were designed around, and it's only the hardware's flexibility and the ingenuity of those early VCS programmers that showed the system was capable of a lot more. But while Pong mostly survived for so long on novelty, there's enough game there in Combat to keep it playable even now.

If you wish to know more about the era of dedicated consoles, I recommend the website Pong Story.


Links


AtariAge - Manual (VCS games come from an age where ROM space was really tight. Without the space to include tutorials or "learn to play as you go" levels, nearly all of them require reading the manual to make sense of things. If you decide to play one of these games, be sure to read the manual!)

Combat is one of the games covered in the book Racing the Beam, from MIT Press.
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Also try...

Armor Attack, from M-Network (that is, Mattel), is a more complex tank game. A great part of Combat's appeal lies in its simplicity, but if you want a more strategic game, here it is.

Some compilations of Atari VCS games include a sequel to Combat, a prototype from 1982, called "Combat 2." It offers limited lives for each player, destructible terrain and guided missiles that can be fired from a base. It's still for two players only, though.


Adventure

1 player, joystick. 4K in size.

Created by Warren Robinett. Published in 1978 by Atari.

Accessibility: 5/5

In a sentence: One of the great classic games of all time, you're a big dot on a quest to find the Flashing Chalice and return it to the Yellow Castle, using a variety of items along the way, but suffering from the attacks of hungry dragons and a mischievous bat.
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The Launch of the VCS

These are the launch games of the Atari Video Computer System: Combat, Air-Sea Battle, Basic Math, Blackjack, Indy 500, Star Ship, Video Olympics, Surround and Street Racer. Most of them take their inspiration from particular types of games available at the time, either in arcades (several are basically ports of early Atari arcade games) or dedicated consoles:



	Combat is mostly Tank with game variations and added air battle gameplay.

	Air-Sea Battle is a collection of simple shooting games.

	Indy 500 is a port of Atari's Gran Trak/Sprint series of arcade racing games.

	Street Racer is a simple obstacle avoidance game as seen in some dedicated consoles like Coleco's Telstar Arcade.

	Video Olympics wast the apotheosis of Pong, the ultimate in Pong games, as much Pong as any player could stand, the exclamation point and final tombstone on the life of the dedicated Pong-alikes.

	Star Ship was a simple first-person spaceship shooting game, the predecessor of Star Raiders and the rest of its genre. (See Solaris at the end of this book for more about those.)

	Surround is quite interesting, the first version of what we'd call a "light cycle" game today based on a particular scene from the movie Tron. It's also a predecessor of cell phone time-waster Snake.

	Finally, Basic Math is nothing more than an arithmetic drill, and Blackjack was an expensive replacement for a deck of playing cards.



Many of the games to follow were of roughly similar stripe. Breakout and Super Breakout were two more simple Atari arcade games; Football, Basketball and Home Run were very limited sports games; and Outlaw was a basic shooting game again similar to those available in dedicated systems, not to mention a Midway arcade game called Boot Hill.

From the start, the VCS was not a "breakout" hit. Consumers at the time would have felt burnt by the churning market of ever-more-capable systems. Imagine the current periodic console upgrade cycle, but the systems could only play a single game, and some improvements were along the lines of "Pong--now in color!" People were thinking: "We already have Pong. Now we're expected to buy Pong plus a couple other games? And next year there'll be Pong plus seven more? Maybe I'll wait and see where this goes." Programmable systems like the VCS were ultimately an answer to this problem, to sell one console that could accept interchangeable cartridges instead of selling all the extra components console over and over again, but consumers at the time must have balked at being asked to pay $199, nearly $850 in 2018 money, for a system that, if they then paid $30 ($127) more, would let them duplicate the function of another console.

Just duplicating dedicated consoles and basic arcade titles was not enough. What the VCS needed were compelling, unique games. Atari's programmers seemed to realize this. Warren Robinett (with aid from David Crane) produced Basic Programming, an astounding technical achievement that squeezed a BASIC interpreter into a 4K cartridge, and let "players" write what very simple programs they could fit into the VCS' paltry RAM after whatever was needed by the editor, display kernel and interpreter. Robinett was the only one of Atari's early developers with a degree in Computer Science, and thus the technical interest to see such a project through in Atari's freewheeling early days, where cartridge assignments were handed out and the programmers left to their own devices as to how to make them work.

Robinett's next project was, perhaps, even more ambitious: to recreate the feeling of the computer lab text adventure classic Colossal Cave in a VCS cart.
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Adventure's Design

Using another text kernel, as with Basic Programming, was probably a bad idea. Instead Robinett opted to depict the world of the game on-screen. The player could see for himself the surroundings instead of having to digest text descriptions of them. This also brought the ability to interact within a space. The world of Colossal Cave and its progeny is basically a series of points on a graph. Something can be on one of the points or not exist at all; everything on a point is considered to be in the same location, all able to interact with each other. Adventure's screen-sized rooms allow proximity to matter. You could be on one side of a wall unable to reach something on the other, a state that, within a single room, can only exist in a text adventure with special programming. Adventure can do it as a natural function of its engine. Objects can even interact with nearly objects in adjacent screens.

It is difficult to overstate the brilliance of Adventure's design. Some people say it was the first game to offer a world of screens, each connected at their edges. I don't know if that is true (it is a time when there was a lot of firsts), but it certainly seems possible. It also provides an early model of the action-adventure game. An action game is understood to be a game of reflexes and maybe some strategy; there were lots of action games then. The genre of adventure games had not yet been formalized, but the foundations of the genre already existed in Colossal Cave. Their combination is what Adventure rightfully is, the first action-adventure game, mixing both categories in roughly equal measure.

One of the many obstacles Robinett had to overcome in constructing Adventure was what to do about the VCS' limited control setup. The joystick controller was made for simple games like Combat. Adventure games are fundamentally about object manipulation. How can you meaningfully manipulate an object when you only have one button? Robinett's answer was, pick one use for it (to drop something you've picked up) and have everything else be implied by the player's motion. To pick up an object, just walk into it. To use it to kill a dragon, maneuver a carried sword into it. To place a bridge, move so that it's in the right place then press the button to drop it. To unlock or lock a door, move a carried key of the right color into it.

These uses are made possible by two specific aspects of Adventure's engine, these two aspects making all the gameplay possible. First, carried objects are not removed from the screen, but move with the player, and even remain in the same orientation that they were in when the player touched them. If the sword is to the right of the player when collected, it'll remain to the right of the player until they drop it by pressing the button. If you'd rather hold the sword to your left, just drop the sword, walk around it to the other side, and pick it up again. Intuitive and flexible.

The second essential aspect builds off the first. It is that the player doesn't really do anything themself except move, pick up and drop things. All the other abilities of the player are the natural result of a carried object's location. All the objects in Adventure operate naturally, whether the player is carrying them or not. The sword has the power to kill dragons even if the player isn't touching it. If the bat picks up a key, it can lock or unlock doors if it happens to collide with them. The magnet will attract objects whether the player is nearby or not. The player makes effective use of these objects by simply moving them into a location where their ambient functions suit his purposes. Similarly, if the bat (a mischievous monster that moves objects around) places an object like a dragon in an unfortunate location, it can create an unexpected challenge for the player, or it might happen to drop the sword between you and a dragon, causing it to flee.

This web of intended and unintended consequences give Adventure a lot of its charm and add to its playability. They all reach their height in its Game Variation 3. Variation 1 is a simple game, suitable for new players, that leaves out several elements. Variation 2 is the "full game," with the Bat, all three Dragons and a couple of other extra items thrown in. Variation 3 is like 2, except all the objects are placed randomly. As with current-day amusements like Zelda Randomizer, if you scramble the location of all the objects, you can almost create a new adventure in the process, one in which you don't know from the start the best way to go. Also like Zelda Randomizer, special care had to be taken by the programmer to ensure that the game is still winnable.

Unfortunately, Warren Robinett was not entirely successful at this. Although he tried to ensure that objects could not be put in places that make them inaccessible, he notes that in about 1-in-18 times the Yellow Key will be locked in the Yellow Castle, a state that cannot be solved through gameplay, for even the bat cannot dislodge an object within a locked castle. Randomization, he notes, is powerful medicine. Take it with caution.

Playing Adventure

You're a dot standing in front of the Yellow Castle. As mentioned above, you can move off-screen to see and explore more of the world. There's 30 screens in all, but many of them are part of multi-screen, wrap-around mazes that are effectively larger than their appearance would suggest. You pick things up by touching them, and drop them by pressing the button. Somewhere in the game world is the Chalice. You win the game by putting it inside the Yellow Castle. In the first game variation it's open, but in Games 2 and 3 it's locked at the start, and you'll have to find the Yellow Key to unlock it. (Again, in Game 3 the Yellow Key may be locked in the Yellow Castle. If that's the case the game's unwinnable. If you've played for a while and haven't been able to find the key, try starting over and seeing if you can get an easier setup.)

Your main opponents are the dragons, in order of least ferocity to most: Yorgle (yellow), Grindle (green) and Rhindle (red). You can tell them apart by the first letters of their names and colors. Rhindle doesn't exist in Game 1. They all try to eat you by catching you in their jaws, from which the only escape is to move left. So, try not to get caught between a wall to your left and a dragon. If the Left Difficulty Switch (the one for the first player) is set for B, they hesitate for a bit before chowing down, giving you an extra second to escape. If you get eaten you're stuck in the dragon's stomach until you press the Reset switch. This will "reincarnate" you back in front of the Yellow Castle with everything else where you left it, with the exception that any killed dragons are also brought back to life. On the positive side, this means if you manage to kill all three dragons you're basically home free, as they are the only creatures that can harm you. The dragons are similar in ability, but like the ghosts in Pac-Man, they each have something of a personality. When they're not chasing you, dragons have a preferred behavior pattern, like guarding a specific item or roaming the land looking for a meal.

Other than fleeing, the Sword is your only real defense against the dragons. If a dragon touches the Sword, it dies. If all the dragons are dead, the Sword is basically useless.

Besides the dragons and the terrain, your other opponent is the Bat. It cannot harm you directly, but it constantly flies around the map, looking for items. When it finds one, it picks it up and then looks for another item, which it will then swap for the one it's carrying. The Bat continually mixes up the locations of the objects in the game like this. It can even pick up and carry dragons, or steal items out of your hand. It is possible to catch the bat and temporarily put an end to its thievery. Although it'll eventually escape, you can still make use of the item it's carrying while you've got it.

The other items are the Yellow, Black and White keys, which unlock the same-colored castles, the Magnet, which attracts nearby objects (its effect even extends a bit off-screen), and the Bridge. The Bridge is particularly interesting. Wherever you place it, you can walk between its edges, even if it extends over a wall or off-screen! It's not useful for crossing over vertical walls because the Bridge only goes north-south, but it can make a useful shortcut through mazes, or even across the kingdom, in the right place.

Notes

It's required that everyone who writes about Adventure mention the easter egg, one of the first ever put into a game, and the reason for it. Sigh. Here's the deal.

There is a well-known easter egg in Adventure. If you take enough objects to the room one down and one right of the Yellow Castle, the wall on the right will start flashing the colors of the items. There exists in the game a secret extra item, a small dot that's the same color as the background. (It's in the Orange Maze in the Black Castle. You'll probably need the Bridge to get it.) Since it's the same color as the background, it'll make that wall flash ground-colored. While it's that color, you can actually walk through it and see the secret message: "Created by Warren Robinett."

Atari had a policy of not crediting their programmers, for fear that they might get hired away by competitors. (This was long before games were proud to present their credits to you movie-style.) Robinett was understandably proud of his work, and "signed" it in this way. The story goes that Atari came to understand the appeal of including secrets in games, and so let their other programmers put secrets, like their initials, in their games. It was probably also a factor that to re-release Adventure without the easter egg would have cost Atari about $10,000 to make a new ROM mask.

Atari allowing secret developer initials in their games wasn't enough to stop some developers, upset that Atari was making tens of millions of dollars off of works they made largely by themselves for a basic salary, from breaking away and forming Activision, the first third-party console developer, who did a very good trade in selling games compatible with the VCS and other consoles for about three years. Then the Great Game Crash hit, the game industry hit dark times, most console developers went out of business, and Atari got split up and sold. One of the few dedicated game companies that survived the fallout was Activision, which, although a very different company now than it was back then and long missing its founders, is still the same corporate entity (more or less two or three mergers and at least one takeover) that made VCS games way way back then. That is more than you can say for Atari.
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Links


AtariAge - Manual - Map

Adventure is one of the games covered in the book Racing the Beam, from MIT Press.

Here's Warren Robinett's GDC talk on Adventure.

Also try...


Similar in some ways to Adventure is Superman, which is a bit more obtuse than Warren Robinett's masterpiece but still interesting. Or try Haunted House, which is covered later in this book.


Space Invaders

1-2 players, joysticks. 4K in size.

Programmed by Rick Maurer. Based on the arcade game manufactured by Taito (Japan) and Bally/Midway (US). Published in 1978 by Atari.

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: An excellent adaptation of Taito's arcade mega-hit, shoot the marching invaders before they reach the ground.
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Recreating An Expensive Arcade Game On The VCS

Anyone who knows anything about the history of video games knows about Space Invaders. There were popular arcade games before, but Space Invaders was really something. There's a sense that it was the first video game in the form that we think of them today. Until then, most games were of definite length; you had a timer that solidly limited how long a player could play. You could earn one or more extensions to that timer, called "extended play," but they were usually hard to reach, and not unlimited in number. This was pleasing to operators, who knew for certain that one player couldn't monopolize a machine on one credit.

Space Invaders upturned that. The player had a limited number of lives, but could keep going as long as they had the skill to survive. The game was of indefinite length. This pleased players because it meant they could potentially have a very long game. It did mean that the odd player could have a game of epic length, but in reality most players burned out long before then, so on the whole operators still made money. In fact, they made a lot more money, because Space Invaders was hugely popular.

The story goes that, in Japan, the game was so popular that there were arcades filled with nothing but Space Invaders, that it was so popular that it caused a coin shortage. It was still a major hit in the US, and it was a coup for Atari to win the home rights to it.

Now, arcade Space Invaders hardware is a rather more capable beast than the VCS. The VCS was designed around Tank and Pong-era games. It could be bent into playing some more, along the lines of other dedicated games from the time of its origin. Overhead-view driving, target shooting, Breakout, things like that. Arcade Space Invaders hardware used what is known as a frame buffer, a region of memory dedicated to the screen display alone. Although its hardware and screen are black-and-white (color is provided by a translucent overlay), it still requires seven kilobytes of RAM just to display the screen. Arcade Space Invaders devoted 56 times more memory to the graphics than the Atari VCS even had.

A lot of arcade games and dedicated console games built the display by constructing the image on the fly. When the CRT's scan reached a certain part of the screen where an object had to be drawn, the display circuitry would change the beam's brightness (most of these systems were black-and-white). When the object was to cease being drawn, the circuitry would change the brightness back to that of the background. When I say "circuitry," this was either individual logic gates, or "discrete logic," that the game was implemented in, or something like GI's game-on-a-chip solutions, which amounted generally to the same thing, just in a more economical and mass-producible form.

Space Invaders, like the VCS and a couple of other programmable consoles on the market at the time, used the then-fairly-novel technique of including a processor, a single, general-purpose chip that did most of the computing work. Since it was a general-purpose device, it would have to communicate with another chip to handle the finicky business involved in the construction of the display.

In the coming years, these other chips would end up working almost entirely on their own. Either they themselves would access the processor's memory (at a time when the processor itself wasn't using it), or contain memory itself that the processor could write to. When it came time to make the video signal, this chip would look at this memory and do the housekeeping work of constructing the signal by itself. The processor would build the images (in the forms of bitmaps, tiles, tile data and sprites) as data in memory, then the video chip would construct the signal based on that data. Not only does this mean an off-the-shelf, general-purpose processor could be used (at a good cost savings), but since most of the data in memory is still good between frames, the processor only has to change the parts that changed from the previous frame.

It's an efficient system that served several generations of arcade, console and home computer systems well. Unfortunately, it requires lots of RAM to hold that representation of the screen, and that was very expensive at the time of the VCS' design. Space Invaders, being an expensive arcade game, could afford to include much more memory in its hardware than the VCS could.

Rick Maurer was assigned the task of converting the game to the VCS. He worked on it for awhile, then moved on to another game, the technically impressive Maze Craze, then came back when management started to get keen on capitalizing on its license. If you don't know much about how the VCS works, you might look at it and think, "Oh, Space Invaders." You have to know a bit about how the hardware works to be astonished by it. Instead of drawing the invaders to video RAM and letting the graphics display hardware do the work, the VCS port has to directly manage which invaders are drawn and where, on each scanline of the screen.

This kind of thing should be familiar to computer programmers. It is, like many things in programming, a trade-off, here between memory and processor time. The CPU can't just put the changes it wants to push to the screen in memory, it has to manage the while process itself, from scratch, every frame. It ends up with much less time to manage the gameplay itself, and thus a much more complicated game engine, but without needing the 7K of expensive RAM to hold the framebuffer.
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The Game

That Space Invaders on the VCS is possible at all is a miracle. That it was actually designed and implemented, by Rick Maurer, is amazing. That the game is, in some ways, better than the arcade original, is astounding.

The player gets a "laser base" on the ground, capable of moving left and right to an extent, and firing a single shot at a time. This is Earth's sole defense against an armada of invading aliens patrolling through the skies, slowly descending to the ground.

The 11 wide by 5 deep array from the arcade is replaced by a six-by-six block on the VCS, and the invader designs are different. They work the same way though: they march through the sky to the right until they hit the edge of the screen, then they drop a line and go to the left, and repeat. The fewer invaders are left, the faster the survivors move. The last one zips through the sky with a machine-gun like rat-a-tat noise. The aliens drop bombs on the player as they march. Three shields, or "bunkers," hover above the base, which can be damaged, leaving pixel-width wounds in them, if either the player's shot or an invader's bomb hits one. If the player's base gets hit by a bomb it is destroyed. The player gets three bases, but if any invader makes it to the ground, the game immediately ends, regardless of lives left.

Strategy revolves around finding a balance between destroying invaders on the ends of the formation, which increases the distance the rest of the invaders have to travel to descend a level, or destroying the bottom-most rows, which increases the number of descents the invaders have to perform to reach the ground. Or the player can make a "hole" in the formation, a gap through which he can shoot the "Mystery Ship" that occasionally flies by at the top of the screen for bonus points. Whatever he shoots, the fewer aliens left, the faster the remainder gets, so eventually to prevent the game ending by overrun the player has to zap the remaining aliens, clearing the board. After each board, the next rack starts the aliens one level lower, until eventually they begin right above the base, one descent away from overrun. If the player can survive that, they can play indefinitely.

One thing is that the wave-like motion of the invaders in the arcade, an artifact of the game's processor updating each one in turn on the framebuffer (bitmapped graphics are processor-intensive to update without special hardware) is missing. The whole formation snaps to its new position as it makes each step across the screen. The effect could be regarded as better or worse, but it's indicative of the kind of thing the VCS does well. Because the programmer has to care about every frame that gets rendered to the screen, VCS ports sometimes have a snap to them that even arcade versions can lack. Another game to look out for this kind of thing in is Berzerk; the action of the VCS version is just that little bit sharper.

So what's missing? Surprisingly little. The Mystery Ship always pays out 200 points, instead of the pseudo-random (but manipulable) score in the arcade. The aliens effectively start a little closer to the ground. When there's only four invaders left, their cadence changes, for that number only, into a distinctive five-beat "cha-cha-cha-cha-cha" to throw off the player's shots a little, which is actually a bit of an improvement. And that's about it! Even the shields of the original are included and work the same way, despite I imagine being a lot harder to implement on a machine without a framebuffer.

There's a couple of very minor points that are also missing, as mentioned in Craig Kubey's book The Winner's Guide to Video Games. In the arcade, invaders at the very lowest line never drop bombs but they do on VCS. And there's a minor easter egg in the arcade, if the last invader is from one of the two lowest lines from the original formation, it leaves a "trail" behind it as it goes. The VCS doesn't copy that.

Up to this point, what we have is an entertaining mutation of the arcade game, but I don't include a game here unless it's better in some definite way, and VCS Space Invaders delivers in the form of its game variations. Remember, the idea of game variations is one of those hold-overs from the dedicated consoles, a way to extend the interest of the handful of games, or even a single game, the unit could provide. Space Invaders provides one of the greatest number of variations of any VCS cart: 112!

There are sixteen primary variations, offering every possible combination of stationary-or-moving shields, straight-falling-or-zigzagging bombs, slow-or-fast falling bombs, and visible-or-invisible invaders. (Try hitting that fast-moving last invader when you can't even see the thing!)

But where VCS Space Invaders really excels, unlike the arcade version, is its many wacky two-player modes. There's the ordinary two-player alternating mode, if you want to be boring. Modes 33-48 allow for two-player co-op play, with two bases on-screen at once! Get a friend and a spare joystick and you can rip through whole formations in record time. Modes 49-64 also have two bases playing at once, except, to balance the game, the players take turns shooting. Modes 65-80 only has one base, but one player can only move it right and the other can only move it left! Modes 81-96 trade off control and firing ability between the players; when one player takes a shot, the other gets control until they make a shot. And if all that wasn't enough, games 97-112 give one player complete control over movement, and the other over firing shots. Most of these modes is much harder than basic Space Invaders of course, and might increase tensions between the players. Some amount of alcohol, or maybe some other mood-lightener, is probably called for. A party atmosphere may also help.

In a way, the technical achievement of Space Invaders, and other excellent VCS arcade ports like Asteroids and Berzerk, were Atari's undoing. That their programmers continued to perform magic, time and time again, may have caused Atari executives to take them for granted. Expecting the same for Pac-Man, and additionally imposing a very short development time in order to capitalize on the arcade game's meteoric success and the impending Christmas holiday, programmer Tod Frye did what he could. The result sold millions of cartridges, but few people were really satisfied, in the end, with VCS Pac-Man. Ms. Pac-Man showed later that, with time and effort, a good port was possible, but by then customer expectations were already in the trash, and the Crash was nearly underway. Atari shouldn't have come to expect magic with every arcade conversion they made. That Space Invaders was possible was a miracle, but one shouldn't come to expect miracles, not from hardware designed to run Pong.
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Notes

There's a trick you can perform to make VCS Space Invaders much easier. Hold the Game Reset switch down while you turn on the system, and upon starting play, you'll find that you can have two shots in the air at the same time!
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My source of information on the hardware of arcade Space Invaders is the excellent site Computer Archeology.

Dadgum Games hosts an interview with VCS Space Invaders programmer Rich Maurer about the game.

Also try...

M-Network's Astroblast, later in this book, is a much faster-paced base shooter.

Your chances of finding it for purchase are nil, but there's also the made-for-Coca-Cola Pepsi Invaders. It's not really much more of a curiosity, although the game is different in one important way: the invading letters of PEPSI in that game cannot end the game by overrun. If they make it to the bottom level, they will dance back and forth there until you finally kill them.

Elsewhere in the realm of base shooters, Atari's Phoenix is nice, as is Imagic's Demon Attack. There's also Activision's Megamania, which pits the Starship Enterprise against invading cookies and radial tires, among other strange things. Completely different in theme is Coleco's port of Carnival, which is surprisingly close to the arcade version.


Asteroids

1-2 players (alternating), joysticks. 8K in size.

Programmed by Brad Stewart. Based on the arcade version manufactured by Atari. Published in 1979 by Atari.

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: Use your realistically-moving spaceship to blast the rocks and UFOs in this port of the classic Atari arcade game.
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You have a spaceship that starts in the center of the screen, and from the sides drift in large asteroids. Your ship can turn around left and right, and can also fire its engines, thrusting it forward, although in the weightlessness of space stopping again requires turning around and thrusting to a halt. Shooting large asteroids gets you points, and breaks them apart into medium-sized rocks; shooting these in turn produces small asteroids, which are pounded into nothing if they are shot. The smaller the asteroid, naturally, the harder the target, but the more points you get for it. Clear out all the rocks and get another wave of them, indefinitely. You, the asteroids and your shots all "wrap around" to the other side of the screen when traveling out of view. While you focus on shooting asteroids, sometimes "attack satellites" and "UFOs" turn up as you advance through the game, and are an alternate source of points. Satellites shoot mostly randomly, but those UFO bastards aim for you. The further you get, the faster the rocks start out, the more rocks you have to clear, and the better the aim of the satellites and UFO.


The rule I gave in the introduction was, if it's going to be here, it can't be just a VCS version of something more interesting. It has to be here for itself. Meaning that Atari VCS Asteroids, sometimes derided for its sherbert-colored rocks, has to have something up on its popular arcade version.

That thing isn't graphics, of course. Arcade Asteroids used super-sharp vector graphics, which stand the test of time in a way raster-based graphics cannot, if just because they're so striking and under-utilized now. And it's not physics, which are not up to the task of simulating the realistic motion of the spinning boulders of the original game. Instead, the asteroids move with a mostly-vertical trajectory, starting each wave around the left and right sides of the screen. This allows for a strategy that didn't work quite as well in the arcade, that of just staying in the center of the screen and shooting rocks to the left and right as they approach. In the arcade, the angles from shot rocks would usually send a few directly your way, but here the resulting smaller rocks will tend to a more vertical path. There are game variations (those with "fast" asteroids) that allow medium and small asteroids more horizontal velocity, but an artifact of the engine keeps them moving with the same vertical motion as their parent rock, so this always increases their speed in real terms.

But no, the thing that VCS Asteroids does that the arcade doesn't is, like with Space Invaders, game variety.

Space Invader's 112 variations are mostly taken up with weird and entertaining two-player modes. If you limit it to only the one-player versions, it's only got 16 variations. Asteroids has 66 variations, 33 of which are one-player. There's the choice between slow or "fast" rocks, or changing the points needed for an extra life, but in particular there's an option that replaces the original game's highly risky Hyperspace function, which put you at a random spot on-screen, sometimes in the path of an approaching asteroid, with a limited-use shield that lets rocks, enemies and shots just pass right through you, and also an instant "flip" feature that immediately rotates your ship 180 degrees. This can be surprisingly useful; if you get moving in a direction and want to nullify your momentum, you can just "flip" your ship and thrust until you stop.

Games 33 and 66 deserve special mention for being one of Atari's first "children's mode" features. A distinctive feature of Atari's home games at the time was including game variations that made play a lot easier for gaming newbies. Although it doesn't appear in Asteroids, later games would often use a pixel image of a teddy bear displayed on-screen to indicate one of these modes, intended for the play of young children. Being arcade games, these still required some skill to play, but were less likely to overwhelm a child who hadn't yet picked up a lot of hand-eye coordination. Imagine that; a video game that tried to make itself easier for little kids, as opposed to adults with complex lives and little time to devote to mastering a high-speed action game. Times have certainly changed.
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Notes


The shield variation was interesting enough that one was included with Asteroid's arcade sequel, Asteroids Deluxe. It works differently there, though: instead of letting things pass through you, ghost-like, it would cause normally-lethal objects to bounce off of you while it lasted.
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Also try...

You might be interested in Astroblast, mentioned later in this book, it's a fundamentally different kind of game but it's still about shooting rocks that split apart. There is a notable piece of VCS homebrew, Space Rocks, that does a much better job of simulating the play of arcade Asteroids (and Asteroids Deluxe). AtariAge sells carts of it here. More information can be found on its page on atari2600homebrew.com. Check out some video of it from AtariAge!


Warlords

1-4 players, paddles. 4K in size.

Programmed by Carla Meninsky. Based on the arcade game manufactured by Atari. Published in 1981 by Atari.

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: Another arcade conversion, defend your king with a paddle, Breakout-style, using a shield to deflect a ball so it'll hit your opponents' castles instead of yours.
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Warlords is another simple, competitive game, following the popular early format of just providing an interesting and equal way for multiple humans to compete against each other in a slightly indirect fashion. Pong involves bouncing a ball off a wall and getting your opponent to miss. Combat gives you a tank, to avoid enemy shots and serve a few of your own at another human player. Both games are really simple, with no other enemies and little in the way of complications. Reading the other human(s), and reacting to their actions, provides all the complications needed, and Warlords is the same except for letting four players do it at once.

On Warlords' screen, in the corners are walls of Breakout bricks, and guarded by them is a throne. Around the outside of the walls moves a shield, controlled by one of the four Paddle controllers that can be connected to the system at once. A ball starts out moving towards one of these fortresses; the player who owns that fortress tries to deflect it with their shield. Success means the ball bounces away, towards another player. Failure means a block of their wall is destroyed. Mess up really bad and you can end up bouncing the ball back and forth between your shield and your own wall! As players hit the ball it gets faster, and players miss the ball more often. In some modes you can even catch the ball, by holding the paddle button down, and releasing it in the direction of your choosing. When a hole is eroded all the way through a wall and the ball strikes the throne behind it, that player is out of the game, although they can still sometimes affect the ball's travel with a ghost version of their shield, once in a while, so they has reason to keep up their controller. The last player surviving wins. The whole game probably took just a few minutes, so why not play again? The game helpfully counts how many matches each player has won.

Warlords is the Platonic ideal of the multiplayer party video game. It is easy to learn, so it is immediately comprehensible by all the players, even those who don't ordinarily play video games. The action is fast, so the players are caught up in the game. Skill must affect the game to some degree, or else what kind of game is it, but the play should still be random enough so that even less-practiced players win sometimes. There should ideally be a role for players who have lost, so excluded players still can have fun, and the game must be simple enough so that people whose hand-eye coordination has been eroded by alcohol can still participate, after a fashion. In all these ways, Warlords succeeds admirably the same ways that the better Bomberman games did years later.

The only drawback is setting up a four-player game in this age is quite difficult. Most emulators don't handle paddles very well. (See below if you don't know what I mean by that.) A single player game can get away with using one axis of a mouse to simulate the paddle, but it is difficult, considering the obstacles posed by free USB ports, OS support and emulator implementation, to use mice for all stations in a Warlords game. You might be able to find some success with a USB hub and multiple analog sticks, but in the end it remains that the best way to experience Warlords is with three friends and the console itself.
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What's a Paddle?

Those who didn't grow up with a VCS might not know what I mean by a paddle controller. One of the selling points of the VCS is that its controllers were not just detachable but replaceable, and the original system came with two joysticks and a set of two paddle controllers. Two paddles were wired to a single connector, so two players could be hosted by each of the VCS' two controller ports. If you bought a second pair of paddles and four people could play at once. One of the big selling points of deluxe consoles from the time of the VCS' development was being able to play four player Pong-style games, so being able to host two players out of the box, and two more with an extra purchase, was a way for Atari to position its system to compete against one more style of competing machine.

A paddle is, simply, a dial with a button. The dial spins about 11/12ths the way around, but has hard stops at the ends of its rotation. Usually the player's surrogate on-screen is a Pong-style paddle (hence the controller's name) that moves up or down according to how the dial is spun. It was also used in Breakout-like games, where it went left and right, and the driving game Night Driver, where it steered the player's car in a manner similar to a steering wheel.

Confusing matters a bit, there was also a very similar-looking "Driving" controller, sold separately with the game Indy 500. While it looked exactly like a paddle, it worked completely differently! It could spin all the way around, with no stops, and it only had one controller per connector. Indy 500 was a port of Atari's venerable arcade game series Sprint, an overhead-view racing game where the direction the player's car faced corresponded with how the player spun a steering wheel. The wheel in a Sprint game can spin all the way around without stopping, so paddles wouldn't cut it in a home port. Sadly, Indy 500 was the only game made that supported the Driving controller.

Although two paddles were supplied with every console at the beginning and several prominent early games used them, they were always a neglected element of the VCS experience. When the console was re-released in 1986 to compete with the NES, paddles weren't included. Axlon/Atari Corp's late release Off The Wall, although a Breakout variant through and through, didn't include paddle support even though the game would have greatly benefited from it.
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Links
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Also try...

Warlords is the best four-player game on the VCS, although since you need paddles to play 4P it doesn't have a lot of competition. Another game to try, if you aren't dismayed by the prospect of a metric ton of PONG, is Video Olympics, which was Atari's way of appeasing any remaining customers who were thinking, You know, I haven't had my fill of ball-and-paddle games yet.

It's a bit outside the scope of the book, but AtariAge sells a homebrew update of Warlords called Medieval Mayhem with additional features. Here is its shop page.


Haunted House

1 player, joystick. 4K in size.

Programmed by James Andreasen. Published in 1981 by Atari.

Accessibility: 4/5


In a sentence: Search for pieces of a magic urn in a dark and spooky house, navigating by match-light, while avoiding bats, spiders and ghosts.

So in Adventure you faced varied terrain, avoided dragons and bats, and tried to find a Chalice. Haunted House is much the same in principle. You're basically looking for an object to return to the start to win (in this case an urn). There are obstacles to your movement (locked doors) and special items to help you out. And it has enemies that roam around and cause trouble for you.
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(Note on screenshots: some VCS games took advantage of the nature of the CRT television screens they were played on to blend colors and images together by alternating them between frames. Haunted House is a game that does this. Taking screenshots, like the ones in this book, can only capture one of these frames, resulting in incomplete images, such as Haunted House's distinctive halo of match-light light missing the player's eyes in the middle, or the eyes without the light. Please keep that in mind.)


In Adventure the work is in finding a single Chalice, and all the other items are means to that end. Haunted House's Urn, on the other hand, must be found in three separate, randomly-placed pieces. While you can still only hold one item at a time, when you find a piece while already carrying one, the game combines them into one item for you. Besides Urn pieces there's only two other items, so juggling things is a much smaller part of the game than in Adventure. One of these items is a Scepter that makes you invisible and invulnerable to enemies. Unlike in Adventure, you have nine lives with which to survive the game world instead of just one. But you also don't get the luxury of hitting Reset and having everything where it was. If you run out of lives the game ends, and you must start over in order to try to win. Also unlike Adventure, most of the items are randomly placed each game instead of just in one game variation, which helps replayability a lot. 

Where Haunted House excels is in atmosphere. All but the first of the cartridge's nine game variations make the mansion you're exploring completely black. You're in the dark unless you light a match, which shows the walls of the house in silhouette. There is no gameplay reason not to keep matches lit at all time except that the number of matches you use is roughly equivalent to your score, with fewer matches being better. Plus, any time an enemy shows up on-screen your match is immediately put out! And you can only see or pick up the various necessary items when you can see them via match-light.


Atmosphere in a game is a weird thing. A game like Haunted House, with primitive graphics and harsh sound, can actually produce a more tense atmosphere than a more modern horror game like Resident Evil. The symbolic nature of the game's world works to deepen the sense of fear. That ghost can scare the bejeebies out of you pretty effectively, or at least it can scare them out of me. Your mileage may vary, of course, but it also helps that Haunted House is pass/fail (if you run out of lives the game's over, with no saves), and also fairly short.
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Haunted House's game variations are actually more like difficulty levels. Each of the game's nine variations is slightly harder than the previous one:



	Game 1 is by far the simplest game. There are no doors to block your vision or movement (and consequently no key), and there's only three monsters to cause you trouble. Furthermore, Game 1 is the only variation where the walls are visible without a match, although you still need to use them to pick up items.

	Game 2 is like that, but the walls are dark now, and can only be seen in silhouette. (You can get occasional flashes of lightning revealing them if you flip the right difficulty switch to B.) Now there are doors between each room, which prevent you from seeing what's in adjacent rooms until you enter them. None of them are locked though, so no key.

	Game 3 builds from there. Now some of the doors are locked, preventing passage, but a key that opens them is at the start. Note, the key lets you go through locked doors, but it doesn't unlock them. If you drop it, you'll have to made do with any unlocked doors. (Starting in this level, it's important to note that there are sometimes stairs on the left or right side of the floors, which are easy to forget in favor of the ones at the top and bottom.)

	Game 4 is like Game 3, but now the key is randomly placed like the other items.

	Game 5 is like that, but now there's five enemies instead of three.

	Game 6 lets enemies chase you from room to room, uping the ante considerably. Only the ghost can pass through locked doors, though.

	Game 7 provides one of the bat's most annoying attributes from Adventure: if you're caught by the bat, then in addition to causing you to lose a life, it takes your item and leaves it in a random room.

	Game 8 speeds up the monsters, and the scepter no longer protects you from the ghost.

	And Game 9 is like Game 8, but the locked doors of the house are different! This special alternate layout can only be played on this, the hardest difficulty level, so it's more difficult even to learn than the normal map. Also, all enemies can now go through locked doors, not just the ghost.



What I appreciate about the difficulty levels of Haunted House is that for the most part they resist the impulse to make a harder level just like an easier one, but "more." Each one adds some substantive, new thing to the house or the enemies to cause you trouble. And I feel it's important to emphasize that, on every variation except the first, almost the entire screen is black except for your eyes and, usually, a glowing aura of match-light around you, from which you must infer the shapes of walls, stairs and doors by silhouette. It is an evocative a setting as the nightmare halls of R'lyeh, its horrors represented best by what you can't see than what you can.
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Also try...

As mentioned in the article on Adventure, there's similarities to this game, that game, and Superman. Superman is a much more frustrating game to play, but it's not horrible--once you get used to it. If you're looking for another atmospheric VCS game, flip forward to the article on Mountain King.


Yars' Revenge

1-2 players (alternating), joysticks. 4K in size.

Created by Howard Scott Warshaw. Published in 1981 by Atari.

Accessibility: 4/5


In a sentence: You're a space bug and you seek vengeance, righteous violence against the sinister Qotile, which sputters and buzzes behind its shield all the way at the right side of the screen, a shield you must chip away at with shots and your own space bug mandibles to clear the way for a shot from the powerful Zorlon Cannon--sadly, stuck at the left side of the screen.
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Yars' Revenge is one of the most iconic VCS games, and a good example of the kinds of ingenuity that programmers could field in inventing games for it. Originally started as a port of Star Castle, the VCS' limitations and strengths pushed developer Howard Scott Warshaw to make something akin to, but ultimately unlike, Cinematronics' arcade classic.

As a space bug, your mission is to destroy a thing at the right of the screen called the Qotile. (How do you pronounce that? Kwo-tile? Kottle?) It uses the definite article, but it's kind of difficult to explain its look. It's kind of like two big, black eyes, triangular and pupil-less? It's a weird thing, check the screenshots. Anyway, mostly it's a target. Around it is a shield of blocks. This shield takes two different forms during the game, depending on what level you're on. The normal shield is a roundish kind of thing. There's also a shield, where the blocks move around. In both cases, the Qotile (Qotile Qotile Qotile) starts completely surrounded by the shield, so you're going to have to destroy some of it to deliver its ultimate comeuppance.

The shield gets worn away bit by bit by your attacks. There are two kinds of these. One way is just to bite it. Run right into the shield; it blocks your movement but isn't fatal. (Most things in classic arcade games are fatal to the touch, so this must have come as a surprise and relief to players here.) Doing this will nibble away a block or two, more with prolonged snacking. This not only wears, slowly, away at the shield, but also charges the Zorlon Cannon, a flashing dash-thing that appears opposite the Qotile, on the left of the screen.

Once it's charged, pressing the fire button launches it on its way horizontally. If it hits the Qotile, there's a big explosion (very impressive by VCS standards!), you get a bunch of points, and progress to the next Qotile, with a new shield and slightly harder defenses. Revenge, it turns out, isn't ever a settled thing, but festers, and drives cosmic insects on forever.

Unfortunately, if the cannon's blast hits the shield, it'll just chip away one piece of it. You can also easily miss; you have to judge the relative positions of Cannon and Qotile before making your shot. Either way, you'll have to go have another bite to recharge it. If the shield is completely gone, you can get a charge by touching the Qotile itself, which surprisingly isn't completely deadly, although it can be if it swirls up while in contact (see below). Something that is always fatal is if the cannon shot hits you. Since the cannon tracks your vertical movement before you fire it, you must be sure to get out of its way or lose a Yar.

Another thing you can do to wear away at the shield is to shoot it with your bullets, which are these little bug bits, that destroy up to five blocks on contact. It turns out that this is the only use for your shots during the game; they affect nothing else. It doesn't take many of these shots to obliterate a lot of the shield, but a drawback is that you don't get a charge for the Cannon this way, and if it's already charged up, pressing the fire button will waste that charge.

There's a couple more complications to your tale of vengeance. The most aggravating is the "Destroyer Missile." It's a flashing dash emitted by the Qotile that constantly seeks you out. Evading it isn't hard by any means, but it prevents you from staying in one place or doing one thing for any length of time, it's always following you and forcing you to evade it. The further in the game you get, the faster it chases, decreasing the time you have to focus on any one task like eating shield pieces or lining up Cannon shots. The only respite from it is the "Neutral Zone," a shimmering curtain of lights that fills a region about one-third of the way in from the left side of the screen. While the Destroyer Missile can follow you in here, its contact is harmless. Unfortunately, there's nothing much you can really do in the Neutral Zone. You can't fire, and it's too far away to nibble, so you can't damage the Qotile's shield from there.
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The other problem is the Swirl. Every so often the Qotile will take a swirling shape for a few seconds, making a loud kind of zapping noise while doing so. After a few seconds of this (and sometimes the period is shorter than you expect, to keep you off-guard), the Swirl will suddenly launch at you. Its contact kills Yars dead more surely than a roach motel, even if you're in the Neutral Zone! Accounting for its transformations and dodging them becomes more and more important as you progress. At higher levels the Destroyer Missile speeds up, the Qotile swirls more often and launches sooner, and eventually will start suddenly veering off-course to take a passing swat at you on its way! It can do this up to three times, so be prepared to dodge more than once. Tricky players can hit the Swirl with the Zorlon Cannon, which both finishes the level and is worth extra points. If you can do it while the Swirl is in flight it's worth even more points, and an extra life! The unpredictability of the Swirl makes this difficult to do consistently though.

That's pretty much it. It's not a complex game, I mean it's still only a 4K cartridge, but it's surprisingly engaging for what it is. It fits a sweet spot in its design in that it delivers just a bit more than you'd expect from it. Its mechanics are almost entirely abstract, a bunch of random things overlaid upon each other, which would be nonsensical these days but was somehow easier to swallow in the VCS era. Yars' Revenge (don't forget the apostrophe!) is a game I played a ton of as a kid, I've been to the levels where the shield turns from its basic orange to blue, gray and pink, where the Swirl zigs and zags around to try to catch you and where you're constantly darting around to avoid that dang Missile. It's hard, but strangely interesting.

Qotile!
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Links


AtariAge - Manual

Yars' Revenge is one of the games covered in the book Racing the Beam, from MIT Press.

Creator Howard Scott Warshaw made three games for the VCS; Yars' Revenge was the first. Many years after its development he did a post-mortem on the game at GDC, viewable here. It's an hour long!

Also try...

Part of the reason Yars' Revenge is still playable today is its uniqueness. No one else ever made a game quite like it, unless you count an obscure sequel for the Gameboy Color and a few other weirdo remakes. You might be interested in the later works of Howard Scott Warshaw, Raiders of the Lost Ark, and the infamous E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, both of which I cover later.


Raiders of the Lost Ark

1 player, 2 joysticks. 8K in size.

Created by Howard Scott Warshaw, with graphics by Jerome Domurat. Based on the movie. Published by Atari in 1982.

Accessibility: 1/5


In a sentence: The second of Warshaw's VCS trilogy, this creative take on the events of the movie give players a variety of challenges and a full inventory with which to tackle them.
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Tutorials and Trials

This is truly a taxing game. To modern tastes it seems needlessly obtuse and frustrating. I actually think it's harder to get into than Warshaw's later, and much more maligned, E.T.


These days, when you buy a game, you put its disk or game card into your system, turn it on, and go. After a message saying something like "Press Start," you usually get some kind of menu screen, with options helpfully listed. Often these screens don't even have directions now; players generally know to use the control pad or joystick to select an option and then press the console's canonical "accept" button to select it. Once the game begins, there's usually an easy level or two in which the game teaches the player how to play, or maybe an introductory mission, or something.

Games in the NES era didn't usually have that luxury. Players who skipped reading the manual would have to struggle with the game a while before they got the hang of play. Nintendo's own NES games are famous for finding ways to nudge the player in the right direction without outright telling them things. Jeremy Parish's Anatomy of Games series goes through a variety of games from this era and dissects their construction. His articles on Super Mario Bros.'s first level (here and here) are illuminating, as are the articles on the first levels of other games he covered.

But players still had the option of reading the instructions. In the manual for Super Mario Bros., the fact that you can stomp Goombas, kick Koopas and punch blocks is clearly laid out. In the fashion typical of Nintendo a lot of the details are left for the players to discover, though. There' a couple of pages in the back marked "Super Mario Bros. Secret Tricks" that tell some of them.
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Back in the VCS era, there usually wasn't enough memory space in the cart for a tutorial. The instructions were a much more important part of the game experience. Even for simple, mostly self-explanatory games like Combat, at the very least the player had to read it to decode which game variation had which features.

This brings us to the manual for Raiders of the Lost Ark, a game with no variations but for which the manual is incredibly important. For one thing, Raiders has a complex control scheme. It uses both joysticks for its gameplay, and at the moment the game begins, this isn't obvious. The second stick is used for inventory management; press left or right on it to select an item, and the fire button on it to drop an object. (Riddle of the Sphinx uses a similar scheme.) If you didn't read the manual, there is a good chance this fact would escape you, and you simply would not be able to progress in the game.

But more than that, once the controls and the scoring are explained, there is this message:

WARNING DO NOT READ FURTHER IF YOU DO NOT WISH TO BE GIVEN CLUES TO SOLVE PARTS OF THIS ADVENTURE GAME

I have a strong affection for people who, at this point, would close the manual and give it a go by themselves. Wishing to undertake such a challenge is admirable and I wish them all well. But honestly, how many people put in their Raiders of the Lost Ark cartridge, tried playing the game a dozen or so times, then opened that booklet and started reading?

There is no text in the game, so the only place any of the rooms are named is in this "secret" section of the manual. The names of the items are also given here, some of them obscure to most players (one of them is the Hebrew character Chai). And the images explaining what everything looks like are indispensable.

After all the screens and items are named and described, there is a second warning:

DO NOT CONTINUE READING UNLESS YOU WANT TO BE GIVEN SOLUTIONS TO THE RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK ADVENTURE GAME. COMMITTED ADVENTURERS SHOULD SKIP THIS SECTION

I won't spoil the contents of this section, for they really do contain spoilers. But players who don't read it won't have any idea that dropping items is not just inventory management, but dropping something in the right time or place is an important game action. Given that there is a warning earlier, in the unrestricted section, about being careful about what you drop, I can't blame players for never thinking to try this.
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The Game

Unlike its successor, E.T., most of the puzzles in Raiders are static, the same every time you play. Once you know what to do, with the exception of some action sequences, there is little room for variance. Of these action scenes, many screens have Dr. Jones' personal nemeses slithering down them (touching a snake is usually fatal), there are thieves that can steal items and fire shots at you, flies that freeze you in place for a random number of seconds, and a variety of other challenges. But the meat of the game is the items, where they are, how to get them, and how and where to best use them. Inventory management and use is a gaming task at least two orders greater than the kinds that the VCS was made to provide, so in that area at least, Raiders of the Lost Ark is a complete win.

But if you don't already know what to do, figuring that out is the same kind of thing that Roger Wilco or King Graham would have had to puzzle over, right down to their maddening lethality. On the plus side, Dr. Jones has three lives; on the reverse, run out and you have to start over, because there's no way to save your progress. The whole game's short enough that restarting isn't that painful, but still.

There's a reason why the solutions to these puzzles are after a spoiler warning in the manual of course; on some level, figuring out item uses is the meat of the game. But it's easy to get yourself into an inescapable station. I will spoil the very first puzzle of the game here to illustrate what I mean. If you're adamant about spoilers, well, then you might want to skip reading the rest of this, but there's plenty more challenging tasks than this ahead of you.

At the start of the game there's only three locations available to you: the starting room (where you get your whip), the Marketplace (various objects available) and the Valley of Poison, of which I don't think it has a use except to ruin your game and make you start over--it's got the Thief that can steal your possessions, tsetse flies that paralyze you so the thief can get your stuff, and once in a while you mysteriously fall off a cliff and die. This especially likes to happen when you move down from the Marketplace into the Valley of Poison. You only get three lives before you have to start over.

Anyway, you start the game with a "basket of coins." In the starting room you can collect the oddly-huge and warped-looking whip. Going down to the Marketplace, you can touch the various baskets to get a gun, a grenade and a key for free, as well as a Medallion if you're a little patient.

I have seen the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark, but it's been a long time, and I'm not sure if the events of the game match the movie all that well, or are of any use in figuring out what the hell you're supposed to do. That said, the first step towards completing the game is to get the Hand Grenade from the left basket from the Marketplace screen, walk back up to the starting screen (an act that seems to get you randomly killed by entering on top of a snake), move to the right side of the screen, place the Grenade by pressing the primary fire button (not drop it like you did the gold, that will just lose you the one item in the game you can't get a duplicate of, losing you the game!) The only clue that this is possible is that, if you try walking to the right from the starting screen, instead of just standing still, it makes a "bump" sound. This is by no means the most difficult puzzle in Raiders.

Dear readers, according to its creator, this game sold over a million copies, and was among the top 20 VCS games.
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The fact is, back then, not only were players more used to reading instruction manuals for information, they were more accustomed to gnomish and inscrutable objectives. In Raiders, some ways between screens only "work" if you're above or below a magic line on-screen, the way blocked by an invisible wall otherwise. When you walk down from the Marketplace, if you don't do it in the right spots, you're likely to immediately fall to your death. (People complain about this in E.T., but there it just costs you some health!) One thing that mirrors a moment in the movie is pinpointing the location of the Ark, which has to be done through one of the game's more interesting puzzles, but if you're not standing at literally the right pixel when switching items, the game will dump you out of a location you spent the whole game trying to enter, probably to die just like when leaving the Marketplace. Raiders is a tricky and arbitrary game.

Yet, it is still worth playing, and not just for nostalgia. The manual does contain hints for getting past many (but not all) of its obstacles. But you are going to want to read it. And if you manage to figure out its puzzles (in the words of a Nintendo manual published a few years later, "try everything!"), you will really have accomplished something. Good luck... and lots of it.

Notes

Here is a sequential series of things to do that will take you some of the way towards the goal of the game. These are spoilers, of course, so if you're a gaming saint you'll want to skip these.

1. First off, do the hand grenade thing mentioned above. If you use the grenade in the wrong place or accidentally drop it, reset. But about a half-minute after you get the grenade, you can get another item, the Medallion, from the same place. It is an essential item, and easy to miss! You can get more of those, thankfully.


2. To buy something, stand on it (but not touching its seller!) and "drop" a basket of gold. Don't worry about losing the gold; it's actually an easy item to obtain in quantity.

3. One of your chief difficulties in the game is your limited inventory. You can only carry six items, and will often want to keep hold of things. It's very important to drop things you no longer need, but recognizing what those are isn't so easy. After the business with the grenade, all the other items can be reacquired if dropped, although some are harder to regain than others.
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4. In terms of weapons, there's the whip and there's the gun. You're going to want to do without one or the other. Most people take the whip, because it doesn't run out of bullets. Oddly, it works the same as the gun: press the fire button on the "main" joystick while moving to swing it, and the result is a "bullet." Unlike the gun, the whip's projectile only goes a short way, and it doesn't even start from your body. The only reason you actually need either item is in getting out of the dungeons in the temple; you can shoot out the blocks with them.

4. The pocketwatch item is interesting. Its only function is to tell you what time it is. There are at least two places in the game that this is useful for, but neither is absolutely essential.

5. Besides gold, the treasure room can get you one of three different items every time you enter: the Ankh, the Hourglass or the "Chai," a Hebrew character. The Ankh is useful more than once, but once you use it, to stop using it you have to drop it. The Hourglass is strictly inferior to the Ankh.  "Chai" has two uses, neither strictly necessary, but one of them very convenient.

6. Late in the game you'll need to get a shovel from the Black Market, which means you'll have to find the Black Market. There's actually two ways there. The shovel is more expensive than the usual items, so bring extra gold. And, depending on how you get there, you might have to pay an extra gold to get past the maniac.

7. Once you do find the Ark, you probably won't have the maximum score. That actually requires uncovering an easter egg, mentioned in the manual, about finding a Yar from Yar's Revenge. I leave that for you to discover, although the FAQs and video walkthrough below both spoil it if you're desperate.
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Links

AtariAge - Manual - PDF Manual from gamesdatabase.com (useful because it illustrates game screens)

But really? You are going to need a FAQ for this. GameFAQs has two. The one by "dudeman009" is useful, but for some reason elides how to get the medallion, needed to win the game. Better is the one by the KRoper, who also did FAQs for E.T. and Riddle of the Sphinx, both also covered here! She's kind of my hero.

Or, because seeing it in video helps out a lot, here's silverwings21's "speed walkthrough" on YouTube.

Also try...


E.T.: The Extraterrestrial, Warshaw's third and final game for the VCS.


E.T.: The Extraterrestrial

1 player, joystick. 8K in size.

Created by Howard Scott Warshaw, with graphics by Jerome Domurat. Based on the movie. Published by Atari in 1982.

Accessibility: 2/5


In a sentence: Another adventure game from Warshaw, while also frustrating, once you're used to how to tackle wells E.T. is a much simpler, more accessible, much more replayable game than the rather overloaded Raiders.
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It's amazing how things become common knowledge, often incorrectly. A person hears something that is both memorable and likely, to them, to be true, so they pass it along. When one of these people writes for a popular blog or appears on a popular YouTube channel, and these factoids can spread quickly.

There are two facts in question concerning the Atari VCS game E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial. The first, that Atari was left with so much unsold product that they bulldozed them. This one is true, although it wasn't just E.T. but a variety of product. The other is that E.T. caused the Great Game Crash of 1983. This is certainly not true. One factor was likely more the prevailing attitude of Atari that they could always spend a little and rake in great profits, as well as that of a plethora of third-party companies making bad games. But E.T. itself, while not flawless, is arguably a better game than its predecessor by the same developer, Raiders of the Lost Ark: it's a lot more obvious how to play it, it doesn't require two joysticks, it's a bit less dependent on its manual, and once you know how to win the game it retains more of its interest.

There's positive things about the game as well. The game is entirely non-violent. There are no weapons, for use by you or your opponents. There was no need for Steven Spielberg to digitally change handguns into walkie-talkies here, for there aren't any guns at all. Your two human antagonists, the Scientist (I often call him the Doctor, it's what he looks like) and the FBI Agent, have the power to harass and delay you, but not destroy.

E.T., like their interstellar comrades ToeJam & Earl, is trapped on Earth, and they'd very much like to go home. The Earth in E.T. is but six screens in size, connected to each other somewhat like the sides of a cube. They need to find the three parts of a "space telephone," unhelpfully hidden in various wells scattered around Earth's pockmarked landscape, find the right place in the game world to make a call from--and make it without any humans around, because E.T. hates eavesdroppers--then be in the landing zone on Earth at the right moment, also without any humans around. That last part will prove to be your undoing lots of times.


One of Earth's six screens is the forest, where E.T. both lands and is rescued from. Another is "Washington D.C.," where the humans live. The four others are well-filled wilderness, where you can find phone parts (in wells), energy-replenishing candy dots of some forgotten trademarked brand, and also power zones. These zones are the key to success in E.T., an interesting way both to mix up each play of the game and also give E.T. various abilities without having to resort to Raiders of the Lost Ark's second joystick.

As E.T. travels the surface of Earth, a symbol will often appear at the top of the screen. This indicates what kind of power zone E.T. is currently in. Some are more common than others, and there are some places that aren't in any power zone. When the icon indicates what function E.T. wishes to perform, press the joystick button while standing still to activate it. It's an early form of the context-sensitive control gimmick that many games would later use. The power zones are randomly distributed every round, and a good memory is needed to keep track of important yet rare zones.

They're all described in the manual, but a few are particularly important. The Question Mark zones, of which there are one on each well screen, when activated, will reveal one of the wells on-screen that contains a phone part, if any do. Once thus narrowed-down, E.T. must dive into the well to retrieve it.

Those wells. Most people who loathe E.T., they do it because of the wells. They're maddeningly easy to fall into when you don't want to, and some of the wells are near the edge of the screen, so if E.T. just crosses into that screen at the wrong place they'll plunge in. When they hit the ground they'll lose a large chunk of energy from the impact. It's not well-known that it's possible, with good timing, to halt E.T.'s fall by pressing the button on their way down, and, levitating, float the rest of the way. The timing is tricky, but it's a good skill to learn, and will save you hundreds of energy points.

When E.T. has found a phone piece, whether they float down or land thud on the bottom, they can then collect it and then use the button to levitate back out. A word needs to be said about this process. Once E.T. is levitating up and out of the pit, they're not safe yet. Once out of the pit, E.T. is still levitating. Care must be taken here, or else wherever the hapless alien stops levitating, which is the precise moment they're no longer in contact with the well, they'll then immediately fall right back in again! What to do is, while still levitating on the surface, E.T. can move in all directions. The safest way to escape the well is usually by going down, if possible. Sometimes left and right work too. The problem is that E.T. will plunge back in if any part of their body ends up overlapping the well upon landing. If you have excessive trouble with this (you're likely to!), see the Links section for information on a hacked version with much less frustrating well behavior.

Now that a new phone piece is in their crinkly hands, that's one task down. Three such pieces much be found, randomly scattered around the many wells of Earth, in order to return home. Then E.T. must find the Call Home zone and activate it --without any unfriendly humans listening in-- then find the Landing Site zone in the Forest --again, without nosy intruders around-- to return home and win the game. E.T. can then continue the adventure if they want, re-scrambling the world and going another round.
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Confounding this process are those two large and annoying humans that are constantly chasing E.T. The Doctor grabs them and drops them off at his home building in Washington D.C. This isn't really that bad, and can actually be taken advantage of for energy-free travel. The FBI Agent, however, is hateful. He'll steal one of E.T.'s hard-won phone pieces and toss it into a random well! That's another search for the right well and another plummet and possible crash to survive.

One fact that works in E.T.'s favor is, weirdly, only one human can be on-screen at once. The locations of the humans are not faked in this game, but are each either considered to be in one of the game's six screens or at "home" in their building at any given time. If one tries to enter a screen where another human currently resides, it'll block its movement until they can clear the zone. It's not uncommon for the Doctor and FBI Agent to check each other's movement like this, each trying to walk into the other's vicinity. Humans sure are a strange and confusing species.


Back to the question of weapons. There is no danger of physical harm in E.T., the problem you have to overcome is your energy consumption. Earth's strange environment takes its toll on our intrepid space raisin, and even just moving around saps energy from your total with surprising rapidity. E.T. can also run, caused by you holding down the button, which increases their movement speed but correspondingly drains energy much faster. If E.T. runs out of energy, his human friend Elliot will come find him and, through a process described as merging (?), give him 1,500 energy back a limited number of times. This is just a stopgap though; E.T. starts with 9,999, and unless they're close to winning the game he'll probably run out again soon.


With luck, you'll collect the three phone pieces, call the ship, and finally be at the landing zone at the exact moment the timer runs out to win the game... or, most likely, one of the humans will show up and spoil E.T.'s rescue. Then E.T. will have to find the Call Ship zone again to restart the timer. Maybe this time they'll have better luck, or maybe it'll happen again and again. Things like this are why Earth receives so little alien tourism money.
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If you like the idea of ET but want to try a version missing some of the frustration, the owner of the site neocomputer.org has hacked the game a bit to make it a bit more playable, although at the cost of slightly worse graphics. A description, his notes, and the modified game rom itself are available here.

Also try...


Raiders of the Lost Ark, naturally. Or one of the other complex adventures on the VCS and covered in this book: Adventure, Haunted House, Riddle of the Sphinx, Private Eye, Pitfall II, Mountain King, Dragonstomper or Sword of Saros.


Atari Video Cube

1 player, joystick. 4K in size.

Created by an unknown developer working for GCC. Published via mail order in 1982 by Atari.

Accessibility: 4/5


In a sentence: It's not a Rubik's Cube, but instead you swap individual colored squares on the cube with the one you're carrying and try to get each side all the same hue in this laid-back puzzle game.
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Squares In The Mail

In the 80s it seemed like anything could become a fad. You think fidget spinners were big? One of the best-selling toys of the decade was a super-hard puzzle that very few people could complete. Rubik's Cube was popular enough that it remains well-known today in a way that Cabbage Patch Kids and Beanie Babies are not, partly because it continues to be sold in various formats and sizes, and partly because there's still a bit of magic about it. Twisting one around in your hands, it's difficult to conceive how such a thing could even be invented, let alone assembled into a thing you can own for about $12.

Atari was a fad of comparable size right around the same time, so combining the two must have seemed like a paring as salutary as sparkly balls and disco. Atari had a coder from GCC, whose name does not come down to us, work on this interesting puzzle game that despite the name and appearances is actually not a Rubik's Cube. It's a great deal easier, and because of it, rather more fun.

Perhaps sensing legal trouble if it appeared on then-Cube-licensee Ideal's radar, it was not sold at first on store shelves, but instead as a mail order-only product offered in Atari's newsletter. When the VCS got its shadowy second life as a distant competitor to the Nintendo Entertainment System, some units appeared in shops at that point, possibly unsold inventory. atariprotos.com says that it was sold with Rubik's Cube branding at this time, but I don't remember seeing it myself. I presume they are accurate.

The Game

It's quite simple. You have a person, like an elf or an imp and identified by the manual as "Hubie the Cube Master," who lives on a cube, each face divided into a 3x3 grid, like a Rubik's Cube. And like a Rubik's Cube, each face's sub-squares are colored, and also like a Rubik's Cube, the colors are scrambled at the start of play, scrambled around the cube. There's nine of each colored square; your job, like the puzzle, is to get it so that each side of the cube is a single color.

How you do this is how the game diverges from Ernő Rubik's portable conundrum. Your cube-living gremlin moves between the squares of the cube according to how you press the joystick. You only see one side of the cube, the one the elf is on, at a time. When you move them off the side of the cube, it "rotates," with a simple 3D effect, to show the next side. Your imp-person has free reign of the cube with one exception; they can change color through the game, but can never stand on a square that matches the color they currently are. You see, they're shown in relief against the background of the cube color they're standing on. If they were standing on a spot of the same color, they'd be invisible, and we can't have that!

How do you change color, then? You can "pick up" the color on a spot when you press the button. Then the imp changes to that color, and the color they previously were is dropped and becomes the color of that square. Then you can move to another space, exchange colors there, and so on, always with the limitation that you can't cross onto a space that's your current color.

Slowly, space by space, you construct a "solved" cube in this way. It might sound easy, since at any time five kinds of spaces are walkable out of six, but as you solve spaces you start having to plan your moves a bit. Remember, solving a side requires filling it with the same color, you have to be that color in order to drop more of it into that side, and a side is hidden from your view until you walk into it. The result is that a kind of hidden wall of that color develops as you fill that side with more of the color you want it to have. The effect is even more confounding because of a clever little fact about the cube, that shows its unknown creator's attention to detail....

Your task is made a little harder, and a little weirder, because of the geometry of cubic shapes. Think about if you had a cube in front of you. Of course, the Atari can only show it orthogonally, its sides parallel to the screen. Now take this cube, imagined in your mind's eye, and rotate it so the side on its top is now facing you. This means the original side that was facing you, we'll call it Side One, is facing the floor. This is just how the game does it, with a nifty 3D effect.

Now, turn it left, so the currently-viewed side is on the left. Side One is still on the bottom in this example, but it's been rotated 90 degrees. Now, if you turned the cube "up," to bring Side One back into view, it'll be rotated 90 degrees counter-clockwise from your original view of it! My point is, the Atari Video Cube obeys this rule; it's not like a six-screen flat grid you can scroll around, your perspective on the squares can become rotated based on how you scroll them around.

Imagine if you were playing the game, and your elf-friend was tying to fill Side One with blue squares. You might see that the upper-left space on that side is the only one left to fill, so you leave the blue side looking for a new square. It could be anywhere. When you find it, unless you retrace your steps to get back to the blue side the same way you went away from it, that one space might not be on the top-left; it might be one of the other corners. If you haven't paid attention to how you rotated the cube, you might have to pace around, trying each of the other corners, until you find the one that allows you entrance.

This may sound confusing, but it's not that hard to get used to really. It's nowhere near as difficult as an actual Rubik's Cube, and the real point of it all is to work on optimizing your solutions. 50 puzzles are included on the cartridge, and you can play each either for lowest moves or fastest time. Note that they're not selected by the Game Select switch, but by the joystick before the Reset switch is pressed. There are the usual number of game variations, which include modes that have the computer showing you an optimal solution to a cube, modes that "black out" the colors so that they're only visible when turning the cube, and perhaps the most interesting, a mode that restricts movement to up or right, which requires different strategy to solving.

It's a shame that the Video Cube didn't make it to store shelves back in the glory days of the console, as it's one of the most interesting cartridges available for the VCS. It's interesting for being quite a "pure" game. There are no enemies, extra rules or needless complications. You're free to keep playing until you solve a puzzle, and the only barrier to that is that of the colors posing obstacles, which is both more of a problem than you'd think, and still not so harsh that you'll be stuck for long. It's a nice unwinding kind of puzzle, something to flip around for a few minutes.

And that's about all there is to say about Atari Video Cube. Sometimes, simple is best!

Notes

The source for the GCC credit on Atari Video Cube is atariprotos.com. That site also notes that Atari had in development a more accurate version of Rubik's Cube, presented in perspective. From a technical standpoint it's interesting, but it's just not as interesting a game as Atari Video Cube.
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Also try...

Of course, Q*bert!


II. Third-Party Releases

Games released by most third-parties.


Kaboom!

1-2 players alternating, paddles. 2K in size.

Created by Larry Kaplan, with graphics by David Crane. Published by Activision in 1981.

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: Catch the bombs before they hit the ground... but they keep falling faster and faster and faster and faster.
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So, Activision got its start when ex-Atari programmers, upset about working in anonymity for a basic salary on projects nearly entirely of their own construction that made the company tens of millions, split off and formed the first third-party console game publisher.

Possibly in order to get their new company earning income as quickly as possible, many of the early games the Activision developers made for the VCS are pretty simple, and, although graphically much better than concurrent Atari releases, harken back to dedicated console-style game design. One of these games is Kaboom!, another of the small number of VCS games using the neglected paddle controller.

Kaboom is probably the simplest game in this book, almost a pure reaction test where the game sets the pace and you have to follow with exactitude. At the top of the screen is the "Mad Bomber," what drops bombs natch. At the bottom are your buckets of water, three at first. Through eight successive difficulty levels, the bomber's movements get faster and more erratic, and the bombs drop faster too. You have to catch every bomb. If you miss just one, it and the other bombs explode, the bomber himself grins maliciously, and you lose a bucket.

Buckets are more than just your lives; they're stacked on top of each other at the bottom of the screen, and thus give you a slight buffer if the top bucket misses a bomb. Lost buckets come of the bottom, making the game slightly harder. A lost bucket is replaced every 1,000 points, but you can't stockpile more than the three visible on-screen. If you get flustered and "disconnect" from the game after losing one, you are very likely to lose the other two quickly, ending the game.

At maximum difficulty the game doesn't end, it just continues at level 8. It doesn't end unless you run out of buckets or hit maximum score (999,999). You get one point times the difficulty for every bomb you catch. At level 8, it takes catching up to 133 bombs to make up for a miss. Good luck with that. If (when) you do die, the game reduces in difficulty by a level or two to help you get back into it, but also increasing the bombs to catch to replace the lost bucket.

Kaboom is another of those games where simplicity is a positive quality. The multicolor graphics helped to distance it from the solid rectangles and squares of the dedicated consoles while offering similar play. And yet, the dedicated machines, needing to appeal to as many people as possible, were reluctant to offer the kind of hardcore challenge Kaboom does.

If you think older, simpler games are going to be easy to defeat, Kaboom's bomber will kick your ass three times and grin at you while doing it. Kaboom is hard. Difficulty 8 approaches the limits of human reaction speed. It's so fast that more complex graphics or gameplay would increase the load you brain must perform to distinguish shapes, and adversely affect the game. This kind of play is back in vogue again, in this age of Super Meat Boy, Super Hexagon and Flappy Bird. But Kaboom is the real thing. If you're serious about it, I'd suggest not playing in emulation. You'll want to cut out input lag. Get a CRT and a real VCS to get that frame-perfect response rate. Then you can get an honest assessment of your skills against the Mad Bomber. Kaboom is one of those games that you can use to test TV and monitor display lag, because any disconnect between what you input and what happens on screen will destroy you.

Even if you're not hardcore serious about a 37-year-old video game, Kaboom is taxing in a way games almost never are anymore. Being a single-player paddle game, it is easily playable in emulation using a mouse, but you will find that little quirks of your mouse's operation, unnoticeable in normal operation, will crawl up your neck and lay eggs in your ear while you're playing Kaboom. I find that the extra lag caused by my mouse's cord dragging across the table causes enough trouble when playing Kaboom that I have to specially lay it out as unimpeded as possible. And don't think about playing it with an optical mouse on a reflective or irregular surface, slight stutters in movement here will be your doom. 
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Twin Galaxies' YouTube account hosts a video of a max-score Kaboom game, which ends at 999,999 points and takes over three hours.

Also try...

Kaboom may be the ultimate reflex-testing game. At the high end of its difficulty it presses against your brain's processing power like little else. You might also be interested in Atari's Breakout and Super Breakout, and their variation on the theme Circus Atari. Or try Axlon/Atari's late release Off The Wall, although, being sold in an era when VCS/2600 systems were not distributed with paddles, it's joystick-only and much worse off because of it.


Stampede

1 player, joystick. 2K in size.

Created by Bob Whitehead. Published by Activision in 1981.

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: What first seems like a slower, horizontal version of Kaboom turns out to be of considerable strategic interest, all because of your ability to herd your targets.
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There are a good number of games that could have been included here. Many of them are mentioned at the end of the book, and in the Also Try sections after each game discussed, but of course there is a subjective element to inclusion. Stampede, a second-wave VCS Activision game, could be considered one of the more subjective inclusions.

Yet, there is something more to this apparently simple game than there first appears. Looked at once and you'll probably assume it's like a horizontal version of Kaboom: you're a cowboy on a horse, riding at a constant speed to the right, and have to catch slower "dogies," young cows, with your lasso before they stray by you. (You know, as in "get along little dogie.") Miss too many cows and the game ends, but you're allowed an extra stray every 1,000 points. Dogies come in sets of one to three, and are color-coded by how slow they are--that is, how quickly your horse overtakes them and scrolls them off the screen. It would be nice if your cowboy could slow his ride down so as to catch them before missing them, but I guess VCS horses aren't smart enough for complex abilities like being able to control their speed, and you're stuck at a slowly-accelerating pace throughout the game.

What makes Stampede much more interesting than a simple reflex test is the herding mechanism. When you collide with a dogie in a group, it causes the whole group to run forward to the edge of the screen, giving you more time to rope them. You can keep doing that with a group of dogies, causing it to run forward again and again. But there's a limit: each time you herd a group, it tires a little, and doesn't run forward as far. Eventually you won't get any useful benefit to herding the group, and will either have to rope them or let them by. Why would you herd them instead of rope them, to clear them out and get points for them? Ah, that's where the strategy comes in... but we'll get to that shortly.

There's two other kinds of things that come down the trail that you must account for. There's "black Angus" dogies that don't run at all, but just stand there. If you try to herd one of them your horse rears, pinning it in place for about a second and letting it escape. It does count as a stray if you don't rope it, but it is worth lots of points if you catch it. There are also skulls on the ground that cause your horse to rear if you touch it, but don't have to be roped. Your horse rearing is very dangerous. You're only allowed three strays at the beginning of the game, and if you're stuck in place for a moment that could be long enough to let a whole group of cows stray, costing you the game immediately.

So about that strategy. It comes down to the fact that there's six "lanes" vertically on the screen that dogies, Anguses and skulls can come down. If there's anything on-screen in a lane, then nothing else can appear in that lane until it either passes by your horse or you rope it and make it disappear in that way. Each lane has the same patterns of dogies that appear: dark brown ones that stay on screen a long time, middle-brown ones that drift behind your horse faster, and light brown ones that are quickly overtaken, then it cycles with different groups. Anguses and skulls don't follow a lane pattern, but when they're due to appear will show up in any clear lane.

Naïve play is to run it Kaboom-style, as a reflex test, just roping whatever appears if you can and herding what you can't. This will get you some ways into the game, but will eventually get you juggling lots of different groups haphazardly, and soon after that dogies will stray off screen so fast that you can't get to them. Anguses will be a big problem too, since they cannot be herded and, unless you're doing nothing elsewhere on-screen, they will almost always pass by before you can reach them. Success at Stampede begins when you realize that each lane's pattern is individual, but doesn't have to be.

Since each lane's sequence is the same, what you want to do is try to herd them so they're all at the same point in their sequences, then clear out three lanes at a time, half the screen, while herding the others to keep them "on hold." This way you can easily catch the slow (hard) dogies, and you also limit the lanes in which Anguses can show up to those. Once you've gotten those lanes back to the fast (easy) dogies, you can go to some of the other lanes and clear them out before they tire, while herding the new, fresh dogies.

With some adjustments, you can use this strategy to play indefinitely, or at least until a bug in the advanced stages causes dogies to no longer herd correctly, causing strategy to fail and putting an end to your game, as this high-scoring video from GregDeg Games demonstrates.
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Notes

If you master Stampede on the default Game Variation 1 and want a greater challenge, Games 3, 4, 7 and 8 have randomized dogies instead of patterns. See how long you can hold out against those.

Links


AtariAge - Manual

Also try...

There aren't many games that are really like Stampede, that herding mechanism adds an element of player choice and strategy. Side-view scrollers Defender and Stargate/Defender II (ported by Atari) and Chopper Command (made by Activision) simulate a virtual space that Stampede doesn't, and anyway there are better versions of both games for other systems (especially Defender). Parker Bros' The Empire Strikes Back was very popular (because Star Wars), but doesn't hold up as well, I think. If just catching things via reflexes is what you're looking for, then go look up Kaboom, in the previous chapter.


Astroblast

1 player, joystick or paddle. 4K in size.

Programmed by Hal Finney. Based on the Intellivision game Astrosmash. Published in 1982 by M-Network (Mattel).

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: Sort of like Kaboom, but instead of catching bombs you're shooting all kinds of stuff in the sky, and you must frantically blast what you can and avoid what you can't, in a blisteringly-fast shooter that's much more fun than the Intellivision game it's based on.
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Oh boy, I love this one! I knew it was something special even as a kid, when I put it in and found out just how fast-paced it was. Amazingly, it's a port of an Intellivision game, but that one starts out painfully s-l-o-w, and this version gets underway right off the bat. Take the fact that you begin each game with ten lives as an indication of how intense it's going to get!

Like Space Invaders, you have a base that's stuck on the ground. Unlike that game however, your horizontal movement is nice and snappy. What's more, and incredibly, the game supports both joystick and paddle! It's one of the few third-party games to support the paddle controller, and it's one of the very best paddle games of all to boot. No matter how fast and precise the joystick support might be, the paddle lets you zip around as fast as you can spin the dial. It is absolutely the best way to play Astroblast, and, since it's a single-player game, under emulation mouse control is an excellent substitute for it.

Another thing Astroblast has going for it is autofire. Forget about pressing the button once per shot, after just a couple of minutes of that your thumb is going to fall off. So long as the second-player difficulty switch is set to B you've got glorious, wonderful autofire on your side. Keeping the button down here is almost as good as pressing it once per shot. Your bullets travel at a rapid clip towards the top of the screen, fast enough that you never feel hindered by shot limits. If you're beneath it for a moment and the fire button is held, it's blasted. Hose 'em down!

And it's a good thing! This is one of those games that starts fast and gets insane. At first it's just rocks falling down on you. Like Asteroids they come in different sizes, the big ones and the little ones they split into. Unlike Asteroids, there's no attempt to simulate physics. They plummet down regardless of size. You get points for hitting them both, more for the little ones. Interestingly though, you lose points for the ones you miss. The speed of the game is enough to ensure that you're going to be missing some, lots of them in fact. You lose roughly half the points you would have gotten for hitting, so you're coming out ahead so long as you hit over one third of your targets.

Naturally, if a meteor hits your base, you lose a life. But soon the game starts sending in "Spinners" once in a while along with the meteors. Spinners travel a little more slowly than rocks, but the stakes for missing a Spinner are far greater: if one reaches the ground, you don't just lose points, but a life. Spinners don't split in two when destroyed, thank glob.
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Note, when you lose a life you also lose points, a few hundred usually. You get an extra life every thousand points, but only the first time you pass a threshold. If you get to 7,000 points you get an extra base, but if your score goes beneath, you don't get another one the next time you pass 7,000. You'll have to reach 8,000 for the life after that one.


After your first 1,000 points, the difficulty goes up, indicated by the screen changing color. This increases the speed of the things falling on your fool haid. But this also increases the score multiplier, both for points you earn and lose. The requirements for earning extra ships remain at 1,000 points each though, so if you can take the heat, your extra ships will increase in number.  At 5,000 points the game speeds up again, and the multiplier goes to x3. At 20,000 it speeds up again, and goes up to x4! That's as far as I've gotten. The manual says the game speeds up again at 50,000 points, and scoring reaches x5, but good luck with that.

Two more enemies join the fight later. At 5,000 "Pulsars" start appearing, these are guided missiles that fall from the sky. They're worth a lot of points, and, because they try to land on you, are actually pretty easy to hit. Starting at 20,000, once in a while a UFO will pass overhead. Their tiny shots block your own bullets, but if you can hit the ship it's worth good points.

That's most of what there is to say, but dear god. This game. It's for real. The person who made it Hal Finney, must have loved fast-action shooting games. I dare say it's a Robotron-level test. You're constantly blasting, targets are constantly falling, and if you lose focus for even a second you'll start messing up. It's the kind of action test us aficionados dream of.
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Links


AtariAge - Manual

How serious am I when I say the Atari version, Astroblast, is better than the Intellivision version, Astrosmash? Look for yourself. Here's YouTube video of the Atari game, and here's video of the Intellivision game. (Note however, that Atari video is of a record attempt, and is over eight hours long!)

Also try...

Activision's Megamania isn't as random (in play), but is a lot more random (in theme). There's also Atari's Space Invaders (mentioned earlier). If you're willing to jump systems, there's the less interesting, but slightly better-looking, original Astrosmash.


Riddle of the Sphinx

1 player, 2 joysticks. 4K in size.

Created by Bob Smith. Published by Imagic in 1982.

Accessibility: 2/5


In a sentence: The Prince of Egypt embarks on an epic journey across the desert, facing thieves, scorpions, thirst and the wrath of Anubis, to appease mighty Ra and save the land, using only the items he finds along the way.
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Riddle of the Sphinx is one of the most underrated VCS games I think. You can tell by the introduction text in the manual that this is something more substantive than Star Ship or Street Racer:

Hieroglyphics on an ancient obelisk tell a strange tale:

These are dark times.  Death's long shadow rests across the Valley of the Kings. Anubis, jackal-headed god of the dead, has cast his curse over all of Pharaoh's kingdom. A plague of scorpions and hordes of thieves lie thick upon the land. O hear the thin whine of despair!

Sing of Pharaoh's Son, all hail the Prince of Egypt! Deliver us from this curse! Brave the dangers of the desert. Seek the answer to the Riddle of the Sphinx. Pay Anubis' ransom with your treasures, O cunning Prince of Wiles. Reach the Temple of Ra, source of light and life.

Pharaoh's heir--be wise, be wily--and beware!



It continues from there. I admire the author for their dedication to the flavor of the game. I will endeavor to translate how to play and enjoy the game from their text.

So, Egypt is represented as a long, vertically-scrolling field. You, as the Prince, are near the bottom of the screen, and can walk in all directions. Vertical movement is represented by the screen scrolling. You usually go up, but can go down, which you will have to do if you encounter an impassible barrier.

The Prince has two attributes, wounds and thirst. You can check on their values by flipping the "B&W/Color" switch on the console, one of those cases where a programmer had to make use of the limited means of interaction available on the platform. Having a lot of either quantity is bad. Both slow you down, and getting nine wounds kills the Prince and ends the game. Unusually for this sort of game, the Prince heals naturally over time, losing wounds. Thirst, while never directly fatal here in pixel Egypt, can eventually slow him down to the point of unplayability, making him an easy target for pixel Egypt's many dangers. You can remedy it by visiting one of the various Oases in the game. You interact with an Oasis the same way you do with everything else in the game: stand directly beneath it, and then move up. The game's graphics engine doesn't display anything other than the Prince on his line of the screen, so if you don't do it this way it can be hard to know when you're interacting with something.

The Prince faces many obstacles on his journey. Directly, you have to avoid the thieves and scorpions that infest the desert. (You can tell the thieves because of their sexy black shorts.) Contact with either gives the Prince wounds. The thieves also throw rocks at you, and steal some of your precious possessions if they touch you. You can throw rocks at either to kill them, but your ability to do so diminishes with both wounds and thirst. So it's one of those games where, if you're in a bad state you're likely to get much worse, and must be careful to keep both wounds and thirst as low as feasible. The Prince is bound to encounter some harm, so minimizing it is of a high priority.
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The Prince also encounters some other characters out amidst the sands. Traders, who wear red shorts (not as sexy), may either aid or swindle the Prince, depending on how many items he has. The fewer possessions carried, the more likely he'll get some goodie, while having a lot of things increases the chances he'll lose something. The Prince starts with a single item and can pick up lots of stuff on his journey, so dealing with traders is something you want to do frequently at the start and rarely near the end. There are also personifications of the gods Isis (easily recognizable by her blue clothing) and jackal-headed Anubis. Isis will often (but not always) heal and refresh the Prince, and give him a treasure if he's already healthy. Anubis will hit the Prince for three wounds! Bad dog! Throwing rocks at either will disperse their visages, but also cost the Prince what the manual calls "inner strength points," which is to say, your score.

The game's three variations affect another kind of obstacle in your way, which are invisible, supernatural walls around some of the temples and sites around pixel Egypt's landscape. There are temples to Isis, Anubis and Ra, three Pyramids and, of course, the Sphinx itself. Each wants a specific item from you, which will reward you with another item. Which item they want is the same in every game (except in the Sphinx's case), and hinted at in the manual in the form of cryptic clues from the "Royal Astrologer." In Game One, the Prince can just walk by them, but if he gives up just the right item at each he'll he something else useful in return. (If he gives the wrong item, he gets what the ancients called "bupkis.") On Game Two, he'll get stopped by the Sphinx, who must be satisfied with some obscure object you must look for. This subquest ultimately demands that you interact with the three Pyramids found earlier on your journey. Game Three also requires that, in addition to the offering-for-treasure thing, each temple also has its own invisible wall, and you have to give up a different item at each just to move on. What is it with all these pesky gods, can't they just leave the Pharaoh’s son alone to save the land? As is written, "We have to move on! No cuttin' corners, we're on the border now!"*

(* From Translations From the Cryptical Scrolls of the Um-Jammer Lammy, #5.)

The items you find are divided, by the manual, into two rough categories, although the game doesn't really distinguish between them. There's the mere "items," and then there's "treasures," and "artifacts." Each thing, item or treasure, has a specific function, although some are only as offerings at some location. Riddle of the Sphinx is interesting for, like Raiders of the Lost Ark, implementing a full inventory system, again managed using a joystick in the "Player Two" port, so remember that you'll need a second stick to play, or in emulation, be sure to configure some solution to account for the extra functions. Mapping the P2 controller to an unused analog stick is a good solution. On the P2 stick, left and right change the item in hand. Only the currently held item (highlighted by a black cursor) has any effect on the game world, but sometimes an item must also be used to get its benefits, done by pressing the P2 button. Among the "items," there's the leaf, which heals all your wounds one time, the jug, that cures any thirst you have once, the shield, which while carried protects you from a few hits from rocks, and the staff, which seems to do nothing at all (and is hard to find; you'll have to be sneaky, in a Super Mario Bros. kind of way, to find it, hint hint). There are treasures that duplicate all these effects, but don't run out, which is probably why they're better than plain old items. Figuring out the functions of all the objects is part of the fun of the game, so I won't spoil any more. Look to the manual for hints, and I link to a FAQ later that tells you what everything does, if you don't get any thrill out of figuring things out for yourself.

On Action-Adventure Games

We've seen one foundational model of the action-adventure so far, the ground-breaking Adventure. We now have another. It's useful to see how they are different.

Adventure is a game largely about what you have and where you put it. Your intrepid dot doesn't have any statistics, which are usually considered to be part of what it means to be a role-playing game of the D&D stripe. If your dot gets eaten, he's been ate. There's no "death by degrees" record of hit points lost. Dragon attacks are pass/fail. If you get bit by one, you know it. In Riddle of the Sphinx, it still takes three whole touches by the God of Death before the Prince kicks his royal bucket.

The difference here is a narrative one. You might consider an adventure game (whether of the action variety or not) to be a story in which the player has a role. Adventure's story is of an intrepid dot seeking a chalice. It's an epic quest, in its way, but we don't get to know much about the dot through the playing of the game. Character is proven through overcoming setbacks. About the only real setbacks the dot can suffer is getting eaten, and even then, a flip of a switch eliminates that problem.

RotS' story is of the Prince of Egypt trying to prove his worth. Nothing can kill him outright, but he can be hurt. When wounded or thirsty, the Prince cannot move as fast or throw rocks as far. His story, that is to say, has a shape. In one game he might blaze through the quest easily, finding the items he needs in the most fortuitous circumstance; that Prince is lucky, or maybe not really well-tested by his trials. In another game, he might get hurt a lot or suffer lots of thirst, but timely finding of oases or use of items saves him. That Prince is hard-working, or clever. Another Prince might fail his quest; he was not enough for the trials he faced, but maybe that wasn't his fault? Which of these things this Prince is are determined by the events of the game. The randomness is what makes each Prince distinct. The shape of the story gets us invested in the Prince's journey. And ultimately the Prince's success of failure is the player's, experienced vicariously. A far cry from Pong, if you ask me.
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Links


AtariAge - Manual -- Particularly interesting; the person who wrote the instructions really got into the theme. The whole manual is written in character. This is also where the riddles are written.

Also of interest is this FAQ by KRoper on GameFAQs, which explains what all the items do, plus the solutions to the riddles (which aren't hugely difficult anyway, just artificial difficulty).

Also try...

You gotta try Dragonstomper, covered later in this book!


Private Eye

1 player, joystick. 8K in size.

Created by Bob Whitehead. Published by Activision in 1983.

Accessibility: 3/5


In a sentence: Hidden within the huge city are pieces of crime evidence, the places they were taken from, and the thieves responsible, and you must find them all, in what most would consider to be way too little time.
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One of Activision's late VCS games (you can tell them because they don't have the standard "rainbow swoosh" cover art), Private Eye, which could be seen as a companion game of sorts to Pitfall, is an interesting game that will take you a long time to fully complete.

Private Eye puts your character, "the great French private eye Pierre Touche," exploring the game world not on foot but in a car, a Model 'A' that not only lets him look around for the evidence he needs at a brisk pace. Just because he's in a car doesn't mean it's not a run-and-jump, platformer-kinda game though. Pressing the joystick button causes both the car and Pierre to jump, the two separating in mid-air, and sometimes requiring you to account for both jump angles. What is more, at least if the right difficulty switch is set to 'A', jump height on both characters is proportional to the length of time the button is held down, a trick not commonly seen in video games until Super Mario Bros. two years later.

Like Pitfall, the city of Private Eye is huge, consisting of well over 200 screens. Each of the game's five variations takes place in just one area of the city with outside areas blocked off (except for the 5th, which we'll get to), so the scope of the city is reduced a bit to help the player navigate. This is good, because unlike Pitfall, where exploration is to the left or to the right, Private Eye's screens can also exit into the background, following an "up" route, an option that can connect screens together in a non-intuitive fashion. For example, Game 2 consists of a single long horizontal stretch of rooms, but one of them has an "up" route that acts as a shortcut, moving the player a few screens further along. The reverse of the game's poster manual has a map of some of the city, although honestly I have trouble making sense of it. This may sound... weird? Confusing? Masochistic? I can understand if it is, but mapping a large region of connected screens, some of them with weird connections, is kind of the appeal of Private Eye. That's what you're signing up for.

Unlike Pitfall Harry, Pierre does not have a limited number of lives, thank glob. The most that collisions with obstacles costs him is a little bit of time, and maybe having to backtrack a few screens to reacquire a piece of evidence. To compensate for that, each mission is under a really strict time limit. I mean, really strict! If you don't take that shortcut in Game 2, you basically have no chance of finishing it! I've played that variation many times and never finished it even with taking the shortcut, I keep running out of time one screen short of the goal. As near as I can tell, I keep colliding with one or two obstacles too many. Mind you, this is only the second variation of five.
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Each variation is essentially a long fetch quest. There's a number of crooks scattered throughout the game world (you can tell them because of their shady appearances and question marks over their heads, a great aid, let me tell you, to police work). Some of them in particular have stolen pieces of evidence that you need--you can't tell which ones before playing, but they don't change from game to game, so you can memorize the right ones. Usually you'll have to jump to collect them from the upper story windows of buildings as you drive by. Once obtained, the evidence must be returned to its owners: a gun to a gun shop, a vase to the museum, money to the bank, and so on. Every mission has a number of these fetches to accomplish, in an order of your choosing, but you can only carry one item at a time. Once you find your first piece of evidence, knife-throwing crooks start appearing, and if you get hit by one you drop your current evidence, and will have to re-find it somewhere behind you. This is nearly fatal to your chances for finishing in time; might as well start over. Buck up dear player, it won't be the last time.

After all the evidence has been found, you can snag the ringleader, a slightly larger crook without the question-mark, somewhere in the world. You can see him before returning all that junk, but can't collect him until then. He must be brought to the starting point, the Police Station, to complete the mission. You get points for collecting and returning items, catching the minor, unnecessary crooks who don't have items, and of course nabbing and bringing in the ringleader. Considering the sheer difficulty of finishing a mission within the time limits, most players will probably have to console themselves with points, I think.

The difficulty of the game leads me to conclude that Private Eye is not for everyone. You're really going to have to make a map, and don't abandon your maps once you finish a mission, either. The final game variation, Game 5, is an epic run through the entire city! In that one, the roadblocks that keep you in each area are removed and you're given free reign over the entire place, and now you get to stitch the maps you made in the previous four games together into a whole. And I hope they're good maps--although you get 20 minutes to complete this final mission, which consists of completing all the other four cases at the same time, a video of a complete playthrough on YouTube has player GregDeg Games doing that and finishing with just 11 seconds to spare! Don't you miss the days when winning a game was a Herculean task that few would ever accomplish? No? Me neither, actually.
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Notes

Most Atari carts that use the difficulty switches for difficulty (instead of as an extra means of interacting with the game), you generally want to leave them on the 'B' (easy) setting, but not this one. Setting the first to 'A' means your car is always running at full speed; it might make it easier to dodge some objects, but generally you won't want to dally. Setting the second player's switch to A, however, enables the proportionate height jumping feature, which is arguably easier than the alternative.

When you're playing, you can encounter striped roadblocks. These are impassible, even if it seems you can jump over them. You can also encounter non-striped, plain yellow roadblocks. These are passable with a good jump, even if it looks like you can't make it over.

As mentioned above, this is an extremely challenging game. Here's video from YouTube user GregDeg getting a perfect score on Game 2, a feat that's only a few seconds faster than the fastest possible time on that variation. (I myself haven't finished Game 2, although I've gotten to within one screen away before time runs out!)

Links

AtariAge - Manual

AtariProtos has an excellent review that explains more simply what the game is all about.

Also try...

The VCS' exploratory adventure trilogy: Adventure, Superman and Haunted House. Private Eye is much larger and harder than any of those though. There's also Pitfall. Pitfall II has an entry in this book, but Pitfall doesn't, mostly because 20 minutes exploring and mapping a gigantic one-dimensional jungle is an activity that has paled in interest over the years. Private Eye's Game 5 however is nearly a match for it. If that kind of thing interests you, then try Pitfall, and good luck.


Pitfall II: Lost Caverns

1 player, joystick. 12K in size.

Created by David Crane. Published by Activision in 1983.

Accessibility: 5/5


In a sentence: A foundational platformer, so much more interesting than Pitfall, and it also gave us no-fail gameplay, explicit checkpoints, multiple exploration modes and a dynamic soundtrack, all in 1983.
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Speculation On Causes of the Game Crash of 1983

David Crane will forever be known as the guy who made Pitfall. He also designed the text display engine for Basic Programming, programmed a number of other VCS games and, later, and designed about as many for other systems including designing and programming the NES cult classic A Boy and His Blob. But Pitfall is one of the best-selling games on the VCS, indeed one of the best-selling games of all time. The Guinness Book of World Records (Gamer Edition, because groan) claims 4.5 million Pitfall cartridges were sold. (The best selling game for the system, besides pack-in Combat, was VCS Pac-Man at 7.7 million.)

Pitfall is a good game. But I think its sequel, Pitfall II, is just about better in every way, and I think you'll agree. And yet it sold nowhere near as well, mostly because of the Great Game Crash of 1983. That's just how it goes in gameland.

A good mark, I think, of developing game design standards is kindness to the player. You've heard, in the area of productivity software, of user friendliness? I'm talking about player friendliness. This frequently, but not always, means making the game easier, but rarely in a way that a hardcore player would disagree with. Eliminating blind jumps, offering fair powerups, offering mapping features, these are things that help to make a game player-friendly. Remember when we discussed Private Eye, how the second game of its five variations gives players just a few seconds of leeway in finishing it before time runs out? You could play it in a way that feels error-free, and still run out of time. It wouldn't have been any skin off the developer's nose to increase the time limit by ten seconds; the players who really care about high scores could still compete based on time remaining at the end. That's not player friendly.

Nearly all games have these kinds of arbitrary choices, and you can get a sense of the kindness of the design by noting how sharply they cut. The original Pitfall, for example, asks that player explore a maze of 255 screens to find 32 treasure scattered around them. Okay, that's challenging. BUT, the game also has a twenty minute time limit. It turns out if you play perfectly, you'll probably still walk up to the last treasure with just seconds remaining. On top of the challenge of just navigating the game's huge world, that feels a bit gratuitous. But also! You have only three lives, and for beginning players these are likely to be a greater limiting factor than the time limit! And creator and programmer David Crane has been recorded as saying that, shortly before the game's release, the player only had one life, but changed it close to manufacturing on the advice of some of the other designers at Activision, who had a kind of peer review system, and thought the game was a bit too ludicrous with no failures allowed.

This is a good time to speculate upon the causes of the Great Game Crash of 1983. People have argued about that, back and forth, blaming a glut of bad games, consumer dissatisfaction with particular games like VCS Pac-Man and ET, and just the passing of a fad. I think one of the reasons might have been players finally getting fed up with a plethora of games that demanded hugely exacting skills from them just to enjoy. It's fun to chase high scores and overcome a huge challenge, but there is a line that, beyond it, most people will be either unable, or just unwilling, to cross. Difficult games take time and energy to master, and most people eventually came to realize that defeating difficult video challenges wasn't quite such a rewarding feat. After all, there can only be one person in the world to have a game's world record. That might also explain the corresponding decline in arcade games from around that time.
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Unfortunately, if you take away challenge, a lot of VCS games don't have a huge amount left to recommend them. Arcade games are all about challenge. The VCS excels at that kind of play, because it doesn't take a lot of memory space to present a challenging task. But a developer trying to simulate a large world to explore, for instance, will quickly run up against the VCS' limits, both in ROM space and RAM memory.

When video games came back into popularity in the US with the NES, it was with games that were challenging, but a lot fairer than your standard VCS game. They were also able to use the system's far greater memory capacity to present more interesting spaces to explore.

Compare Pitfall to Metroid, for a particularly useful contrast. In Pitfall:



	You have three lives, with the game ending when they run out.


	You lose lives very easily: drowning, crocodile jaws, scorpion stings, burned by flames and cobra venom, and all these deaths are instantaneous.

	You have a 20 minute time limit, with the game ending when it runs out.

	There's a large game world that it's just barely possible to explore in that time, mastering later areas made even more difficult from the fact that it takes so long, with nearly perfect play, just to see them.

	And when you run out of lives or time, the game ends. To try again, it's all the way back to the start!



In the NES game Metroid:

	You effectively have infinite lives. You can always keep playing so long as you have will to continue. You will have to refill energy tanks to make good progress, but continued progress is possible.

	While there's many more kinds of enemies, they all sap energy from your character, and she only dies when that energy runs out.

	There is, in a way, a time limit, but it doesn't cause you to fail the game when it expires, but just causes you to get a slightly worse ending. (This is ignoring the end-of-game time bomb sequence, which is just a tiny part of the overall experience.)

	The game world is very large, but since you can always continue (even after turning off the power if you use a password), practicing later areas is much easier.


	You can also increase your character's power in many ways, giving you an edge against the hazards. This is done through exploration, which is ultimately just about points in Pitfall.



Games like Metroid, Kid Icarus, Super Mario Bros., The Legend of Zelda and the like, show a greater respect for the player's time and energy. They're fun enough to play, and interesting enough to explore, that their designers didn't feel the need to constantly have the difficulty up at 11. And winning the game, while still challenging, was no longer the province of the hyper-dedicated. Most people, if they stick with the game long enough, have a good chance of finishing Metroid, Mario or Zelda.
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What we see in Pitfall II was David Crane approaching this kind of design on the VCS. He deserves credit for successfully predicting the direction that most exploratory action/adventure games would take, and even giving us a good working example, way back in 1983.

The Game

So Pitfall Harry has another large world to explore. This time however it's got a lot more volume to it, stretching down quite some way in addition to horizontally. Sometimes the original Pitfall is called an early platformer, but it's difficult to identify the actual platforms, other than just the ground. Pitfall II is a lot more platformy.

Scattered throughout the game world, like the original game, is a horde of treasures. Among them is actually a couple of Harry's family members, his niece Rhonda and pet mountain lion Quickclaw. Both of these characters were actually created for an old, nearly-forgotten Saturday Morning cartoon show called Saturday Supercade, which had a revolving selection of segments based on a variety of games. You can kind of think of Rhonda and Quickclaw as being prototypes for Inspector Gadget's Penny and Brain, although Harry in the cartoon was more capable than Gadget, and Quickclaw a lot more craven than Brain. Anyway none of that matters, because their presence in Pitfall II was reduced to mere collectables. Also scattered around are an ancient rat it'd be nice to find, and the Raj Diamond, set into a ring just like the diamonds from Pitfall. Your main objective is to rescue Rhonda and Quickclaw and recover the diamond, but you can find lots of gold bars along the way to increase your score.

That lengthy preface about player kindness. What was up with that? It's because Pitfall II is, compared to most other VCS games, an exceedingly kind game. For one thing, like Metroid, it's impossible to lose. Pitfall Harry has infinite lives!

It's amazing how much effect this one little change has upon the game. The player is suddenly freed up to try all kinds of things in his quest for the diamond. You don't have to worry about stumbling upon a challenge you're not prepared for, or playing super carefully on your last life. Both of these kind of gameplay, mind you, are valid, and these days are actually undervalued, which is one of the reasons roguelikes have become a buzzword, but back in the VCS days instant fail games were the norm, not the exception. Meanwhile, Pitfall II seems almost like it wants you to win, imagine that!

What is more, when Harry touches a dangerous monster, he is not sent back to the start. Instead, in the game's second great innovation, he goes back to a checkpoint. Throughout the game world are these red crosses set into the ground. When Harry touches one, a loud ping noise indicates to the player that this has been set as the current checkpoint. Now, if Harry dies, he returns to this spot instead of the beginning of the game. How useful and convenient! The player is still penalized for death, though: it takes time for Harry to reset to the checkpoint, he loses whatever progress he made since he touched that checkpoint (he keeps any treasure, though!), and he loses points proportionate to the distance to that checkpoint.

This switches the penalty for dying away from a major obstacle to winning the game at all, which is the basic objective of play, to decreasing the player's score and increasing time spent, which are expert objectives, the kinds of things that people only care about once they've finished the game at least once, if ever. If the player never decides to get into what are now known as "score attacks" and "speedruns," then that much more of the sting is taken off of failure. How friendly!

Beyond these things, there are relatively few actually lethal perils in Pitfall II's cavernous spaces, compared to the original game's jungle. There's still plenty of deadly critters hopping, crawling, swimming and flying about, but Harry has now learned to swim, and swimming is now an important mode of movement. And amazingly, Harry can now fall unlimited distances without dying, a trick Mario himself had just picked up in the original Mario Bros.

There are even some nice, unexpected bonuses to find in the Lost Caverns. In a couple of vertical shafts, if Harry waits for a few seconds, a floating balloon will drift by, which he can grab to float up to otherwise-inaccessible spaces.

The icing on top of the sundae is the music, which is not only just about the very best on the VCS, but could also be considered one of the very earliest examples in gaming of an adaptive soundtrack. While it doesn't smoothly transition between modes like, say, Ocarina of Time's, the music is written so that it flows from the victorious Found Treasure and minor-key Player Died tracks into the standard Roaming Adventure song.

Finally, the game world is quite large, but all the other play niceties mean that, with a bit of persistence, most players will be able to explore it. Getting the maximum score of 199,900 is a big challenge, but as discussed, it's for experts. A first time player will probably be able to find the necessary characters and objects in an hour or two, but people have cleaned all the treasure out of the caverns in less than 13 minutes (that video is a spoiler, of course).  
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Notes

Pitfall II got ports for a number of home computers. The best of these is the 8-bit Atari computer version, which has an entire second world to explore! And yet, the game is really designed around the limitations of the VCS. Two other notable versions, which aren't as good, I think, as the VCS edition, were an arcade version released by Sega, and the NES game Super Pitfall, which is so changed as to be a completely different (and much worse) game.

Links
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Here's David Crane's GDC post-mortem for the original Pitfall, which is not our subject here, but may still be of interest.

Also try...

There's not many large-scale exploration games on the VCS. Mountain King (covered in this book) is slower, but presents interesting terrain. Secret Quest has some large maps to poke around, but its various pressures force you move fast, so exploration isn't nearly so leisurely or enjoyable, and most of the rooms look the same, so getting lost is way too easy.


Mountain King

1 player, joystick. 12K in size.

Programmed by Ed Salvo from a design by E.F. Dreyer. Based on the home computer versions. Published by CBS in 1983.

Accessibility: 3/5


In a sentence: It's a wonderfully atmospheric exploratory platformer that offers a great variety of gameplay and effective music.
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There aren't really that many platformers for the VCS. Something like two-thirds of the processor's time is taken up simply maintaining the display. Platformers require a substantial game engine to check for solid ground, halt players hitting walls, display their worlds and simulate the behaviors of the various enemies and objects within them. Most VCS games aren't even up to the task of displaying an arbitrary map not suited to the graphics hardware, and then have to store it in memory besides.

Mountain King is a VCS platformer. It's not a platformer in the sense of Pitfall, which doesn't really have "platforms" as much as "spaces you can stand without dying." Mountain King legitimately has a large scrolling world to explore. It doesn't present it as slickly as did Pitfall II, aided by custom silicon devoted to doing some things to aid the VCS' overloaded processor. Mountain King has a special chip inside too, supplying additional RAM, probably used to store which diamonds have been collected.

So let's describe the game, which is not what you might expect out of a platformer. In most games in the genre, terrain is like content to be consumed. When Mario passes by an area in Super Mario Bros., he can't return to it. While most other games allow for scrolling freely around a level, they too treat levels as disposable things, once one is completed you don't go back to it, if it's even possible, unless you're farming for lives or powerups. There's even a word, usually used negatively, for going back to a place you've already been in a large world: backtracking. How dare a designer use a large world as a big place with lots of internal connectivity to its fullest! I should always be right where I need to be and seeing new things! In fact, why not just have a long sequence of one-way terrain? We could even come up with a catchy name for that kind of game--maybe something like Supermari-pacland.

Well, mountain King's single map is the site for all its levels; you explore it over and over. You might think this would become boring, but it doesn't because of two interesting factors. One, on each level you perform a variety of different tasks, which requires you to go to various places in the caverns of the mountain that is the game's world. And, two, the state of the game world persists between levels. Effectively, your actions on level one affect the play for the whole rest of the game. I'll come back to this later, for first, I should explain how to play.

So, you start out as an adventurer standing near the top of the mountain, dreaming of becoming the Mountain King, but with an eight minute time limit to do it in. This task is possible for this person, but it'll require a lot of doing. The first thing that must be do is collect over (not exactly, but over) 1,000 points' worth of diamonds. Fortunately, there's lots of diamonds scattered around the game world. Each set of diamonds you pick up is worth 25 points, so you have to collect 41 (remember, over 1,000 points) to accomplish this. There's lots and lots of diamonds, so that shouldn't be a problem, for now at least. The problem is, every time you complete a level, you're returned to the top of the mountain, with a slightly harder time limit, but also all the diamonds you found before are gone. At the start of the game it's simple to get 1,000 points of diamonds, but it gets harder to find enough every time you win.
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In addition to the diamonds, there are four treasure chests hidden around the mountain. These are invisible in the darkness of the caverns, but you're equipped with a flashlight, useable by pressing the joystick button, that shines a light that can reveal treasure chests in silhouette. When you've found one, stand in front of it and press down on the joystick to open it for 250 points' worth of diamonds. This also automatically hides another chest around the mountain, making this an inexhaustible source of points, if you can find them.

Mountain King is a platformer, but the fire button is already dedicated to your flashlight. How do you jump? You must press up and either left or right, diagonally, to start a leap in that direction. A quick, solid motion is required, some practice is required to get it right, and if you hit something in the middle of your jump you'll fall, and possibly be stunned if you fell a ways. On the other hand, you can control the height of the jump, to a limited extent, by how long you keep the joystick held, again using a control trick some assume originated with Super Mario Bros.

Finding the necessary gems summons the Flame Spirit to a randomized location within the caves of the mountain. Like chests, the Flame Spirit is invisible and you must use your flashlight to find it, although it does randomly flicker visibly. It moves around, slowly, too. To help you track it down, it plays music, a sad, lonely melody, that increases in volume as you get closer to it. When found, you pick it up the same way you open a chest: push down on the joystick. Doing this gives you one additional minute of game time, so, yay for that.

Now you must take the Flame Spirit down, down into the dark caverns, down to the deepest levels. At the next-to-last level of the caves is the Skull Spirit, again only visible via flashlight, although its location isn't random this time, it's always beneath the Throne Room. Stand in front if it and press down to clear the way to climb up into the Throne Room and collect the Crown. In finding the way in, it's important to be careful not to drop down to the lowest level of the caverns for long. There's a giant spider that sometimes lurks down there. If you're caught by it and enwebbed, you have a short amount of time to shake your way free until it returns and eats you. (In the VCS version, this is the only way to actually lose other than by running out of time.)

When in the Throne Room, climb up the sides of the giant throne, stand in front of the Crown, and press down to grab it. Now comes the hard part.

You have to leave the Throne Room the way you came in and climb back up, all the way back up the mountain, to the flame at the highest level. Now is time to prove your mastery of the game's tricky jumping controls, as the ladders that help you climb back up don't extend to all the levels of the caves. During your trip back up the game plays a pretty good rendition (considering the VCS' weak sound hardware) of "In The Halls Of The Mountain King" from Peer Gynt, serving to increase the tension nicely.

If you take too long on your ascent, the crown disappears and you're returned to the diamond-collecting phase. Flying around at high speed at this time are bats who you will learn to curse; if you collide with one of those while you have the crown, you lose it and are returned to the diamond-collecting phase. If you take too long to find the Flame Spirit, you are returned to the diamond-collecting phase. And starting with level two, the bats can also steal the Flame Spirit, returning you to the diamond-collecting phrase. Hell, it seems, has a second name, and that would be the diamond-collecting phase. Once so returned, you have to get over another 1,000 points of glittery curses to get another chance to get the Flame Spirit. And again, all those diamonds, once collected, are gone from the game. The overall game timer doesn't reset either. The only ways to get more time are to collect the Flame Spirit again to get another bonus minute, or to finish the level.

If you manage to get to the very top of the mountain while still bearing the Crown, well. The screen flashes and you earn points relative to the time you had left and you start over at a higher difficulty. The diamonds you got on previous runs are not replaced, and the limits are a little stricter, but other than that the game is largely the same. Your final score comes when you run out the clock or get eaten by a spider.

Truthfully it is a little repetitive, but part of that is just the modern conditioning to equate game length with how much territory there is to see. Mountain King's mountain really is a playground; a place where the game is played, which changes during the game as diamonds are removed, chests are replaced and the Flame Spirit's location changes. The more times you play, and the better acquainted with the jumping move you are, the more comfortable you'll be in taking more daring routes up the mountain. There is one particularly long ladder up that's great if you can reach it, but getting to it requires a big leap off a ledge that's easy to mess up. And nothing sucks more than being sent on a long, long fall back down the mountain, your path unalterable, and a damnable bat flies out and grabs the crown on the way.
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The game is playable, and as you can probably tell I've played a lot of it, and I didn't play it 35 years ago either, but recently. There is genuinely interesting gameplay to be found here. But the place where Mountain King really excels is atmosphere. The lonely song of the Flame Spirit, the giant spider rummaging through the dark who will never eat you once you know it's there but will scare the hell out of you at least once, the tension-packed theme tune playing during your hectic, bat-dodging ascent, and finally, the black, bleak mountain itself. Why anyone would want to be king of this place I can't say. Maybe you're a dwarf looking to found a dynasty before any dragons show up. I profess not to know of such matters.

I should mention that the VCS port isn't the only version of Mountain King. There's versions for Atari 8-bit computers, VIC-20, Commodore 64 and even ColecoVision. Usually, if a game exists for multiple platforms, I haven't included it in this book, a rule that excludes many worthy games, like the VCS versions of Ms. Pac-Man and Frogger, because if you're in the mood to play those games, you should seek out those versions instead. The rule has a loophole, however, if the VCS version legitimately offers something substantial over the other versions. Those other versions are generally the same as the VCS version (surprisingly so actually), and the play faster too. That is really the aspect that causes me to recommend this version; those other ports arguably play a bit too fast. The VCS might have choppier scrolling, but it doesn't affect the game that much, and I think the lower framerate actually improves the gameplay.
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Notes

Part of the fun of the game is figuring out this world's rules, but if you find Mountain King a little too tough to scale, here's some advice.

It's imperative that you learn how to jump effectively. Not only does it greatly help you in ascending the mountain in places where there's no ladders, but it's also a good way to descend the mountain. If you jump and don't hit a ceiling or ledge on the way down, you can jump down any distance and not suffer the "stunned" animation, which happens when you fall (without jumping) any distance, getting longer the more levels you plummet.

You can tell you've gotten enough diamonds to start looking for the flame spirit because your score will turn yellow. You can tell you failed your ascent with the crown because, not only does the crown disappear, but the diamonds, which are ordinarily invisible and unobtainable during the climb, appear once more.

Don't try to enter the throne room by any method other than climbing up with the Skull Spirit. Although the room looks freely accessible from the sides, there's actually invisible walls there. (In other versions, there are flames there that make it clearer those ways are impassible.) Once you're in the throne room, you can climb up its arms to get to the crown. Press down while standing directly beneath it to grab it and begin the endgame.

Avoiding bats on the way up is the hardest part of the game. Sometimes one will dash in from the side of the screen while you're in the middle of a jump and there's just nothing you can do about it. If you're standing on the ground and a bat flies at you, though, you can duck underneath them as they pass.

If you want to avoid picking up diamonds on a path for some reason (like you want to save them for later levels), you cannot pick them up while your flashlight is on.

You can start on any level up to 8 by using the Game Select switch before the game starts.

Links
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Can you believe it? CBS actually advertised this game on TV, in two different commercials, one live-action, one animated. They seem quaint now, sure, but notice how each one ends: with a bat stealing the crown. They were priming you for putting up with frustration, because they'll steal it from you, too, and probably multiple times before your first win.

Also try...

Pitfall II is faster but not as strategic. Mountain King is by and large unique. No one else makes games like this. Its versions on other systems are a bit better-looking, and certainly faster, but slightly less atmospheric.


III. Supercharger Highlights & Late-Era Games

Games released for the Starpath Supercharger, an adaptor that allowed for unusually large and complex games for the VCS, and games released by Atari Corp. after the Crash.


Dragonstomper

1 player, joystick. About 25K in size.

Created by Stephen Landrum. Published by Starpath in 1982 for the Supercharger add-on.

Accessibility: 3/5


In a sentence: Supercharger owners in 1982 could play this remarkable RPG, a journey with three major phases, an overworld to explore, a final monster encounter with multiple ways to beat it, and randomized items.
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The Supercharger

A company called Arcadia, which later changed their name to Starpath, produced an unusual peripheral for the VCS called the Supercharger. Operating on the same principles as the popular Datasette tape drive for 8-bit Commodore machines, it allowed the distribution of VCS games on ordinary audio cassette tape. The Supercharger had a quantity of RAM for loading games from tape (the user would have to supply an ordinary tape player for that), which after loading would be visible to the VCS' process as if it were ROM. Not only was the Supercharger's 6K of RAM much larger than most VCS games by itself, but games could also be made "multiload," carrying over state and variables from previous program segments on the tape into new ones.

This scheme allowed for games of much greater complexity than the standard VCS software. Some Starpath games rivaled computer games from the time for complexity. All that RAM also made the Supercharger a pricey add-on, at $70. Not a huge number of games were made for it, but a few are something special.

The Game

It really doesn't take a lot of program space to make a RPG.

What is an RPG anyway? You have a character, with some kind of statistics, who explores an area, solves puzzles, interacts with NPCs and fights opponents. Some of these aspects may be missing depending on the system, scenario and style of play, but back in the early 80s most games tended to hew fairly close to the template established by D&D.

At the core of these kinds of RPGs is a conflict resolution system. The system decides how hard a thing is numerically, generates a random number, and compares them. Simple random numbers can be generated with just a few instructions, difficulty can be determined with a look-up table of the threats the player could face, and the compare then branch instruction is a simple four or five bytes after that. It's all simple arithmetic, which computers are great with. This persists even with modern CRPGs; a 3D engine might require matrix transformations and Z-ordering and normal mapping, but the procedural underpinnings of the gameplay will rarely be more complex than what Dragonstomper did back in 1982.

I've noticed two particular kinds of games for the Supercharger. Those that use the expanded space for better graphics, and those that use it for greater complexity. In the former category there's the excellent "The Official Frogger," which performs the trick of actually being better than the great Parker Bros. adaptation, which was good enough to make it one of the best-selling games for the console. In the latter, well, there's Dragonstomper. No one could claim that it has excellent graphics, but it's the use to which they are put that makes the game.

The game begins with you in the middle of a sparsely-populated field. On the negative side, the field is mostly empty space with some interesting locations scattered around. On the positive, the field scrolls smoothly, in any direction. All the contents of the field are sprites, you see, or "players, missiles and a ball" in VCS lingo, so they can go wherever the programmer wants them to go. They simulate a map roughly 16 times the size of the screen. Some of the things are just terrain, like trees, swamps, grasses and a big pit. The random encounters generated depend on where your character currently is, so if you're looking to fight spiders, look in the plains, whereas you're more likely to find monkeys in the trees.

Fights are, unusually for VCS RPGs, entirely numbers-based. There is no action component to them. Instead, on your turn, you pick from a menu of options: Move (that is, escape), Fight (attack the enemy), Use (an item) or Status, which doesn't consume a turn and is the only way to check how much health (or "Strength") you have. Interestingly, it's possible to encounter enemies in multiples, which is one of those little unexpected touches that Dragonstomper abounds with. You can also call up the menu outside of battle, by pressing the joystick button, in case you want to check status or use an item at another time.

Some other locations include castles, churches or huts. Some you can just walk into, but others require that you have a key to unlock them, obtained from fighting random monsters. When you walk into such a place on the map, the action menu again appears at the bottom of the screen for your response. Thankfully, you don't have to memorize a complicated set of controls for this game; the menu reminds you what each direction does! It's perhaps the best way to condense the controls of an old-school CRPG into a controller with a single button that's possible. You don't have to fuddle with the Difficulty or Color/B&W Switches, or plug in a second controller, or anything. The game plays just about as smoothly as possible, which is amazing all by itself.
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To unlock one of these places, you walk into it, select Use from the action menu, then go through the list of carried items (press Down to page through it) until you find a Key, which is consumed in its use. Fortunately, you can carry more than one of each item.


In some locked locations are monsters to fight, and when defeated they may leave you another item. There's a good variety of these items, and some of their functions are mixed up each game. Some experimentation will help you figure out what is used for what on this play. Most of the items will tell you that they make you feel "weird," but check your statistics (Down from the action menu) before and after using and note any differences. As I said before "Strength" in the Status screen is actually your hit points. When you get hit in battle it decreases, and the game ends when it reaches 0. You heal slowly over time, but the risk of random monster attacks makes relying on that risky. "Dexterity" there appears to be your general combat strength. It can be decreased and increased too, but the ways that's done are more obscure.

Your primary goals in this overworld are:



	To build up money and items you can sell. Your success in the dragon's cave, the final third of the game, depends on how far you build your character up in this portion, and that mostly means collecting money.

	To keep your Strength and Dexterity up, and to build up their maximums.

	To find a way to get by the Guard to the town that's part two of your quest, and ultimately the way to the dragon's cave.



Let's note the number of interesting features Dragonstomper has:



	Two large scrolling areas, an open overworld and the dragon's cave.

	A complete menu system navigated with one joystick and its single action button.

	A full inventory system, with items that can be used or dropped.

	Some item functions are randomly determined from game to game.

	Hirelings that can be brought on to help with the final battle.

	Hidden traps, and ways to detect those traps.

	A good variety of opponents in the overworld, generated based on the terrain the player is traversing.

	Locked doors and chests, and randomly-found keys to open them with.

	Players can either beat up the guard blocking the way to town, or find another way past him.

	Players can defeat the dragon at the end in a variety of ways, including destroying the amulet that makes it evil and resolving the encounter peacefully.



It's ahead of its time in so many ways. Ultima I, the beginning of the long-running series that inspired a large portion of the CRPG industry, was released just the year before. The idea that a CRPG could support multiple solutions to major obstacles itself is an idea that doesn't seem to have really taken hold elsewhere until Wasteland, several years later.
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Notes

A lot of the challenge of Dragonstomper is in figuring out the rules of the universe. The manual explains almost nothing about the many items there are to find. Complicating matters, some items have a randomized function that changes every game. If you work to discover all this on your own, you'll get several hours of play time out of Dragonstomper before your first win, and that will usually come after a lucky streak. The rest of these notes are helpful information about how to play the game, all of which could be considered to be spoilers if you're a purist. You've been warned.... 

First, you are vulnerable to random monster fights even when idle in the countryside. If you want to pause the game, press the button to open the menu.

The primary setting of the game is the countryside, there you build up your character for the rest of the game. You try to gain Strength, maximum Strength (a hidden statistic) and Dexterity there, while saving up money to fund your venture in the Village. When you're ready, you'll have to find a way to get past the Guard of the bridge leading to the Village. There, you will sell excess inventory, then buy the items you think you'll need from the stores there. You can also hire help with which to take on the Dragon. Finally you enter the Dragon's Cave and survive the traps of the path leading to the Dragon's Lair, a pit in the ground.

The Churches on the map will heal you if you pay them money. If you pay 200 they'll heal you completely, or at least by a large amount. If you pay 15, you'll only get healed for one Strength point. Prayer doesn't seem to do anything.

There are five kinds of random items you can find in the countryside: Potions, Crosses, Rings, Charms and Staves. When the game begins, their functions are selected from Gain Strength and Gain Max Strength, Gain Dexterity, Lose Half Strength, Lose Dexterity and Reveal Traps. But, although their functions are different each game, the methods by which they appear remain mostly the same. Potions are fairly common, Crosses will sometimes be given to you at a Church, a Charm is sometimes given at a particular Temple, and Rings are random monster drops. Staves are special; the only way they get generated is as random drops from Slimes. All these functions provide the same "feels weird" message, so you'll have to actually check your status before and after using items to narrow down their functions. Some trial and error is necessary to figure out what is what, but try not to use the stat-losing items more than once. Especially the Dexterity-losing item; if the Dex-gain item ends up being Ring, Charm or (heaven help you) Staff, you'll be in for a difficult time. None of these items will work in the Dragon's Cave.

The flashing Castle contains the Paper, which is an important item. On the other hand, the Shield you get from a Temple serves only to give you a one-time boost of 5 Dexterity points when you gain it. Handaxes can be used in battle, and are the only item you gain in the Countryside that can be used in the Dragon's Cave.

When you get to the Village you'll have to again figure out what the items do. Fortunately these are the same every game, but you still have to learn their functions that first time. You should at least know this: Vitamins restore all your Strength, Elixirs increase your Dexterity by a small amount, and Medicine cures poisoning. The rest of the items are a bit more obvious; if you want to know more, check the FAQ in the links section. Note that the magic spell scrolls you can buy all have a random chance of not working.

One of the interesting aspects of the game is that there's multiple solutions to some of your problems. The guard blocking the way into the Village can be overcome in at least three different ways. The final Dragon encounter is fairly memorable; several strategies will work, including one (which the manual hints at) in which you don't kill the Dragon at all! Try different items in different circumstances and see what you can discover.

Finally, if you happen to die while still in the Countryside, you can press Game Reset to revive your character. You'll be back to your starting stats and gold and lose all your other items, but the random items will have the same functions.

Links


AtariAge - Manual - Hint Sheet from AtariAge forums, written by shadow460

The CRPG Addict, who aims to write up every CRPG ever published, covered Dragonstomper as game #118.

Hardcore Gaming 101 doesn't generally review VCS games, but it does have a good page on Dragonstomper.

Dragonstomper has some surprising advocates, including a columnist for Forbes Magazine (Wayback link).

There's not much on the game in the way of FAQs, but the ever-helpful Wayback Machine has an archive of one. There are some errors in it though; the price to hire a Warrior is known to decrease if you're low on money, and there is a use (a very nice one!) for the Unlock spell.

Also try...

The other Supercharger adventure games, most of them are covered in this book.


Sword of Saros

1 player, joystick. About 9k in size.

Created by Jon Leupp. Published by Starpath for the Supercharger add-on in 1983.

Accessibility: 3/5


In a sentence: It's a quasi-RPG, more in theme than play this time, where you explore a series of mazes, collect items, and avoid monsters, a wizard, and another of those damn VCS bats.
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The purest RPG for the VCS is Dragonstomper, but there are a couple of other notable Supercharger games that play with the themes of both RPGs and adventure games. Sword of Saros is one of them.

SoS takes place in a huge, seven-level dungeon. Your object is to explore the mazes, find the rooms and the items they contain while avoiding their denizens, also avoiding the roaming evil wizard and his bat familiar, who have the uncanny ability to track you, picking up your scent if they pass an area you've been in recently.

Each level of Sword of Saros is a maze. In early levels the whole maze is visible; later on, you reveal it as you pass like in a roguelike; late in the game, only the space around where you are can be seen. One item, the Lantern, will reveal the whole maze for a limited time, but we'll get to those in a minute.

In eight places in each maze are what look like blank spaces, empty gaps in the maze. These are actually rooms. When you enter one, the screen will change to a close-up of the room. In the room is always a monster that chases you down. Contact with it will damage you for between one and five points of damage. You start with 25 life, and the game ends if that reaches 0. You can tell the amount of health you lost from contact by listening to the hitting noises made on contact with the monster; more damage means more noises. While the average damage lost is three, which isn't too terrible, the fact that it's possible to randomly lose up to five means you must still carefully track your remaining health. I'll get to how to do that in a bit.

Despite the danger, rooms are often good things because most contain a number of items you can collect. To get an item, you just have to stand in front of it for about half a second, although that's easier said than done with the room's monster chasing you. You usually have to move in a circular pattern around the room, building distance between you and the monster for long enough to collect an item, then running some more to put that distance back between you so you can get something else.
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One important thing to track in the rooms is that the exits, probably because of VCS display issues, are not visible. To leave a room, go to one of the corners of the room and press one of the two adjacent directions. These will move you out of the room into a passage in that location, if there is one. If there isn't one, you won't leave. This requires you to remember where the exits are before the room switches to the close-up, unfortunately.

The monsters and room exits thing might sound bothersome, and they are a bit, but some of the items in those rooms are really nice. Rings, for example, can be used to become invisible to all monsters, including the bat and wizard, for ten seconds, which is easily long enough to collect at least three items from a room, one of which may itself be another ring. Also of particular interest are potions, which heal you for four to seven health, and keys. There are locked doors in some rooms, and you open one by just standing in front of it while holding a key. This consumes the key, but reveals the door's contents. Usually it'll just be an item, but one door on each level gives you a piece of the Sword of Saros, and sends you to the next level, one step closer to winning.

On each successive level, the monsters get a little bit faster, making it harder to get the items in the rooms. Because the mazes get harder to navigate, the bat and wizard track you down faster. If the wizard catches you, you take some random damage, and then have to play a mini-game where you try to avoid skeletons and catch the wizard. You can lose a lot of damage in that game, which is a good reason to keep yourself healed.

The culmination to all of this is the last level, which is special. There are lots of doors on this level, but they don't open with a key. Instead, you pay some of the gold you've been finding throughout the game to open them. So long as you have gold the monsters don't bother you. It's an interesting gimmick, but it's a bit annoying that gold is useless unless you get to the last level, where it turns out to be of huge importance. Oops, I guess you should have gotten a bunch of this otherwise-useless stuff throughout the rest of the game then!

There are two general kinds of Supercharger games. There's the ones that are made to look really nice, like Frogger: The Official Arcade Game (an alternate version from Parker Bros' best-selling cart that looks and sounds even better), and games like Dragonstomper and this one, which are graphically and aurally very simple, but offer deep and interesting gameplay little-seen elsewhere in the VCS' library. I'm not going to say it's for everyone, but I think it's worth at least a few attempts.
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Notes

The manual tells you what the items do, but here's that information again so it's handy. Items that work a limited period of time (Lamps, Crosses, Scrolls and Rings all last about 10 seconds) also end if you use another such item. Only one limited-time item can be in effect at once.



	Gold: Can't be used, and is generally found in large amounts instead of one at a time. On the last level, having 100 gold pieces means monsters won't bother you, but it costs 100 gold to open a door. (The instructions say this is "bribing them.") Find the right door to win. Gold has no use until then.

	Gems: Does nothing until you get nine. When you do, use them to gain one of each other item. This also uses up all your gems. You can't have more than nine non-gold items, so use them up as soon as you can so you can start collecting again.

	Lamp: Makes the maze visible for a little while.

	Potion: Gives you four to seven health back.

	Cross: Makes the wizard and bat run away for a while.

	Scroll: Shows you where the wizard and bat are on the maze map.

	Ring: Causes the monsters, bat and wizard to stop chasing you for about 10 seconds. Probably the most useful item.

	Key: Automatically used when you open a door. If it's the right door, you move to the next level. If it's the wrong door, an item appears. You lose all your keys when you enter a new level.





Links

AtariAge - Manual


Of note, if you decide to play this game, is this manual page, which explains what the items do.

Also try....

If you like the mazes in this game but think the rooms, items and monsters get in the way, Atari's Maze Craze has tons of them. If you prefer first-person mazes, there's another Supercharger game, Escape From The Mind Master, that might prove interesting.


Jr. Pac-Man

1 player, joystick. 16K in size.

Programmed by Ava-Robin Cohen of GCC (according to atariprotos.com). Based on the arcade game developed by GCC and published by Bally/Midway. Made in 1984, but published in 1986 by Atari Corp.

Accessibility: 4/5


In a sentence: You don't have to play Championship Edition to experience a blazing-fast big maze Pac-Man game, it's existed since 1986 on the Atari VCS!
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Pacropology

The VCS has a bit of bad history with Pac-Man. The first VCS Pac-Man was the best-selling game for the console, but is widely regarded as a terrible port, and is suspected by some of instigating the Great Game Crash. The music, the ghost personalities, the maze, the sound effects, the colorful graphics, they were all gone. The word is that programmer Tod Frye made it in six weeks, an amazingly short time for a VCS game. When it came time to port Ms. Pac-Man they did a much better job, but by then the crash was underway and it didn't sell nearly as well. What's even less known is that Atari ported a third Pac game to the VCS.

In arcades, Jr. Pac-Man was a bit of a black sheep. Like Ms. Pac-Man, the game wasn't made by Namco, but instead by arcade freelancers General Computer Corporation (GCC), who also made arcade games for Atari and designed the Atari 7800. (Humorously, GCC got the opportunity to make games for Atari after nearly winning a lawsuit in which Atari had sued them, for making an unapproved upgrade kit for Asteroids. Steve Golson did a post-mortem for Ms. Pac-Man for Gamasutra in 2016.) Along with Ms., it was a number of Pac things made by Bally/Midway at the time to capitalize on the original's unprecedented popularity, which also include the trivia game Professor Pac-Man, the bizarre and glitchy Pac-Man Plus, and the pinball machine hybrid Baby Pac-Man. 

It's better known now that the true source of Pac-Man was Japanese arcade manufacturer Namco, which has taken a pragmatic approach to spurious American additions to the Pac-Man tree. For example, they outright embraced Hanna-Barbera's Saturday Morning Pac-Man show in their early scrolling platformer Pac-Land. They also adopted GCC's massively-popular Ms. Pac-Man as one of their own, but the other games Bally/Midway produced have languished.
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Jr. Pac-Man is unique in that it's not a simple knock-off, but a genuine advancement of the ideas from Ms. Pac-Man, yet it's been rejected by Namco like the other Midway games, in favor of their own immediate sequels Super Pac-Man and Pac N Pal, both of which are interesting games but stray further from the Pac-Man formula. Jr. Pac-Man is the last classic-era Pac game to adhere to the formula in an iterative, evolutionary way.

Ms. Pac-Man improved upon Pac-Man by offering multiple mazes. Jr. Pac-Man improves upon Ms. Pac-Man with scale: its mazes are large, three times the size of the screen, and scroll around to let the player explore them. To compensate for that, most mazes now offer six Energizers* instead of just four. To compensate for the compensation, the "fruit" that bounced harmless around the maze in Ms. Pac-Man now affects the game, turning dots into bigger dots that slow you down, and eventually home in on and destroy Energizers! Also, while Ms. Pac-Man offers four mazes that repeat frequently, including one that only shows up at the beginning of the game, Jr. Pac-Man has at least seven, and changes the board after every level. It also takes advantage of Ms Pac-Man's devious programming that greatly reduces the efficacy of that ancient bane of arcade Pac-Man, patterns.

* An aside. It used to be that the standardized names for Pac-Man's large blinking dots that made the enemies vulnerable was "Energizers," as opposed to the cartoon-inspired "Power Pellets," which is Namco's official name for the empowering treats as of the age of Pac-Man CE. This is a book that calls the Atari VCS by its original name, so I'm going to call them Energizers here too. Also, the opponents in these games were originally "monsters," not "ghosts." I'm sticking with "ghosts" here, for clarity, but it's worth remembering that the second and third intermissions in arcade Pac-Man reveal that there are creatures beneath those sheets.

Anyway, whether Jr. Pac-Man would have been successful if its earnings life hadn't been cut short by the Crash (and possibly Namco's ire) is anyone's guess. Its Sue-like alternate naming for the Orange ghost, "Tim," didn't catch on, and neither did its addition of "Yum-Yum," the child of the Red ghost, to the cast, who Jr. Pac-Man befriends in the game's intermissions, providing promise of peace between the clans of Pac and Ghost. But the game itself is kind of a slog. It starts out at roughly the same rate as Pac-Man and Ms. Pac-Man's early levels, which I don't know if you remember, but they're slow. It doesn't take nearly as many levels for Jr. Pac-Man to get up to Apple speed (that is to say, the speed Pac-Man gets to by its 5th level, the first Apple board, where it gets good), but you spend more time proportionately at those early speeds because you have to traverse so much more board to complete them. And yet, the game is quite a bit harder than either Pac-Man and Ms. Pac-Man. The Energizer-destroying fruit is a real danger, yet even if you prevent that, the extra power time doesn't feel like enough aid in helping you get through those large levels.
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The Game

What makes a game good? Is it more important that a game hit some laundry list of checkmarks, of things designed to make it as appealing to as many people as possible, but really engaging few of them? Conversely, what if that one thing your game excels at is blistering speed and difficulty? Well, here is the test case of that thesis, because oh my glob, the VCS version of Jr. Pac-Man will destroy you.


Also consider the question: what is difficulty? It's no trick at all to make a game arbitrarily hard. Mere difficulty doesn't make anyone enjoy anything, a lesson that a hundred thousand Super Mario Maker level builders have not learned. You can set before someone a sheer wall covered with barbed wire and say "climb it." That will not make them respect you; they'll just think you're a dick.

Jr. Pac-Man walks a careful line. The arcade version is balanced so that most people can probably finish a couple of levels. The VCS version, on the other hand, seems aimed more towards Pac Masters. The first time you play, you'll probably be taken off guard by how blisteringly fast it is. It regularly flows at the speed of sped-up Ms. Pac-Man machines, and approaches Pac-Man Championship Edition levels.

And yet, the Pac-Man CE games usually take it easy on the player. If you've ever played them for a while, you'll know what I mean. In one of them (CE DX), the game slows down before you hit a ghost, in order to give you time to react. In another (CE 2), only the ghost slows down when it's about to collide with you, and if you do hit one, it just bumps off! It actually takes multiple collisions to "make it mad," and thus dangerous, but even then it'll soon go back to "normal," that is to say, laid-back, unseemly behavior for a colorful hungry ghost. And all the CE games give you explicit paths of dots to follow, and fill the mazes with invisible spots that are one-way to the ghosts, set up in such a way that, if you follow the dots, you're much less likely to encounter ghostly interference. The thing is, all of these tricky design elements favor the player. The Championship Edition games reach tremendous speeds, and require good reflexes to keep up, but to compensate for their speed, and the fact that the games give you little time to react, they all kind of cheat in the player's favor. They don't really want you to fail.

VCS Jr. Pac-Man, on the other hand? It wants you to fail. It's that one professor at an easy-going community college that has a bee up his bonnet, chafing at what he considers the miserable station life has left him with, who goes home every night muttering about his charges to a glass of scotch, who has determined that just because his school doesn't have standards, that doesn't mean he will do without them.

I am not lying to you when I tell you I've played hundreds of games of Jr. Pac-Man, and I can only finish the first level sometimes. Oddly, the second level seems slightly easier, so if you can get to it you stand a chance, although a slim one, of reaching level three.
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The VCS has difficulty with horizontal scrolling, so its port of Jr. Pac-Man adjusts the mazes so they scroll vertically. Other than that, the game is surprisingly faithful to the arcade. One of the problems with making a Pac-port for the VCS is simply, where are you going to keep the record of which dots have been eaten? The arcade games used the tiles of video memory itself to track board progress; the VCS has no such video memory, and not only must store the remaining dots within its limited memory space, but must also do it in such a way that the game's graphics kernel can decode it during play fast enough to display.

That, to put it mildly, is a challenge. Original arcade Pac-Man had 240 dots on screen plus four energizers. The VCS just doesn't have enough memory to do it the fastest way, to devote a whole byte to each dot. VCS Pac-Man probably "bit-packs" its dots, reducing the memory needed of its 128 bytes, still doable. Even though its screen is slightly more sparse than that of VCS Pac-Man, VCS Jr. Pac-Man has many dots more than that. It gets around the problem by including extra memory in the cartridge, a huge luxury in the early days of the console--the reason the console itself doesn't have more memory was that memory chips were expensive at launch. Even then, the VCS was not built with the expectation of adding more RAM later, and can only write values to cartridge RAM using weird little tricks and some cooperation from additional circuitry.

The result, I say, is worth it. VCS Jr. Pac-Man is probably my favorite "traditional" Pac-game. The game starts out blazing fast, and stays that way. It is a true measurement of your skills, an arcade-style video game in the classic sense, a direct real-time test of your reflexes, tactics and strategy. And yet, it is not insurmountable. I will be blunt about it, it isn't for everyone. But if it is for you, then you're in for a treat. Think of it as like the Super Meat Boy of maze games.
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Links


AtariAge - Manual

The Retroist's "Point Break" podcast covered VCS Jr. Pac-Man. They liked it, and agree that it's hard.

The Atari Times also likes it!

Also try...

The VCS port of Ms. Pac-Man is slower, and not as good as the arcade version of that game, but if VCS Jr. Pac is overwhelming for you, it's probably the second-best maze game on the console. You're better off skipping the official VCS version of Pac-Man, or else, if you don't mind homebrew, try DINTAR816's much-improved port, available from this AtariAge post.


Solaris

1 player, 1 or 2 joysticks. 16K in size.

Created by Doug Neubauer. Published by Atari Corp. in 1986.

Accessibility: 2/5


In a sentence: The creator of Star Raiders returns and offers the utmost version of that style of play on the VCS.
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The Neglected Genre of the First-Person Space Sim

To talk about Solaris we have to talk about Star Raiders, and for that we have to cover, at least in passing, one of those lately-neglected genres of video game, the first-person starfighter simulation.

There was a time--difficult to imagine, I know--when the whole world was crazy over Star Wars. George Lucas' homage to the sci-fi serials of his youth was determined to one-up them as well, in a variety of ways. One of these ways was fidelity to the nature of space: airless, vast and dangerous. Forgiving the sin of having sound travel in a vacuum (gasp!), they depicted spacecraft as complex machines. Even the relatively simple fighter-style craft that the heroes are often piloting were complex enough to require a robot co-pilot. The memory of the Apollo astronauts, also, was still fresh in people's minds, and NASA's Space Shuttle program began right in the middle of the VCS' heyday. Kids and adults were crazy over space travel in a way that these days mostly billionaires seem to be.

Okay I admit it, that was hyperbole. Neil Degrasse-Tyson has 12 million Twitter followers and Kerbal Space Program has sold very well, but it's still not the same as it was back then. The popular enthusiasm for space and spacecraft from the time translated into the newborn video game industry in many ways. Many of the most popular games of the early 80s were space-themed: there was Asteroids, Space Invaders and Yars' Revenge of course, and also Defender and its sequel Stargate, Sinistar, Star Castle, Galaxian, Galaga, Gravitar, Pleiades, Phoenix, Gorf and many more.

Some of these games seemed to revel in their complexity. Defender's control panel bore a up-down lever and five buttons, most of which had to be operated in close concert with each other to have a chance at doing well. Its sequel Stargate added another button!

But the most detailed of these games were usually first-person spaceship sims. These are games where your view is mostly just that looking out of the cockpit of an X-Wing or Millennium-Falcon-style spaceship, from which you engaged in a generalized recreation of the Tie Fighter combat scene from Star Wars. While it isn't necessary for these games to be complex -- a good example of the breed is Exidy's arcade game Star Fire (1979), and there's the VCS' own launch game Star Ship, more popular were the games that added an element of simulation to the game.

Of course, there were no manned spaceships other than orbiting and moon-landing craft then. To simulate such a thing is necessarily imaginative, but that was kind of the advantage of the genre. Those kinds of games were an opportunity to play pretend, to let the player be Luke Skywalker, not just in zooming through space but also giving him various control functions to consider. Many times these functions don't add much to the game, or could have been designed out, but they weren't. Sometimes these functions actually made a difference to the game.

We'll take a quick look at the genre as it was at that time, because it's useful in understanding our focus, Doug Neubauer's Solaris. Later games in the genre include the DOS games Wing Commander, the Elite games, and the X-Wing series of Star Wars adaptions. Nowadays I guess EVE Online is this sort of thing at the core of it all.
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Star Raiders and its Competitors

Star Raiders was originally an Atari 8-bit computer game also designed by Doug Neubauer. It got a popular VCS adaption programmed by Carla Meninsky, one of the unsung heroes of the VCS. She programmed three games for it, and all of them are at least very fun: Star Raiders, Warlords (elsewhere in this book) and Dodge 'Em, a kind of mixture of Pac-Man and slot racing that's still pretty enjoyable. Star Raiders' VCS version was considered promising enough that it had a special controller packed in, the Keypad controller. A few words should be said on that--see the end of this article.

Star Raiders puts the player in the now-standard Luke Skywalker cockpit, looking out at stars zooming by. (These sorts of games almost always have stars zooming by, despite the fact they'd have to be constantly traveling at near- or greater-than light speed to do so, which would make their space dog-fighting sections impossible.) The joystick adjusts your direction in local space, and the fire button launches shots out into space, towards the center of a targeting display in the middle of the screen. Numbers on-screen indicate how much energy your ship has left and how many enemy ships must be destroyed to win the game. A single letter flips between four different ship systems, and changes color if that system is damaged or destroyed.

The keypad controller that came with the game is used to active one of several special functions. The most important of these is to bring up the sector map, a grid that shows the location of the eeeevil alien fleets and the friendly starbase that they're trying to destroy.

Games like Star Raiders have a second parent besides Star Wars, the text-based teletype computer game called Star Trek, based on the TV show of the same name. In that game, players issue commands from a menu to the crew of the Starship Enterprise, enabling the ship to explore a grid-based galaxy not unlike the one in Star Raiders, looking for eeevil Klingon spaceships and protecting friendly Federation starbases from them. A necessary part of that game is docking with starbases in order to refuel, rearm and repair the ship as it becomes depleted from its acts of exploring and destroying. Replacing the menu, Star Raiders uses the Keypad controller to issue commands like switching between views, bringing up the sector map, warping between sectors, and turning off/on the battle computer and shields.

Many of the functions on that keypad may seen unnecessary. In Star Raiders, if your shields are down, a single hit can destroy your whole craft, so why would you ever turn them off? Well, because they expend extra energy while on, so you can turn them off when not in danger. But couldn't the game do that automatically? The targeting computer, which helps your shots connect with enemy ships, is similar. The most important function is the sector map, which lets the player pick which sector to fly to. But there's usually only two places of interest: where the enemies are at, and where the starbase is at. It shouldn't be difficult to have the ship automatically go where it needs to be.

The reason they're not done automatically is because manipulating keyboard functions and having full control of the ship is part of the experience of playing a game like this. It's a form of role-playing, to help the player feel that he really is Luke Skywalker, flipping switches, yelling orders to R2D2, and talking with his ghostly spirit friend. But they also require packing in a costly piece of extra hardware, that has to be plugged in every time you want to play the game. This may be why its quasi-sequel, Solaris, gets by with a second joystick, and even that can be dispensed with if the player wants.

We now move on to Solaris, but if games like Star Raiders are appealing to you the VCS has several. See the Also Try section for more.
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The Game


Solaris is a weird mix of styles. It definitely has that Star Raiders vibe to it, it has the sector map (actually a multi-screen map now, that you actually have to explore), and many of the same enemies make a return. You have a fuel gauge (now an actual gauge instead of a number) that limits your activities, and your ship can take damage like Star Raiders, and both these states can be fixed by visiting a starbase. Those starbases are still under attack from enemy forces, and if you don't stop them from doing so they get destroyed, lessening your opportunities for refreshment.

The differences, however, are great. It's no longer a first-person game, but makes your ship visible at the bottom of the screen. Despite this however, you still get a scanner to help you pinpoint enemy locations in space around you. You can also left and right on-screen, both to avoid enemy shots and meteors and to aim your own shots. One interesting thing about this game, which by the way it shares with Star Raiders, is that although there's an "aiming point," the cross-hair in Star Raiders and the "horizon," a line in the distance your shots aim towards in Solaris, you actually aren't aiming for that point. Your shots travel in space, and if an enemy is close to you you actually want to aim somewhat before that point, to have your shot intercept the enemy. It's a subtle, but realistic, detail. And you have multiple lives now! You start with three, and can gain extras for destroying enemy planets, up to a maximum of five.

There's now many more types of enemy ships, and starbases are now actually planets. When enemies attack them, they use surface ships, and the game turns into a 3D scrolling shooter, although it really plays much the same. You have a limited time before they destroy the planet/starbase when this happens. When you visit starbases for refueling, there's a short segment where you dock with a refueling port on the planet's surface. (Conversely, if you shoot the port, you'll destroy the starbase yourself!) When a starbase blows up, not only does that deprive you of a place to refuel, but it turns the sector into an aggravating "Red Zone" that reverses your controls. I can't rate this as a point in the game's favor, but at least you have some say in whether it happens, although at least one planet is suspected to be impossible to save.

A major objective is to destroy enemy planets, which look like Saturn on the sector map. You do this in a very similar section to the starbase defense and refuel scenes, except the little guys who are on these planets are actually prisoners you can save by flying into them. Rescue all of them not only is worth 8,000 points and destroys the planet, but earns you an extra life, which become extremely important as the game continues and instant space death comes from more and more sources. Some ways between sectors travel through routes called "Corridors," which you have to complete similar ground missions to finish, eventually going through a 3D scrolling tunnel-like section where you have to collect keys. These are challenging; in fact, the whole game is challenging.

The enemies get more aggressive as the game continues, and some of the enemies are extremely aggravating. The "basestars," returning foes from Star Raiders, can shoot in a flash and destroy a whole ship on a direct hit. If you fail to collect a key in a corridor that's another life off. You can also lose ships by running out of fuel in the void of space, or from taking too much damage from the plethora of foes that you face. Solaris, as one of the last official releases for the VCS and possessing 16 kilobytes of ROM, benefits from a whole decade of game design innovation. Each of its enemies behaves differently in battle and possess different levels of danger for your ship. The starmap is now split into sixteen sections, and they're not arranged in the expected 4x4 grid either! The space sectors are also cordoned off into routes and paths, so you can't explore in any direction but must find routes through each sector to new places. A few places even serve as traps; there's an area early in the game where, if you enter it, the only escape is to destroy a Federation planet yourself to escape! This is not a hand-holding game; people talk about Nintendo hard, but of course that system has nothing on the old VCS for difficulty, back when game programs were very small and significant challenge was often all there was to keep a player's interest for the lifetime of the game.
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And yet, instead of the endless ramp into infinity of most classic arcade games, this is one of the few VCS games with a definite ending. Somewhere on the game's sprawling starmap is the planet Solaris, which can be detected by its blinking on the map. Ultimately you're trying to reach it and thus win the game, but few people have done this. Amazingly, there is only one video of a Solaris win on YouTube, and it doesn't have sound. It's by GilBahat, and here it is: part 1, part 2. So, if any of you are looking for an epic challenge, the kind of game that people play and play and never seem to finish, I think this might fit the bill. Don't expect a great ending BTW. 

AtariAge user Statichamster claims to have finished Solaris, and in that thread even provides a PDF solution book to help those who might seek to follow in their footsteps. Read that PDF; it's an excellent guide to an extraordinarily challenging game that very few have finished, and also a good guide to how to play (better than the instruction manual, which the game's creator notes is crummy), and a great document of the game's depth and quality as one of the final VCS releases. There is also a FAQ up at GameFAQs which provides a lot of necessary information. Good luck.

What's a Keypad Controller?

One of the primary advantages of the VCS that separated it from the dedicated consoles was that not only were its games changeable, but its controllers were too. The original system came with the two primary controllers the system that games used, and of those the vast majority of them use a joystick, cementing its place as the default controller of video gamedom. The system also came with a pair of paddles, and supported the use of a second pair. (See the Warlords article for more about those, and its cousin that looks a lot like it, the Driving controller.)

After the Paddle and Driving controllers, another prominent controller was supported by the VCS in the early days: the Keyboard Controller. It was sold in pairs, and also available in a different forms as the Keypad Controller and the Atari Kids Controller (a large-format keypad). All of these devices were the same electronically and were compatible with all keyboard games, although some games only came with one.

Most keyboard-controlled games were released early in the system's life: A Game of Concentration, Hunt and Score, Brain Games, Codebreaker and, of course, Basic Programming. Most of these games used a keyboard to offload from the developer the need to implement a selection interface involving the joystick. There is no reason for, say, A Game of Concentration to require a button for every hidden space in its game, when it could offer a select-and-pick kind of interface for joystick, except it might not fit in the limited ROM space of the cartridge. But those kinds of tradeoffs were rife in that era.

The keyboard controller, however, is not the same thing as a keypad controller, which was only released with Star Raiders. It came out at a time when Atari's competitors Mattel and Coleco offered keypads on their controllers standard, as Atari would do with its successor system, the 5200.

Links


AtariAge - Manual

Video of gameplay


Creator Doug Neubauer is still with us, and has a website! Gamasutra has an interview with him from 2007.

Also try...

Created by the guy who made the original version Star Raiders, Solaris is the pinnacle of VCS space sim games. The first-person space shooter is a well-represented genre on the VCS. Activision's Starmaster is similar, but different in several important ways. Atari's launch game Star Ship (and its Sears Telegames renaming Outer Space) plays like just the shooting portions, with dumber enemies. More towards the simulation end there's Activision's Space Shuttle, which has no enemies except your own incompetence at operating realistic spacecraft. M-Network (Mattel's brand for games not released for the Intellivision) would release a port of their popular Space Spartans, renamed Space Attack.

There is also, of course, the original Star Raiders, for VCS, Atari 8-bit computer and 5200. Or you might look up versions of the original Star Trek, which exist in countless forms and mutations.

[image: Screenshot]

Other Interesting Games

The focus of this book is games that, in some way, are worth playing on the Atari VCS as opposed to other places. There are many more good games for the VCS, but a lot of them are ports of superior arcade games, or are just better on other systems. Atari themselves made a lot of terrific arcade ports for home computers under their Atarisoft label that, to this day, are the best ports of those games outside of emulation. (Some of their versions are better than NES ports of the same games, including Pac-Man and Nintendo's own Donkey Kong!) So, a lot of games don't have articles in the book because, while they might be great, you're still better off playing them elsewhere.

If we discard that requirement, a lot more games open up to us. Here's a good selection of them, and check the "Also try" sections after each game for more:



	VCS Ms. Pac-Man makes up for the system's bleah version of Pac-Man. There's a homebrew out there, a hack of Ms. Pac-Man, that's a much better adaptation of original Pac-Man.

	Missile Command is a surprisingly good arcade adaptation, although ultimately it lacks some of the enemies, the "matchbook" feature of the original game, where explosions from destroyed missiles could destroy other missiles, and only has one missile base instead of three.

	Frogger (both Parker Bros' million-seller and Starpath's less-known version) turned lots of heads when it first came out. There is a little-known sequel called Frogger II: Threedeep that offers three different screens and interesting gameplay variety.

[image: Screenshot]
	VCS Berzerk is about as good as the arcade version.

	Activision's River Raid is a foundational vertical shooter. (River Raid II, on the other hand, is an example of how making something more complex doesn't necessarily improve it.)

	Super Breakout is fun if you don't particularly want powerups. Off The Wall is a lot like Breakout with powerups, but without paddle control the game is much worse.

	Circus Atari is Breakout-ish, but faster-paced. It's a good example of how sharp play control and good sound design can improve an otherwise simple game. Also, it's still strangely hilarious to watch your guy splat when he misses the teeter-totter.

	Centipede and Millipede are amazing ports.


	Defender II (aka Stargate) makes up for the problems with VCS Defender.

	Dodge 'Em almost made it into this book. It's an interesting take on a maze game in that you can only navigate in one direction. It has a two-player mode as well.

	Gravitar is very difficult (just like the arcade game), but surprisingly complete and a logical progression from Asteroids.

	Indy 500 is the only game to use the Driving controllers, which are basically Paddles without the stop on the ends, but the game itself is a version of Atari's long-lived Sprint series, which survived for like 15 years for good reason. It, Surround and Combat are the system's most interesting launch titles.

	Superman is mentioned in the Also Try sections of both Adventure and Haunted House. It's rather hard to get used to, but some people like it.

[image: Screenshot]
	Parker Bros' VCS port of Amidar is pretty cool, although the arcade looks and sounds much better. it's a "deterministic" maze game: the enemies ignore you and follow predetermined paths. To make up for that, there's a lot of them.

	Imagic's Atlantis and Cosmic Ark are both interesting. They're completely different in gameplay, but Cosmic Ark is a storyline sequel to Atlantis.

	KLAX is, considering the hardware, an admirable port of an early-90s arcade game, and the last commercial game made for the VCS/2600

	The best general driving game on the system is probably Activision's Enduro.

	I find that Parker Bros' The Empire Strikes Back holds up fairly well, offering one of the best senses of speed on the system.

	Some people really like Activision's Pressure Cooker, but I have trouble making sense of it.

	There's also Activision's H.E.R.O., which is greatly liked by some. Honestly, I didn't have time to really devote to exploring it! One of you can report back to me on it?

	Similarly, there are two Starpath Supercharger games that are suitably complex that I didn't include. Escape From the Mindmaster is a first-person labyrinth exploring game, using the same kind of viewpoint as classic Wizardry and Bard's Tale. Survival Island is very rare, but is interesting in many ways, and also contains a Wizardry-style maze. Especially if you like Dragonstomper or Sword of Saros, you should look into them. Two other games on the system with Wizardry's maze are Crypts of Chaos and Tunnel Runner.

	Besides Space Invaders, a couple of other good base-style shooters for the VCS are Atari's port of Phoenix (which is another of those games that seems subtly better here than in the arcade) and Imagic's similar Demon Attack. If I had to choose between them, I'd go with Phoenix, for its climatic mothership fight.

	One particular oddity is the late-release game Secret Quest, which has password support and was advertised as being designed by Atari founder Nolan Bushnell. Inspired by Nintendo's Legend of Zelda, Secret Quest isn't nearly as fun as Nintendo's game, and is additionally hampered by that special difficulty you find in some VCS games that makes everything nearly impossible at the end, but deserves mention for the extent the game pushes the system.

	And then there is the Swordquest series, Earthworld, Fireworld and Waterworld, are interesting but obtuse without the clues from the supplied comic books, and the contest they were a part of was never completed. Atlas Obscura has an interesting article about the games.





Homebrew

Another important category of game is missing from this book: those made by homebrew programmers for the VCS long after the end of the system's commercial life.

Many of their games can take advantage of mappers and special chips that allow the system's pitiful works to do things undreamt of during the console's heyday, and are also informed by program and game design advances unavailable to developers in the 80s, so it doesn't feel fair to include them with the earlier games. While some of the best are not available for emulation, those with a working VCS or analogue can purchase them for play from the AtariAge Store.

Here are YouTube videos of some particularly impressive recent releases:

Scramble Arcade - Super Cobra Arcade (not the Parker Bros. version!) - Draconian" (a port of Bosconian) - Mappy (a work-in-progress as of February 2018)


Sources

The most important source here is, of course, AtariAge, which hosts a large and energetic community of enthusiasts for the VCS and many other retro consoles and computers.

Atari Museum

Pong Story: Lots of information on the first generation of consoles, that of dedicated game units. For example, here's a PDF of General Instruments' "Pong-on-a-chip" components.

Video Game Critic: This site contains a vast number of reviews for many, many different classic and current systems! It is a good place to scout out new finds.

Halcyon Days: A book of interviews with classic game developers, available on the internet in its entirety, for free

Once Upon Atari: A documentary about Atari during the VCS' heyday

Arcade Attack Interviews: Talks with many classic game developers

Racing the Beam (Amazon link): MIT Press' book on how crazy it was to develop for the VCS.

Warren Robinett's home page


Kirk Israel's tutorial on programming the VCS
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